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SUMMARY 

In this study I investigated practitioners claims for social benefits of urban greening 

projects (e.g., tree planting, community gardens). Practitioners’ claims of increased 

neighborliness, reduced drug dealing and other social benefits have led to interest in using 

greening projects specifically to achieve these ends.  



 1
 
 

INTRODUCTION: THE CLAIMS OF SOCIAL BENEFITS OF URBAN 

GREENING PROJECTS 

 

Many neighborhoods in cities across America are beleaguered by a myriad of 

problems: poverty, dilapidated housing stock, poor schools, lack of jobs, drug use and 

street level drug sales, gangs and violence. Neighborhood residents and others interested in 

solving these problems (e.g., academics, politicians, social and governmental agencies) are 

in search of simple, effective tools to build upon community strengths and combat these 

serious problems. 

One group says it has just such a tool: urban greeners. Urban greening practitioners 

organize their own projects or assist others to plant trees, create gardens on empty lots, and 

add vegetation to urban areas in other ways. These practitioners report dramatic social 

benefits for participating neighborhoods. Greening practitioners believe their projects can 

be: 

used to improve the local environmental conditions and, more 
importantly, to utilize community tree care and stewardship as tools 
for community development, neighborhood empowerment, and 
social reform (Phillips & Garcia, 1994, p. 154) 

 

This dissertation reports on research to investigate these claims and the potential 

usefulness of urban greening projects for revitalizing communities. 
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Urban Greening for Social Well-being: Historical Perspective 

The idea that nature in cities is important for social well-being is not new. The Reform and 

City Beautiful movements both argued in favor of open space for city dwellers 

(Cullingworth, 1997). To Frederick Law Olmstead, the leading landscape architect of the 

era, nature in cities  provided not only fresh air for urban dwellers breathing in the smoke 

and soot of late 19th century American cities, nature also provided a revitalizing release 

from the stress of the work-a-day world and was a supportive moral force (Lewis, 1996). It 

was in the 1880’s, during the “zenith of the City Beautiful movement” that Arbor Day 

began to be observed throughout the country (Foster, 1987, p. 4), encouraging individuals 

and civic organizations to plant trees.  

These ideas are reflected a century later in two presidential actions: the Johnson 

administration’s White House Conference on Natural Beauty and the Reagan 

administration’s Commission on Americans Outdoors. In a message to the Congress 

announcing the White House Conference on Natural Beauty, Johnson said:  

…some things we do know. Association with beauty can enlarge 
man’s imagination and revive his spirit. Ugliness can demean the 
people who live among it. What a citizen sees every day is his 
America. If it is attractive it adds to the quality of his life. If it is 
ugly it can degrade his existence. (Johnson, 1965, p. 2) 

 

In the Commission report recreation in general, and access to nearby natural 

settings in particular, are espoused as supportive of family strength, and of individual and 

community well-being (Commission, 1987).   
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It is culturally accepted—some say a cultural myth—that nature is good for the 

human psyche and spirit (Schmitt, 1990). The influence of this idea can be seen in not only 

in the examples above, but also in the latest resurgence of the urban greening movement 

these past three decades. 

The Urban Greening Movement 

There has been a resurgence of practitioner evidence of the potentially dramatic 

effects of nature in cities. There is also a new twist. Today’s advocates see social well-
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the fledgling urban and community forestry movement. Although some groups were active 

at the local block level from the start, most groups began to recognize the importance of 

working at the block or neighborhood level in the late 1980s and early 1990s. The urban 

and community forestry movement is thought of as grassroots by the USDA Forest 

Service, as the movement is based by and large in municipality-wide organizations rather 

than federal, state, or municipal government (Lyons, 1986; Vento, 1994).  

The Community Open Space Movement 

The community open space movement started as more of a grass roots movement, 

in local response to disenfranchisement and abandonment of city neighborhoods (Francis, 

Cashdan, & Paxson, 1984). These urban greeners took all-too-available vacant land in 

cities and put it to good use. Community open space often incorporated food production 

(i.e., gardens or orchards) on individual or communal plots. A national level group, the 

American Community Gardening Association, was formed in 1984 to foster an exchange 

of ideas between community garden groups across the country (Francis et al., 1984).  

In 1991, a definition of community greening was proposed that brings these various 

strands together.  

[Community greening] has a social and political context. It is an 
essential, often grassroots activity that derives from and bridges the 
environmental, civil rights, and horticultural movements of the 
1960s. It is undertaken, in part, to encourage feelings of 
empowerment, connectedness, and common concern among the 
settlement’s human residents and visitors (Breslav, 1991, p. 9). 

 

Community organizing principles and community development ideas came sooner 

to the community open space movement than to the urban and community forestry 
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movement. Both movements, however, are committed to the idea that enhanced access to 

nature for urban dwellers is good and worthwhile, capable of bringing many benefits to 

city residents.  

Urban Greening for Social Well-being: Current Observations 

Let’s begin our look at the current claims of social benefits from urban vegetation 

with a story of one tree planting event.  

Planting Community Spirit1 

In a low-income area not known for its trees, Global ReLeaf is 
helping residents plant a greener tomorrow. 

City employees cut the concrete and dug the holes; East Side 
residents planted the trees. A state representative bought sodas for 
all the children, while longtime-resident Bertha Hill shouted 
instructions from her balcony. Hanibals, a local restaurant, provided 
fried fish, rice, and corn bread for lunch. There was even a minister 
to bless the newly planted trees.  

 

This home style tree planting on America Street in Charleston, 
South Carolina, is a lesson in “standard sociology,” to use the words 
of Danny Burbank, the city’s superintendent of grounds 
maintenance and urban forestry. Because the event was organized 
and implemented entirely by members of Charleston’s East Side 
neighborhood, a low-income area with high crime rate, the new 
street trees live happily in the ground as well as in the hearts of the 
planters. 

 

“Just 10 minutes ago I came down America Street and I said to 
myself ‘look at all those healthy trees!’” says Carolyn Brown, an 
East Side resident who was Charleston’s citizen-participation 
director at the time of the planting. “The residents still talk about 
that day. They keep asking me, ‘when we going to plant more 
trees?’” 

 
                                                 
1 Reprinted with permission from Urban Forests 12(5), p. 16 
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Not only are the trees lifting community spirit and pride, they’re 
beautifying the street, improving neighborhood property values, and 
cooling the homes, most of which did not have air conditioning. 

 

The momentum started to build early in the day and kept growing, 
allowing organizers to finish the plantings two hours earlier than 
expected. There were more volunteers than expected, and many  
participants lured passers-by off the street and put shovels in their 
hands; they can take partial credit for the high turnout. But perhaps 
even more credit should go to those who called each of the 160 
volunteers early in the morning to remind them of the day’s event. 
This kind of dedication—coming from within the community—is 
the secret to a successful tree planting. So says Lydia Evans, 
Executive Director of Lowcountry ReLeaf, which, along with the 
Parks Department and a Global ReLeaf grant from Texaco, helped 
put the event together. 

American Forests President Charlie Tarver represented Global 
ReLeaf at the event. The event was so successful, he says, because, 
“It was the community’s project—it was their deal—and that was so 
refreshing.” 

 

At the event, Tarver spoke with a local politician whose motorcycle 
“gang” had become known as a do-good “club.” Before they 
finished talking, members of the two local clubs—the 
Thunderguards and the Lowcountry Travellers—arrived with a 
rumble on their Harley-Davidsons. Club members quickly put their 
muscle power to work, helping residents plant tree after tree. 

 

East Side residents have taken responsibility for watering the trees, 
and for the first time in a long while, trees are blooming in their 
neighborhood. “We’ve been showing off,” says Carolyn Brown. 
“Now other neighborhoods want to know how they can do similar 
projects.” 

 

More power to them. (Wright, 1992, p. 16) 

 

This story states or hints at a number of the overlapping social benefits of greening 

projects: involvement, working together, getting to know neighbors, sense of 
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accomplishment, reducing crime and the effects of drug use and trade, new contacts, 

access to resources, and transformation of space.  I will outline these observations, as 

represented in the practitioners’ literature. 

Involvement 
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Growing plants is relatively easy, planting trees is relatively fast, and both provide 

a sense of accomplishment. From this initial success comes an increased sense of efficacy, 

and people start to take on new problems. One of the first reflections of this is a general 

“spiffing-up” of blocks after greening projects as people do things like paint the trim on 

their houses. Practitioners also report residents organizing neighborhood watch programs 

as a common next step (Bush-Brown, 1969; Lewis, 1996). From the increased sense of 

efficacy, still greater things can happen for the neighborhood. Some neighborhoods then 

take on larger projects, like job training (Riddell, 1993). 

Reducing Crime and Drugs 
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people rather than as perpetrators and aggressors, which can lead to cooperation in efforts 

to reduce crime in the affected neighborhoods. It can also work against ‘profiling’—a 

procedure of guessing who is likely to be engaged in criminal activity based on external 

characteristics like race and gender. 

Finally, trees and gardens are thought to create a higher quality neighborhood, 

which, in turn, fosters more civil behavior. Anthony Bouza (quoted above), as a police 

captain in Harlem, planted trees in front of the police station houses. Asked by an officer 

why they were planting trees, Bouza replied “’Because I want the [residents] to have 

beauty and nature…They lead to civilized behavior” (Kostouros, 1989).  

Connections and Resources  

The neighborhoods assess their own needs, and plant their own 
solutions. In doing so, interesting things happen. The communities 
involved formed their own group, the Trident Neighborhood 
Coalition, so that they could continue to get together and share ideas 
and creative solutions. Through this process, they have also had an 
opportunity to meet with folks from North Carolina, South Carolina, 
and other parts of the country (Evans, 1994, p. 248).”  

 

The East Side residents in Charleston not only came to know each other better, but 

also got to know city employees, a State representative, an Executive Director from a 

nonprofit group, members of two motorcycle clubs, and a member of the clergy who were 

all there to help them on the planting day. The contacts developed through a tree planting 

project may continue after the planting day, facilitating access to additional resources 

needed to address other problems identified by block residents.  
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Contacts and resources can be equally important for the greening program. More 

and more, greening programs partner with existing organizations aimed at community 

development, health care, and education (Bisco Werner, 1995; Evans, 1994; Hynes, 1995). 

Through these partnerships, greening groups are better able to address a wide array of 

social problems, bringing a broader set of resources to communities they work with. 

Transforming Space 
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garden leads to employment (e.g., with the nonprofit greening group providing technical 

assistance) or a reference as a participant is searching for a job. 

Meaning of Vegetation 

Somewhere during those days spent quietly working the earth, 
seeing a previously unknown cycle of growth and renewal, nurturing 
and persistence, something is released and something changes. 
People ask me what I tell young people to inspire and support them. 
I say, I don’t—it’s working with green things that does that (Sneed, 
1998, ix). 

 

The East Side residents had a member of the clergy at their planting day who 

blessed the trees. This is one of many indications of the meaning that many people 

attribute to plants, trees, and gardening. Practitioners report that working the earth, 

planting seeds and harvesting tomatoes, nurturing something and watching it grow, all 

seem to have an effect of calming, centering, and healing (Bush-Brown, 1969; Lewis, 

1996; Lipkis & Lipkis, 1990; Riddell, 1993; Sneed, 1998). Growing plants gives chances 

for solitude while also creating stronger ties to family and neighbors (Hassler & Gregor, 

1998). Trees live a long time, and this has value for many people. Through their long life 

span, trees bridge the generations and foster a connection to past and future (Lewis, 1996; 

Lipkis & Lipkis, 1990).  

The Federal Government Buys In 

The evidence from practitioners and participants about the possibilities of social 

change from urban greening projects has reached the federal government. It is reflected in 

the language of the Urban and Community Forestry Act (a part of the 1990 farm bill) 
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which states that “forest lands, shade trees, and open spaces in urban areas and 

communities improve the quality of life for residents” and “efforts to encourage tree 

plantings and protect existing open spaces in urban areas and communities can contribute 

to the social well-being and promote a sense of community in these areas” 

(Representatives, 1990, p. 183-184). The federal government spends over $20 million 

annually on urban and community forestry projects, up from $2 million in the mid-1980s. 

Additional funds are spent to support community gardening and other community greening 

activities as well (Lyons, 1986).   

The federal government’s support for community greening as a force for positive 

social change was perhaps most clearly stated in a speech given by James Lyons, USDA 

Under Secretary for Natural Resources, at the Sixth National Urban Forest Conference in 

1993. Excerpts include: 

…trees, forests, open space, rivers and streams, and associated 
natural resources…improve our quality of life, provide us with a 
sense of community, help improve our individual and community 
self-esteem, and promote our physical and mental well-being. … 

… People who live in healthy ecosystems are healthier themselves. 
People who view themselves as part of that ecosystem and are 
actively involved in its protection, care, and restoration, develop a 
sense of empowerment and ownership over their lives that translates 
into socially, culturally, and economically stronger cities, 
communities, neighborhoods and society as a whole. … 

…Urban ecosystem management can bring … opportunities 
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Empowerment was also thought to be fostered by information dissemination 

(Murray, 1994), and to be based on economic benefits (Toups, 1992).  

Empowerment then, to greening practitioners, is good for both the residents and the 

greening program. It captures many of the social benefits discussed earlier: involvement, 

efficacy, resources and contacts, and taking action to address problems. Practitioners do 

not have a codified approach to empowerment practice. A few practitioners are eloquent 

and even thoughtful about how empowerment outcomes may be derived from greening 

projects, but most use the concept loosely and do not specifically shape their programs to 

be as empowering as possible. 

Social Science Perspectives 

Collectively, these observations build a compelling story about these potential 

social benefits of urban greening projects. What does social science tell us about these 

expectations and observations? Do sociology, psychology and other fields have theories 

that help us make sense of these claims?  Several areas do support the claims made by 

practitioners. These include empowerment theory, neighborhood satisfaction studies, and 

the results of empirical studies about the interaction between people and urban vegetation. 

But the social science literature also provides some cautionary evidence. 

Empowerment Theory 

Empowerment theory explicates the development within individuals and groups of 

a greater ability to address problems, a greater competency to act on one’s own or one’s 

group’s behalf (Kieffer, 1984; Perkins & Zimmerman, 1995; Rappaport, 1993 ; 
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Zimmerman, 1995).  The empowerment literature draws on many constructs, from locus of 

control to sense of community to class action (Bookman & Morgen, 1988; Kieffer, 1984; 

Perkins & Zimmerman, 1995). But there are several problems with the developing 

empowerment theory. Several concepts are drawn on so heavily that empowerment is 

almost synonymous with them. Participation and sense of community are primary 

examples. Empowerment has become trendy and has been co-opted into policy and 

ideology language on all sides of the political spectrum. This wide use of “empowerment” 

and empowerment’s overlap with other constructs complicates the already difficult process 

of trying to carefully develop and analyze a multi-faceted construct (Kieffer, 1984; Perkins 

& Zimmerman, 1995).  

Roots of Empowerment Theory 

Community Psychology has made the largest contribution to developing 

empowerment theory. Feminist scholars and, lately, a few business researchers have also 

made valuable contributions (Bookman & Morgen, 1988; Hardy & Leiba-O'Sullivan, 

1998; Riger, 1993). In general the empowerment push in business has come from a 

different perspective: attention to the bottom line (Hardy & Leiba-O'Sullivan, 1998).  

In community psychology, empowerment has grown from a recognized need to 

change the paternalistic outlook on the part of service providers in various fields. This has 

meant a change from illness- or needs-based interventions where the practitioner is the 

expert aiding patients to an approach of collaboration where an individual’s or group’s 

strengths are recognized and developed (Rappaport, 1981; Zimmerman & Warschausky, 

1998). The research and theoretical development of community psychology’s 
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empowerment theory to date has been strongest at the individual level, often looking at 

physical and mental health issues.  

Feminist scholar’s approach to empowerment theory is slightly different. Their 

attention is more often on the group level, on women’s struggles to obtain control of 

resources needed to improve their and their families lives. For instance, Bookman and 

Morgen’s edited volume focuses on working class women’s struggles to gain control of 

local schools, clinics, labor unions, and other organizations (Bookman & Morgen, 1988). 

The individual may benefit from empowerment outcomes, but the analytic focus is an 

organization or institution. 

The business literature, on the other hand, uses empowerment as a new tool to 

increase the bottom line (Hardy & Leiba-O'Sullivan, 1998). Applied unevenly and with no 

political intent whatsoever, the business use of empowerment often bears little 

resemblance to its use in the social sciences (Hardy & Leiba-O'Sullivan, 1998). 

Multiple Definitions of Empowerment 

These various strands of empowerment theory and the relative youth of the theory 

has led to multiple, even competing, definitions. These include:  

[Empowerment is] an intentional ongoing process centered in the 
local community, involving mutual respect, critical reflection, 
caring, and group participation, through which people lacking an 
equal share of valued resources gain greater access to and control 
over these resources (Cornell Empowerment Group cited in Perkins 
& Zimmerman, 1995, p. 570). 

 

Empowerment is not only an individual psychological construct, it is 
also organizational, political, sociological, economic, and spiritual. 
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(p. 130). Empowerment is also multi-level (p. 133). (Rappaport, 
1987 ) 

 

Empowerment refers to processes and outcomes relating to issues of 
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empowerment theorists often equate a feeling of power with empowerment, some 

discussion of power is necessary.  

Definitions of power abound. Within the empowerment debate, several approaches 

to power have been used. To date, Riger (1993) and Hardy and Leiba-O’Sullivan (1998) 

have given the most careful attention to the power behind empowerment. 

Riger (1993), uses Hollander and Offermann’s conception of power as having three 

primary forms: power over, power to, and power from.  Power over is “dominance.” 

Power to is the ability to use power to act more freely. Power from is an ability to resist 

the power of others (Riger, 1993, p. 282).  

Hardy and Leiba-O’Sullivan detail four dimensions of power, the first three of 

which are based on Lukes. The first dimension focuses on the “management of resources 

dependencies” (Hardy & Leiba-O'Sullivan, 1998, p. 462). The second dimension focuses 

on the management of the decision making process. The third dimension addresses the 

“management of meaning,” or the ability of those with power to obscure the lack of power 

of certain groups (Hardy & Leiba-O'Sullivan, 1998, p. 462). Hardy and Leiba-O’Sullivan 

add a fourth dimension based on postmodernist ideas. In this dimension, there is 

nonmanagement of power, instead power is “embedded in the system” (Hardy & Leiba-

O'Sullivan, 1998, p. 462). Empowerment theory to date has dealt within the first three 

dimensions. In the first dimension, acquiring and mobilizing resources is most important. 

In the second, gaining access to the decision making process is most important. And in the 

third dimension, gaining critical consciousness is most important. Hardy and Leiba-
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O’Sullivan theorize that in the fourth dimension, empowerment will reflect a freedom from 

power (Hardy & Leiba-O'Sullivan, 1998, p. 462). 

Zimmerman’s Empowerment Theory 

Marc Zimmerman, a community psychologist, has made the largest single 

contribution to explicating empowerment theory (Zimmerman, 1990; Zimmerman, 1995; 

Zimmerman, in press; Zimmerman, Israel, Schulz, & Checkoway, 1992; Zimmerman & 

Warschausky, 1998).  He has theorized that empowerment occurs at three levels: the 

individual level or psychological empowerment, organizational empowerment, and 

community empowerment.  Of the three, psychological empowerment is the most carefully 

delineated.  He has further theorized a difference between empowered outcomes and 

empowering processes (Zimmerman, 1995).  

Levels of empowerment.  Psychological empowerment is differentiated from 

individual empowerment because, rather than considering solely internal processes, 

psychological empowerment takes the context of the individual into account (Zimmerman, 

1995). Psychological empowerment has three interrelated domains: the intrapersonal 

component, the interactional component, and the behavioral component. The nature of 

empowerment varies for each component. The intrapersonal component is focused on 

effects at the individual psychological level; the empowerment changes include self-

efficacy and control. The interactional component is concerned with perceptions of an 

individual in a setting; empowerment is focused on critical awareness and resource 

mobilization. The behavioral component looks at actions on the part of an individual; 

community involvement and coping behaviors are important aspects of empowerment 
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(Zimmerman, 1995). Therefore, psychological empowerment is typified by an increased 

sense of efficacy and control, and participation in organizations or processes (e.g. local 

politics) in order to improve one’s life. But Zimmerman does not feel that actual power, 

defined by him as authority (Zimmerman, 1995), is necessary for empowerment to occur.  

Theory for the organization and community levels of empowerment is still 

relatively undeveloped in Zimmerman’s descriptions specifically and community 

psychology generally. Organizational empowerment is reflected in goal achievement, 

leadership development, effective resource acquisition, policy leverage, and pluralism 

(Zimmerman, in press). These organizations may be small (a neighborhood association) or 

large (a regional nonprofit). Community level empowerment is reflected initially in efforts 

to improve the community, by opportunities for citizen participation, and by accessible 

resources like government and media (Zimmerman, in press). This is often achieved 

through coalitions of larger scale organizations working effectively together (Speer & 

Hughey, 1995; Zimmerman, in press). 

Empowering processes and empowering outcomes.  Empowering processes and 

empowered outcomes (Zimmerman, 1995) differentiates between processes that help foster 

empowerment and actions that reflect an empowered stance. An organization that is not 

empowered may still be empowering if it provides opportunities for shared leadership and 
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Empowerment Indicators 

Zimmerman argues that empowerment measures must be situation specific because 

empowerment is a “dynamic contextually driven construct” and not a “static, 

intrapersonal” trait (Zimmerman, 1995, p. 596). Nonetheless, it is possible to derive a 

general set of empowerment indicators from Zimmerman’s explication of empowerment 

theory. These indicators follow the individual, organization, and community levels of the 

theory.  

Indicators at the individual level include efficacy, mastery, control (including 

perceived control and efforts to exert control), new resources, participation, increased 

skills, becoming a problem solver and/or decision maker, proactive behavior, critical 

awareness, and a sense of competence. 

Indicators at the organizational level include participation, shared leadership, 

effective resource acquisition/mobilization, understanding socio-political environment, 

giving opportunities to develop skills or a sense of control, meeting organizational goals, 

developing ways to enhance effectiveness, becoming key brokers in policy decisions, 

having an impact on policy, extending the influence of the organization (e.g., wider 

geography/more diverse audience). 

Indicators at the community level include connections to other community groups 

and organizations, coalitions that are both empowered and empowering, accessible 

community resources (government, media), pluralism, initiating efforts to improve 

community, responding to threats to quality of life, providing opportunities for citizen 

participation, and a critical awareness among residents. 
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Summary of Empowerment Theory 

Empowerment theory is still in its infancy. There is no shared definition of 

empowerment, but most definitions include control and efficacy, an ability to exert some 

control over one’s life. Empowerment theory looks somewhat different in different fields. 

In community psychology, the focus to date is on empowerment at the individual level. In 

feminist research the emphasis is more often on group and organizational issues, with a 

clear call for actual changes in power structures. In business, empowerment has been more 

a matter of lip service, with business leader’s attention firmly focused on the bottom line.   
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Several studies have investigated tree planting and community garden projects 

directly. These investigations are largely qualitative, primarily using interviews with 

participants. These studies have generally been done on or near the planting day and/or in 

the garden. A few studies have included surveys in their research design (Hlubik, Hamm, 

Winokur, & Baron, 1994; Sommer, Learey, Summitt, & Tirrell, 1994 -a; Sommer, Learey, 

Summitt, & Tirrell, 1994 -b). 

Residents reported getting to know their neighbors through participation (Francis et 

al., 1984 ; Learey, 1994; Sommer et al., 1994 -a; Sommer et al., 1994 -b). Sometimes 

residents who were not involved in the planting activities still took part in the other social 

activities—like a potluck—surrounding the event (Learey, 1994). “Its so nice to see the 

neighborhood working together” was a frequent comment from neighborhood residents 

(Learey, 1994).  

Resident involvement was shown to have a positive impact on neighborhood 

attachment, including how much residents liked the trees and their location, as well as 

having a positive impact on how residents perceived the neighborhood (Sommer et al., 

1994 -a; Sommer et al., 1994 -b). In at least one study, participants reported liking their 

neighborhoods better than the non-participants did (Sommer et al., 1994 -b).  
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al., 1984 ; McDonough et al., 1994). Other benefits include political awareness and ties to 

community resources, a sense of ownership, and the instigation of other changes in the 

neighborhoods by residents (Ames, 1980 ; Francis et al., 1984).  

There is some evidence that reported importance of benefits varies with race and 

ethnicity (Rymer, 1997). African American community gardeners reported greater 

importance of a broad range of benefits: working outdoors, with the soil, with nature, and 

with one’s hands; feeling safe in the garden; helping others in the garden, beautifying the 

neighborhood, sharing produce; taking pleasure in producing one’s own food, feeling good 

about abilities; and teaching gardening to children (Rymer, 1997).  

Francis et al. (1984) found several other benefits from efforts to create community 

open space in New York City, including conserving neighborhood open space, providing 

recreation opportunities, promoting compet
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well as the level of adult supervision and that they may help to reduce the incidence of 

domestic violence (Coley, Kuo, & Sullivan, 1997; Kuo, 1992; Kuo & Sullivan, 1996; 

Taylor, Wiley, Kuo, & Sullivan, 1998). 

Community Theory and Sense of Community 

“Planting trees increases sense of community” urban greeners say. Just what is a 

“sense of community”? The answer to this question has been debated for centuries, and we 

are certainly not going to answer it here. Still, it is important to consider “community” at 

least briefly.  

A fundamental question in the debate on “community” has been whether or not a 

community must be place-based (Wellman & Leighton, 1988). This is the traditional view 
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principals is one example, a coalition of neighborhood homeowner associations is another. 

The vertical ties strengthen a community while the horizontal ties create its stability 

(Warren, 1988). These systems of vertical and horizontal ties can be writ large or small; a 

smaller level example pertinent to urban greening might be horizontal connections 

between block residents as they form a block club and their vertical ties to a greening 

nonprofit organization or the Alderman’s office.  

“Sense of community” as a psychological construct, is argued by Sarason to be the 

primary raison d’être of community psychology (Sarason, 1974). McMillian and Chavis 

(1986) operationalize the psychological sense of community with four domains: 

membership, influence (both the individual on the group and visa versa), integration and 

fulfillment of needs, and shared emotional connection. Urban greening projects could 

conceivably have an impact on each of these domains. 
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her neighborhood (Westphal, 1993).  Other research has also documented the role trees 

play in creating community. Respondents in Charleston, SC, interviewed after the 

devastation of Hurricane Hugo cited trees as the greatest loss from the hurricane damage. 

This loss was more important than the loss of house or place of worship, and the reasons 

given indicated that trees made Charleston home (Hull, 1992 -b; Hull, Lam, & Vigo, 

1994). Respondents have also reported moving because of the loss of trees to Dutch elm 

disease−home wasn’t home anymore with the trees gone (Dwyer, Schroeder, & Gobster, 

1992).  

The Environment as a Social Symbol 

Respondents have told us that trees and vegetation are important to community, but 

why is this so? Appleyard (Appleyard, 1979; Appleyard, 1979) discusses “the environment 

as a social symbol” saying “sociologists and social planners should begin to appreciate that 

aspects of the physical environment play a significant role in the social lives of citizens” 

(p. 152). Proshansky, in discussing space appropriation, also sheds light on the role of the 

meaning of physical space for creation of individual and group identity.  He says “there are 

no physical settings that are not by definition also social settings” and that individuals “not 

only project [their identity onto space] but introject” (Proshansky, 1976, p. 37). There is 

evidence that we select residential community types based on our definitions of ourselves 

(Feldman, 1990; Feldman, 1996). Hull et al. (1994) suggest that these meanings were 

behind the importance of the loss of trees in Charleston.  

Gardens and landscape projects are signs of human intent. In the context of 

restoration and conservation efforts using native plant species, these signs of intent, 
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dubbed “cues to care,” like edging, fences, and bird feeders have raised the acceptance of 

the vegetation and lent a sense of order to what is commonly thought of as messy 

(Nassauer, 1995; Nassauer & Westmacott, 1987). It is possible that gardens act as “cues to 

care” in distressed neighborhoods, and hence have a positive social impact. 

Gardens may also be acts of resistance and as such an act of power (Hooks, 1994; 

Morgen & Bookman, 1988). Many people do not have choice in their residential 

environments. Poverty and other social factors limit their options when seeking shelter. 

Yet homespace is a powerful need, a critical refuge—particularly for those facing 

discrimination in our society (Hooks, 1990). Even without choice in the setting, people 

create homespace. And in these situations gardens may be a small act of resistance. Alice 

Walker eloquently describes her mother’s gardens: 

…my mother adorned with flowers whatever shabby house we were 
forced to live in. And not just your typical straggly country stand of 
zinnias, either. She planted ambitious gardens—and still does—with 
over fifty different varieties of plants… before she left home for the 
fields, she watered her flowers, chopped up the grass, and laid out 
her new beds. When she returned from the fields she might divide 
clumps of bulbs, dig a cold pit, uproot and replant roses, or prune 
branches from her taller bushes or trees—until night came and it 
was too dark to see. … 

 

I notice that it is only when my mother is working in her garden that 
she is radiant, almost to the point of being invisible—except as 
Creator: hand and eye. She is involved in work her soul must have. 
Ordering the universe in the image of her personal conception of 
Beauty. … 

 

For her, so hindered and intruded upon in so many ways, being an 
artist has still been a daily part of her life. This ability to hold on, 
even in very simple ways, is work black women have done for a 
very long time (Walker, 1983/1974 , pp. 241-242). 
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What Alice Walker describes is a subtle, yet clear act of resistance. Planting 

flowers and trees was an act of resistance against a society that did not allow Mrs. Walker 

choices for her life (Walker, 1983/1974). Her resistance was in your face, beautifully. 

Small Wins 

Just as the environment may have important symbolic meanings, the success (or 

failure) of a specific project may also have important meanings. A successful project may 

indicate what can be accomplished by working together. In this sense, projects may be 

modest victories or small wins−important first steps that help galvanize further action by a 

group (Feldman and Stall, 1994; Weick 1984). 

Crime 

Studies have shown that trees and vegetation can increase a sense of safety (Kuo, 

Bacaicoa, & Sullivan, 1998). Perhaps because “presence of dis-order related cues engender 

perceptions of social and crime problems” (Perkins, Meeks, & Taylor, 1992, p. 21). Trees, 

gardens, and other landscape features may be a part of defensible space, thereby having an 

impact on crime and safety (Newman, 1972; Perkins, Wandersman, Rich, & Taylor, 1993).  

Besides being a part of a supportive physical environment, the social networks 

strengthened through the projects may have crime fighting benefits. Recent studies have 

shown the importance of informal social networks in minimizing crime, particularly by 

exerting social controls on marginal offenders (Rose & Clear, 1998). If urban greening 
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projects do indeed foster stronger local social networks, then they may also have an impact 

on crime as these social networks exert influence over residents.  

Cautionary Tales from the Social Science Literature 

The social science literature provides positive support for the claims of urban 

greeners, but it also sounds cautionary notes. 

I outlined above the empirical research about the deep, positive meanings that 

vegetation can have for urban residents. But trees and vegetation do not carry only positive 

meanings. Tree planting can be seen as impending gentrification (Appleyard, 1979) or 

“gilding the ghetto” (Hester, 1987, p. 292). Trees can symbolize lynching, as in Billie 

Holiday’s (Holiday, no date) powerful song “Strange Fruit”:  

Southern trees bear strange fruit, 
Blood on the leaves and blood at the root, 
Black bodies swinging in the southern breeze, 
Strange fruit hanging from the poplar trees. 
 

Although some projects may be a small win and symbolize the possibilities for 

positive change, other projects may symbolize that certain neighborhood subgroups got 

their way over the general interests of the neighborhood. In these situations, the projects 

limit the possibility of social benefits. 

The process of empowerment is a delicate one and done poorly disempowement is 

a distinct possibility (Crowley, 1999). Token involvement in all its forms can be 

disempowering. Arnstein’s “Ladder of Participation” (1969) is useful in understanding 

this. At the lower rungs of the ladder, where participation is merely being informed of a 
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pending project, participation is little more than lip service. At the higher rungs of this 

ladder, participants are a part of the decision making process, with real input. McDonough 

calls this “true” participation, where residents have veto power over projects and ideas 

(McDonough et al., 1994). Empowerment can be thought of in a similar way (Rocha, 

1997). In a truly empowering process, people will develop the means by which they can 

achieve self-defined desired ends.   

This Study 

Urban greening practitioners make a compelling case for the social benefits of 

urban greening projects, one that is being listened to everywhere from local neighborhoods 

to the White House. Various elements from the social science literature provide some 

potential support for these claims. Yet there is little research to guide efforts to enhance 

these interactions and any resulting benefits. A full understanding of community 

revitalization benefits of urban greening projects requires study at the individual, 

organizational, and community levels. Research to date has focused largely on individual 

benefits from passive involvement with vegetation (i. e., views through a window) or 

perceptions of vegetation (i. e., street tree preference studies). Little research has focused 

on the ties between the benefits from passive involvement and changes in people—changes 

in attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors. Researchers have found that people have strong 

perceptions and beliefs about the vegetation around them, but they have not found yet 

whether changes in the vegetation can lead to changes in these perceptions and to social 

changes as a result.  
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Compounding this lack of information is our inability to extrapolate from 

individually based benefits because community benefits are not simply the sum of 

individual benefits. A community benefit has the fundamental qualities of a public good: it 

is available to all community members and it is inexhaustible (non-exclusive and non-

rivalrous). A lowered crime rate is an example of a community benefit. It may result from 

a  non-



 35
 
 
1 presents the empowerment indicators with the ideal type of social change from urban 

greening projects as drawn from the practitioners’ literature. The model will be discussed 

in more detail in Chapter 4, the Empowerment Discussion chapter. The additional social 

science literature cited above provides a useful context for the investigation and analysis. 

The deep meanings of vegetation in urban areas may be particularly fruitful. Clarifying 

whether or not these meanings play a role in social change is an important next step. If we 

can make this tie we will have a new understanding of how the importance of trees and 

vegetation in city neighborhoods can have an impact beyond beautification.  

                                                                                                                                                    
forward. Instead, it offers a clear means to first structure the ideas floating in the practitioners’ literature and 
then test these ideas  against findings in an empirical study. 
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TABLE 1 

PRACTITIONERS’ MODEL OF EMPOWERMENT THOUGH URBAN GREENING 
PROJECTS 

 
Individual level Practitioners’ Model 

Efficacy Will increase as residents achieve a small 
win by addressing a block problem. 
 

Mastery May be increased as they learn gardening 
and project management skills. 
 

Control (perceived, situation specific, 
efforts to exert) 

Will gain control of at least the garden site, 
perhaps the block. This is important for 
reducing drug dealing and dumping. 
 

Personal control Will increase either in relation to plants in a 
garden lot or for the tree in front of their 
house, and then radiate out from that to a 
wider circle of control. This feeds into the 
block level control above. 
 

New resources Will get resources through the program. 
 

Participation Will increase as the project goes on. 
Participation continues in the maintenance of 
the garden and may extend to new projects or 
behaviors (e.g., voting, calling police). 
 

Increase skills, become problem 
solver, decision maker 

Some will learn to be decision makers and 
problem solvers; the more that do the better. 
Many will also increase a range of skills 
from gardening to organizing. 
 

Proactive behavior The block group will instigate projects to 
solve other problems on the block on their 
own rather than wait for outside others (e.g., 
neighborhood watch groups). 
 

Critical awareness among residents Not a component of the practitioners’ model. 
 

Sense of competence Increases due to success with the garden. 
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TABLE 1, CONT. 

PRACTITIONERS’ MODEL OF EMPOWERMENT THOUGHT URBAN GREENING 
PROJECTS 

 
Organizational level (local 
organization, not practitioners’ 
organization) 

Practitioners’ Model 

Participation Participation increases on the block because of 
the formation of block club groups. 
 

Shared leadership Is not a component of the practitioners’ model. 
 

Effective resource 
acquisition/mobilization 

Participants learn where to get additional 
resources as well as fully using what is 
available from the greening program. 
 

Understanding socio-political 
environment 

Emphasis is on understanding this in 
environmental terms.  
 

Give opportunity to develop  
skills/sense of control 

The block level organization is inclusive and 
therefore allows residents to learn things and 
gain from the project. 
 

Meet organizational goals The organization is successful, hence it meets 
its original goals from the garden and then sets 
new goals. 
 

Develop ways to enhance effectiveness Participants develop ways to enhance the 
greening project specifically and the 
neighborhood generally. 
 

Key brokers in policy decisions; impact 
on policy 

Participants learn to have a voice in local 
government, particularly as it effects their 
neighborhood and the environment. 
 

Extend influence: wider 
geography/more diverse audience 

Block level groups may join with others in 
regional greening activities. 
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TABLE 1, CONT. 

PRACTITIONERS’ MODEL OF EMPOWERMENT THOUGHT URBAN GREENING 
PROJECTS 

 
Community level Practitioners’ Model 
Connection to other community 
groups and organizations; coalitions; 
coalitions that are both empowered 
and empowering. 
 

This is not a priority in the practitioners’ 
literature. 

Accessible community resources 
(government, media) 

Access to media is important and 
developed among the participants. Access 
to government is increased through 
contacts with police and city departments 
in the course of the project. 
 

Pluralism Residents may be more involved in 
politics, but pluralism per se is not a factor 
in the practitioners’ model. 
 

Initiates efforts to improve community The beginning point of greening projects. 
After the project, other efforts to improve 
the community are easier to begin. 
 

Responds to threats to quality of life Often the beginning point of greening 
projects. After the project, responding to 
future threats is easier. 
 

Provides opportunities for citizen 
participation 

With the greening project and subsequent 
projects, there are more opportunities for 
participation. 
 

Critical awareness among residents Not a component of the practitioners’ 
model. In fact, sometimes practitioners’ 
view is that bootstrapping is necessary for 
the neighborhood and the greening project 
is a part of this.  
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Research Question  

To meet the high expectations of urban greening’s contribution to community 

revitalization, we must improve our understanding of how interactions with vegetation 

through urban greening projects benefit communities, and what planning and management 

tools can most effectively enhance those benefits. An initial investigation of benefits from 

greening projects at two levels−individual and neighborhood organization−will lay the 

groundwork for subsequent studies at the agency, organization and community levels. 

Towards this end, this project will:  

• investigate claims of social benefits by comparing neighborhood greening project 
sites where practitioners thought there were benefits to sites where they thought 
there were no benefits; 
 

• determine the social benefits and problems perceived by neighborhood residents, 
both participants and nonparticipants; 
 

• gain an understanding of these benefits and problems at the individual and 
neighborhood organizational levels; and  
 

• explore the usefulness of empowerment theory and empirical findings regarding the 
meanings of urban green space to understand these benefits.  
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RESEARCH DESIGN, METHODS, DATA ANALYSIS 

Research Design 

To investigate the potential of social benefits from urban greening projects, I 

conducted a comparative case study with four residential blocks that participated in a local 

greening program, the City of Chicago’s Green Corps Chicago. This program provides 

technical assistance to neighborhood groups interested in starting community gardens, 

planting street trees, or other urban greening projects. I selected blocks where program 

practitioners perceived varied social benefits as outcomes of the project: two were sites 

where practitioners thought there were social benefits, two were sites where practitioners 

thought there were no social benefits (or perhaps even negative consequences) from the 

project. I also interviewed aldermanic staff, police, letter carriers—nonresidents with 

special knowledge of the neighborhood and the impact of the project. This created three 

sets of comparisons: participant/nonparticipant; failure/success sites; and across all four 

sites. The interviews used several protocols designed to elicit detailed information about 

the site, the project, and the process. Photo-elicitation methods formed the basis for the 

interviews. The interview guide included open-ended questions based on empowerment 

theory and the meanings of urban green space, along with two structured instruments to 

measure perceptions of change of block attributes and sense of community. 
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Methods  

Site Selection Criteria 

I selected 1995 as the project year to avoid potential problems associated with new 

projects. The goal was to find projects where the interview year (1997) was not the first 

spring the project is in place. This was a concern because a new project may have been 

overwhelming or underwhelming. Flowering crab apples could have been so pretty and 

new that this could have affected responses. Or a warm period in February followed by a 

hard freeze could have damaged the buds, causing poor flowering. If people had been 

anxiously awaiting these new spring flowers—the fruits of their labors—the 

disappointment could have affected their responses as well. Selecting 1995 projects meant 

that the project had been around longer and therefore avoided some of these potential 

problems. Having more than a year gone by since planting also allowed the impact of the 

project on the block to be assessed and assimilated by residents, rlus a9,
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Respondent Criteria 

It was important that  respondents had lived in the neighborhood for several years. 

Otherwise, they could not assess any impacts of the greening projects. It was also 

important to have a wide range of block residents as possible participate in the study—

those who had participated in the greening project and those who had not; the organizers of 

the project; block cheerleaders and block curmudgeons—and as representative a 

demographic mix as possible. Ideally, each household would be represented in the sample. 

Given considerations of the University of Illinois Institutional Review Board, respondents 

were required to be at least 18 years old (i.e., adults).  

Measures 

Photo-elicitation 

Photographs have been used in research for a wide range of purposes. Researchers 

have given cameras to hikers and canoers asking them to photograph important scenes and 

views as they hike or paddle. These photos were subsequently analyzed to identify 

important views and places along a given trail or river (Chenoweth, 1984 ). Collier and 

Collier used photographs in interviews as a component of a project investigating mental 

health among rural Arcadian residents in Canada (Collier & Collier, 1986 ). Photographs 

are used in participatory design and planning to gather information about settings that are 

critical to preserve and nurture as well as those that are critical to mend and change 

(personal communication, Dr. Kenneth Reardon, Regional Planning, University of Illinois 

at Urbana, spring 1996).  
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Photo-elicitation techniques in this study  Through photographs, we can get at the 

salience of specific changes, the meaning of spaces and changes in those meanings, and 

changes in individuals and groups brought about by changes in the physical environment. 

Collier and Collier (1986) report on various techniques using photographs in interviews. In 

an interview, photographs can often get people talking, and keep them talking, providing 

more in-depth information. The photographs can become the focus of the interview, 

thereby minimizing differences between the interviewer and interviewee. Went the 

respondent is talking about their own photos, there is an added excitement, even fun, in 

participating in the research project. These combine to make photo-elicitation a promising 

research tool. 

Respondents were given single-use cameras and asked to “please take 10 pictures 

of changes for the better or worse on your block in the last five years. Please take pictures 

of what is important to you” (the camera was also labeled with the instructions and my 

phone number).  

Many people were pleased to take photographs of their block, even excited about it. 

But not everyone was comfortable with the idea. Some had physical difficulties that made 

getting out and about in their neighborhood hard. Others did not say exactly why they did 

not want to take photos, but shyness seemed to play a role. Whatever the reason, I 

interviewed those who wished to participate but not take photographs using a subset of the 

photographs from their neighbors. This subset was made up of photographs of block 

changes common to most, if not all of the respondent photograph sets (each site had two to 

four common block changes). In each case, I included the greening project in the 

discussion. 
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Interviews  

After the respondents took photographs, we met again for a one-on-one, face-to-

face interview (there was one exception where I interviewed two people at once, twin 

sisters that organized one of the projects). Interviews were conducted between late July 

and early October 1997. By interviewing during these months, seasonal changes were kept 

to a minimum.  

The interviews used respondents’ photographs as a basis for discussion (or a subset 

of neighbors’ photographs as discussed above). The interview began with general 

questions about each photograph and why the respondent took it. I then probed more 

deeply into one or more changes, always covering the greening project in these in-depth 

questions. This semi-structured approach allowed respondents to fully discuss their issues 

and interests, which in turn provided detailed information about the site and its social 

workings. At the same time, I was able to probe specifically for details on the garden 

project and theoretical issues pertinent to the study. 

Two structured instruments were modified for use in the interview. One measured 

people’s ratings of block attributes and their reported changes over time. The other 

measured sense of community. I asked about activities the respondents participated in, and 

I asked basic demographic questions (Appendix 1 contains the interview guide). Details 

about the block attribute and sense of community questions follow. 

Block Attributes and Sense of Community Questions 
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Perceptions of changes in block attributes were measured with a general 

satisfaction question and a set of semantic differentials. These block attribute questions 

were asked twice. First, the respondents were asked how they felt about their block at the 

time of the interview. The second time, the respondents were asked to think back five 

years and answer the set of questions based on their memory of how they felt at that time.  

This set opened with a general satisfaction question: “All things considered, how 

satisfied or dissatisfied are you with this block as a place to live (today/five years ago),” 

with a five-point Likert scale from very satisfied to very dissatisfied. Then respondents 

were asked to rate their block with a set of semantic differentials on a seven-point scale. 

The semantic differentials were introduced with the example “good” to “bad.” All but one 

of the semantic differentials were chosen from those used by Feldman (Feldman, 1990). 

These were: unsafe to safe, high crime to low crime, unfriendly to friendly, poorly 

maintained to well maintained, little greenery to much greenery, and stressful to not 

stressful. I added unattractive to attractive. Attractiveness was included in Feldman’s study 

but had been asked in a different, architecturally specific way.  

After asking both sets of general satisfaction and semantic differential questions, I 

reviewed the similarities and differences between their “then” and “now” ratings and asked 

respondents their reasons for any differences.  

Sense of Community  The sense of community questions were based on a 

Neighborhood Cohesion scale developed by Buckner and modified by Brunson (Brunson, 

Kuo, & Sullivan, submitted; Buckner, 1988). I selected a subset of the items in Buckner’s 
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scale and followed Brunson’s adaptation of the questions to ask about “block” rather than 

“neighborhood.”  

Buckner’s full scale has 18 items. Nine of these make up a subscale on sense of 

community. The length of the interview required that I cut where possible, so I asked five 

of these nine questions. I selected the subset based on Brunson’s having used them and 

their correlation coefficient in Buckner’s study (each was .70 or greater) (Buckner, 1988). 

The questions were used to support analysis of the interview data rather than as a variable 

in statistical analysis. I needed previously tested questions, not previously tested scales in 

this study. These questions were: How much would you say that you have a sense of 

belonging with the people on this block? How much would you say that the friendships 

and associations you have with other people on this block mean a lot to you? How much 

would you say that, if the people on this block were planning something, you’d think of it 

as something “we” were doing together rather than something “they” were doing? How 

much would you say that you feel loyal to the people on this block? How much would you 

say that you get a sense of community from living on this block? The answer set was “not 

at all,” “a little,” “a medium amount,” “quite a lot,” or “very much.” 

Activities  A final open-ended question was included after the structured 

instruments and before the demographic information. I asked respondents to tell me what 

activities they participated in and then “Which of these activities do you think of as 

neighborhood related?”   

Demographics  Respondents were asked a set of questions about their household 

and other demographic information. Questions included race/ethnicity, gender, age, 
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number and ages of children, how long they had lived in their current home (and where 
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Procedures 

Site selection 

All Green Corps projects completed in 1995 by neighborhood-based groups were 

included in the potential sample pool. I discussed each of these sites with Green Corps 

staff members, asking them to tell me which sites they thought had social benefits from the 

projects and which had had negative consequences from the project. The Green Corps staff 

involved in these discussions were in project manager roles for the projects, and knew 

about each project from beginning to end. We met once for two hours and had subsequent 

follow up phone conversations. From this discussion, we developed a list of 25 sites that 

were significant in terms of social benefits and that met the other study criteria. 

The list of 25 sites was explored in more detail. Demographic information 

including percentage of low to moderate income residents and race was examined for the 

census tract of each site. The sites were also categorized based on Green Corps staff 

assessments as a grassroots/neighborhood project, a nonprofit group project, or a project 

that was a “one person wonder”—spearheaded by one local individual (as opposed to a 

neighborhood group like a block club).  

After visiting the 25 sites, I further narrowed the lists to four success sites and two 

failure sites. The sites were selected because they were in neighborhoods with a narrower 

range on demographic variables (to reduce the number of intervening variables; Table 2), 

each project was on an empty lot, and all but one project site was within the residential 

block. The exception to this was a site where I had already gained entree through previous 
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TABLE 2 

CENSUS TRACT DEMOGRAPHICS  
BY SITE 
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The final four sites were located on the south, west, and northwest sides of the city. 

I have named them with a nearby major street, except for the public housing development 

that I have given a fictitious name. The sites are Halsted (on the far south side), Ashland 

(on the south side),  

Pulaski (on the northwest side), and Jefferson Homes (on the west side). At each site I 

interviewed on the specific block where the greening project took place. The exceptions 

were Jefferson Homes, where the project was not within the development, and Pulaski 

where some garden participants lived one block away. I worked at the block level for two 

main reasons. First, the greening projects were all relatively small and a part of the day-to-

day landscape for the blocks, not the neighborhood. Second, the program was designed to 

work at the block level, and, with the exception of institutional projects, most were 

instigated by block groups. Working at a larger scale would have diluted the likelihood of 

capturing effects of the project. 

Respondent Selection 

I had hoped that work day sign-in sheets and other materials would be available for 

each project, but they were not. Therefore, I found respondents by going door to door in 

each neighborhood. After initial phone contacts with the organizers (except for the Pulaski 

failure site), I visited each block and went door to door trying to meet someone in every 

household (Table 3 and Table 4 detail information of households contacted, and refusals 

and acceptances for participation). I carried letters of introduction explaining the study and 

my presence on the block. I left one at every household, whether or not I made contact in 

that first visit (a copy of this letter is in Appendix 2).



 52
 
 
 

TABLE 3 

HOUSEHOLDS AND INTERVIEWS BY SITE 

Site # Occupied 
Households

a 

# Empty or  
Abandoned 
Households 

Total # 
Households

# Interviews 
Completed 

# Households 
Interviewed 

Halsted 39b 6 45 10 9 
Ashland 18 2 20 9 7 
Pulaskic
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TABLE 4 

INTERVIEWS AND REFUSALS BY SITE 
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I visited each household on each block at least three times, varying my visits by time and 

day to accommodate different working schedules. This was to avoid potential biases like 

missing all 9-5ers and to increase the number of respondents on each block.  My varied 

visits resulted in a purposeful sample with participants, nonparticipants, block cheerleaders 

and curmudgeons, and young and old in each sample. A mix of men and women was 

harder to achieve; in two sites my respondents were mostly female (this will be discussed 

in more detail later).  

Jefferson Homes needed additional consideration about selecting respondents. 

Because there are over 400 units in 37 buildings, I needed to select a subset of the 

Jefferson Homes residents from which to recruit for the study. Jefferson Homes is 

organized into seven “blocks”3 or sets of three to five buildings. I talked with the primary 
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asked if they were willing to participate in my study. If they said yes, I gave them each a 

camera and instructions on its use and what I wanted them to photograph. We then 

arranged a good time for me to return and pick up the camera to have the photographs 

developed. When I picked up the camera, we made a third appointment for the interview 

itself. This data collection procedure was very labor intensive because each interview 

required a minimum of three successful contacts with each respondent.   

Again, Jefferson Homes needed additional consideration. The sample population 

was significantly larger than at the other sites, and it was difficult to find people at home so 

that I could pick up cameras and conduct the interviews. This slowed down my 

interviewing. I did not want people wondering what had happened to me, so I distributed a 

second letter explaining that I was still interested in the interview and would be contacting 

them soon (Appendix 3). I also stopped interviewing at Jefferson Homes with several 

interviews left uncompleted. I had already conducted a sufficient number of interviews, 

and I was having no luck reaching the remaining potential respondents. I left a third letter 

for these respondents, thanking them for their interest, but letting them know that I needed 

to move on to another site to interview (Appendix 4). 

I interviewed 58 people in 57 interviews and deleted three respondents from the 

sample, resulting in 55 respondents. Two of the three people dropped from the sample 

turned out to be too new to the block. The third respondent was deleted for several reasons. 

She had her 13-year-old daughter take the pictures and therefore did not understand why 

various pictures had been taken. She was not comfortable having the interview taped. 

Finally, because English was her second language and her command of it was limited, she 

had another daughter translate most of the interview questions into Spanish. Because I do 
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not speak Spanish, I could not be sure of the translation and any possible 

misinterpretations of my meaning. For these reasons, I removed her from the data set. 

I also interviewed people knowledgeable about each neighborhood like police, 

letter carriers, and aldermanic staff. These people were in a position to see any changes 

that took place because of the project, and the interviews focused on those changes. Many 

of these were telephone interviews. The guide for these interviews is in Appendix 5. 

I interviewed several Green Corps Chicago staff members about each project and 

the types of social benefits they saw coming from the greening projects. Specifically, I 

interviewed Assistant Commissioner for Natural Resources, Suzanne Malec; and 

Horticulturists Deanna DeChristopher and Kevin Caroll. These staff members were most 

closely associated with the projects throughout the program. 

Procedures at Interview 

Once I had the respondents’ photographs, we conducted the interview. The 

interview began with a brief review of the purpose of the study: an investigation of change 

in residential blocks in Chicago. The greening project was not mentioned as a focus of the 

study.  

The interviews lasted between 25 minutes and two hours, with an average length of 

about 45 minutes. Most interviews took place at the respondents’ homes, many on front 

porches or stoops.  

When a respondent had not taken photos, I began the interview by asking them 

what they would have photographed if they had taken pictures. Their answers usually 



 57
 
 
matched what their neighbors photographed and gave me the opportunity to bring out the 

set of photos and get the respondents’ views on those changes.    

After a review of the full set of photographs, I would select two of the changes to 

go into in more depth: the greening project and one other change. After the open-ended 
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University for jobs and the civil service test applicants needed to take. I also found and 

distributed information for nearby adult education programs with good reputations (e.g., 

The University of Chicago’s Blue Gargoyle Adult Learning Program). At least one 

respondent acted on this information and enrolled in an adult learning program between 

our second and third contacts. 

When the interview was completed, I gave the respondent their copy of the 

photographs, asked if I could be in touch again if I had additional questions. I also gave 

respondents another camera as a thank you.  

Post Interview 

After the interview, I tape recorded field notes for subsequent transcription and 

listening. The interviews themselves were transcribed by a transcription service. Because 

the interviews were often conducted outdoors the considerable background noise made 

some of the tapes difficult to understand. I checked each transcript completely and was 

able to fill in at least 90% of the segments the transcriber could not understand. I inserted 

pause and emphasis indicators throughout the interviews. A “p” indicated a pause at 

roughly one “p” per second. A “+” indicated emphasis (the software package used for 

analysis works with ASCII files so bold and italics would not work for emphasis). Any 

time I surmised or guessed what a respondent said, I put the text in brackets. 
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Protecting Human Subjects 

The respondents were guaranteed confidentiality before the interview. To maintain 

this, all reports use fake names for both respondents and sites. I have the respondents’ 
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I separated very long speeches by respondents into two or more text units. In some other 

instances, I condensed an exchange into one paragraph. This was done when little of 

substance took place in a series of exchanges.  

Quantitative data was entered in SPSS for Windows, version 7 (SPSS, 1996). The 

SPSS file was used for automatically coding part of the qualitative data (e.g., with 

demographic information for each interview). 

Data Coding and Categorization 

I followed a thematic process for the coding and categorization. In this process, the 

themes relevant to the purpose of inquiry are marked and coded. One level of 

categorization focused on the probes and a priori issues that I built into the interview guide 

(e.g., “appearance”). Other themes emerged from the data as the analysis progressed (e.g., 

“clean” and “fences”).   

Initial Coding   

I began the coding process by coding line-by-line the garden data for two sites. The 

garden data were the section in each interview where we discussed the greening project. I 

developed a beginning set of codes and categories based on the issues as represented in the 

interview guide: appearance, safety, control, etc. I read the section of each interview that 

dealt with the greening project, coding text to my a priori categories and creating new 

coding categories to capture emergent issues. 

The coding structure is represented in N4 in the “index tree,” and each category is 

called a “node” (Qualitative Solutions and Research, 1997). Often hierarchically arranged, 
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Further Line-By-Line Coding   

After the text search results were compiled, I continued the line-by-line analysis of 
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I wrote many memos, occasionally creating a node—before there were specific 

data to code to the node—just to keep track of an idea.  I wrote memos for the nodes, not 

documents. I noted how I used a specific node, developing my decision criteria for its use. 

I also wrote stream-of-consciousness notes about the data. I copied quotes from the 

interviews that seemed particularly illustrative of the category or concept.  

Management of Quantitative Data 

Some minor statistics were calculated with the quantitative data. These were 

limited to descriptive statistics like means and ranges; a few t-tests were also run on the 

block satisfaction data. I ran a reliability check on the survey instruments. The data did not 

support analysis beyond these simple procedures. 

Checks on Analytic Rigor  

Qualitative researchers are still grappling with how to best judge qualitative work 

in terms of validity and reliability issues. Many scholars reject quantitative research’s 

labels and underlying constructs of internal validity, external validity, and reliability, 

choosing instead to create new terms more specific to and reflective of issues in qualitative 

research (Guba, 1981; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Some reject these issues altogether, usually 

on the grounds that socially constructed meanings belie any possibility of “truth” (Guba & 

Lincoln, 1994).  

But most scholars see the need for reliability and validity issues to be addressed 

carefully in qualitative research (Dey, 1993; Guba, 1981; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Miles & 

Huberman, 1994; Silverman, 1993; Wolcott, 1994). Many approaches and tactics to 
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ensure that I appropriately interpreted the data (Dey, 1993; Huberman & Miles, 1994; 

Miles & Huberman, 1994). 

To corroborate my reading and interpretation of the interviews, it was particularly 

important to review the ground-up analysis. I had some concrete top-down issues that I 

asked about in the interview, and these were relatively easy to categorize and interpret. For 

example, when I ask about appearance and the respondent tells me about appearance, it is 

logical to categorize this exchange under “appearance.” But the data were rich and I was 

not just interested in the face value of answers to specific probes. It was in this area that I 

was more concerned about verifying my interpretations and analysis. To this end, two 

separate readers reviewed a subset of interviews selected at random, with two interviews 

per site. This is 15% of the interviews.  

I gave the readers an excerpt from my dissertation proposal and a copy of the 

interview guide so that they would know the basic issues that were of interest to me (for 

instance, it is possible to read my data for satisfaction with city services, the importance of 

religion, or family coping strategies, but these are not directly relevant to my substantive 

interests). These readers did not have my coding structure for the data. I asked them to note 

the themes and issues that seemed important or significant to them. I compared their 

interpretations with my own. Our interpretations were similar. Mine were, of course, more 

detailed. My second readers both have training in psychology and were more likely to 

describe the emotional content of the data than I was. The second readers did not uncover 

important points in the data that I had overlooked. 
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I conducted intra-coder reliability checks, used random paths through the data, and 

defined each node with a description of its development and final decision rules for its 

application (Dey, 1993; Miles & Huberman, 1994). 

When I felt nearly done with the coding, I codified my decision rules for each 

category and conducted the intra-coder tests. My code memos were invaluable in tracing 

the development and final meaning of each code. Then I re-coded garden data from four of 

the interviews reviewed by the second readers and compared the second coding to the first. 

I had an intra-coder reliability level of 94%. While I applied the codes uniformly, the 

process did uncover some redundant nodes which I combined or deleted.  

Tactics to Guard Against Insupportable Claims and Findings  

I used thick description and a contextual presentation, and searched for negative 

cases/evidence and rival explanations (Dey, 1993; Guba, 1981; Lofland & Lofland, 1995; 

Miles & Huberman, 1994). 

I use quotes and some pictures taken by respondents to provide the thick 

description and context in this report. Negative case analysis and rival explanations are 

also reported, sometimes  with supporting quotes.  

I tried developing an audit trail and analysis log as outlined by Miles and 

Huberman and Guba and Lincoln (Guba, 1981; Huberman & Miles, 1994; Miles & 

Huberman, 1994). I found the process time consuming in the extreme and somewhat 

duplicative of features in N4. Huberman and Miles (1994) acknowledge this and suggest 

that audit trails are more appropriate for high-stakes studies. N4 tracks some audit trail 

information. Text search results are saved as separate nodes, with a date and time stamp. 
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When nodes are merged, N4 notes this in a node memo, again including the date and time 

the nodes are merged. I also used the node memos to track my train of thought about the 

data I coded to a particular node. These features allow a researcher to trace the 

development of the analysis, the primary function of an audit trail. For these reasons, I 

stopped creating a separate, detailed analysis log. 

Tactics to Guard Against Incoherent Analyses and Findings that are Disconnected from 

Theory 

In the literature, the tactics presented in this area are more declarative: one should 

be sure one’s conclusions are linked to theory. How to be sure one’s conclusions are linked 

to theory is left unclear. This is somewhat resolved in my current study because I built 

some of my questions and probes around empowerment theory and the meanings of green 

space. To expand on this in the analysis, I reviewed data for examples of empowerment 

variables and meanings of green space and for potential new variables and meanings 

related to these theoretical domains.   

Tactics to Guard Against Findings that are not Cogent to Practitioners 

I reviewed findings with practitioners from Green Corps and with other Forest 

Service colleagues. This took place during the analysis and writing phases of the project. 

Discussions with Suzanne Malec, the creator of Green Corps and research ally, were quite 

useful in designing the study, understanding preliminary findings, and developing the 

practitioner's model. 
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Summary of Design, Methods, and Analysis 

In summary, this study used primarily qualitative methods of photo-elicitation, 
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RESULTS: STORIES FROM THE FIELD 

In this chapter, I will present the interview results: the closed-ended question 

responses and the story of each block. While this is largely a results section, analysis of 

each site individually and in comparison to others shapes the telling of each block’s story. 

Two discussion chapters follow. The first examines empowerment theory and 

empowerment outcomes at each site and across sites. The second discussion chapter is a 

preliminary investigation of the subtle impacts of “clean” and “dirt” on social outcomes of 

greening projects. These two discussion chapters build on the stories told here. 

Block Satisfactions and Attachment 

Before telling the story of each site, let’s take a quick look at the results of closed-

ended questions on general block satisfaction, ratings of block attributes, and block 

attachment. These results are summarized in Tables 5-8. I ran simple statistical analysis on 

these data to support the qualitative analysis of the interviews. Given the nature of these 

data (self-report, small sample sizes, and categorical), the statistical tests should not be 

given too much weight. 

Satisfaction and Attribute Ratings 

The success site respondents (those from Ashland and Halsted) generally reported 

higher satisfaction and more positive changes on their blocks than did respondents on 

failure sites (those from Pulaski and Jefferson Homes). The Ashland respondents reported 

the most positive change. They rated everything as better, particularly safety and crime. At 

the Halsted site, respondents  
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TABLE 5 

SATISFACTION AND BLOCK ATTRIBUTE RATING COMPARISONS 
NOW VERSUS FIVE YEARS AGO 

BY SITE 
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TABLE 6 

SATISFACTION AND BLOCK ATTRIBUTE RATING COMPARISONS 
NOW VERSUS FIVE YEARS AGO 

BY PARTICIPANT STATUS 
 
 Participants Nonparticipants 
Attributes rated then now change then now change 
General block satisfactiona 2.95 2.68 -0.27 same 2.79 2.45 -0.34 + 
Unsafe … safe 3.91 4.77  0.86 +* 4.30 4.85  0.55 + 
unattractive … attractive 4.59 4.91  0.32 + 4.33 4.06 -0.27 same 
high crime … low crime 4.86 4.95  0.09 same 4.39 5.06  0.67 +* 
unfriendly … friendly 5.50 5.59  0.09 same 4.70 5.18  0.48 + 
poorly maintained …well 
maintained 

4.73 4.23 -0.50 - 4.09 3.94 -0.15 same 

little greenery … much greenery 3.86 5.45  1.59 ++ ** 3.91 4.70  0.79 +* 
not stressful ... stressful 4.16 4.47  0.31 + 4.18 4.06 -0.12 same 
NOTES: a This question was asked with a reverse scale. * significant at the .1 level. ** significant at the .05 
level  
*** significant at the .01 level. 
 

TABLE 7 

SATISFACTION AND BLOCK ATTRIBUTE RATING COMPARISONS 
NOW VERSUS FIVE YEARS AGO 

BY SUCCESS/FAILURE SITE  
 
 Success sites Failure sites 
Attributes rated then now change then now change 
General block satisfactiona 3.59 2.68 -0.91 +** 2.36 2.45  0.09 same 
Unsafe … safe 2.95 5.00  2.05 ++*** 4.94 4.70 -0.24 - 
Unattractive … attractive 3.68 4.36  0.68 + 4.94 4.42 -0.54 - 
High crime … low crime 3.52 4.95  1.43 ++*** 5.24 5.06 -0.18 same 
Unfriendly … friendly 4.73 5.36  0.63 + 5.21 5.33  0.12 same 

5 . 0 6  
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TABLE 8 

BLOCK ATTACHMENT ACROSS COMPARISON GROUPS 
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reported positive change as well. Safety was rated higher, as was greenery. The Jefferson 

Homes respondents reported the least change, although they reported somewhat less crime 

and more greenery. Pulaski respondents reported a significant worsening of their block. 

Every indicator was rated worse now than five years ago, with attractiveness, crime, and 

maintenance rated much worse. Analysis by success/failure blocks reflected these 

differences. Analysis by participant/nonparticipant status showed no significant differences 

in their ratings. 

Block Attachment 

The block attachment questions were:  

• How much would you say that you have a sense of belonging with the people on 
this block?  
 

• How much would you say that the friendships and associations you have with other 
people on this block mean a lot to you?  
 

• How much would you say that, if the people on this block were planning 
something, you’d think of it as something “we” were doing together rather than 
something “they” were doing?  
 

• How much would you say that you feel loyal to the people on this block?  
 

• How much would you say that you get a sense of community from living on this 
block?  
 

The response scale was (1) not at all to (5) very much.  

 

Although the respondents within each site ranged from negative to positive, the 

overall response to the block attachment item was generally positive (Table 8). The major 

differences in respondents’ block attachment show up in the participant status analysis. 
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Participants reported more attachment to the people on their block, with a significant 

difference in their responses for all the questions, but particularly in feeling that we plan 

things on the block and in their sense of loyalty to people on the block. 

Block Stories 

Halsted 

“Girl, do you know where you are?” the letter carrier asked me my second time on 

the block. He had made a beeline for me from across the street as I was going door to door 

late one morning. I assured him that I did know where I was, but he pressed on: “No, do 

you know where you are? Where are you from?” He relaxed, though, when I told him that 

I was interviewing people on this block and only this block of Halsted. “Oh, OK then. If 

you’re on this block, you’ll be OK.” He was insistent that I would not be OK if I were one 

block north, east, or west, but that “this block is different.” And it is. This block has a 

group of determined residents working to “improve the community and make it a better 

place to live.” I was safe on this block, although I followed the letter carrier’s advice and 

did not go into one particular apartment building. People on the block came to know who I 

was, and several kept an eye out for me. Usually this was in a positive way, but others 

were interested in my presence, too. Once as I climbed out of my car, a young man walked 

through the neighborhood shouting “Federal agent alert! Federal agent alert!” acting the 

town crier, notifying others to beware my presence.  
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Setting 

This block of largely residential homes is worn. Frame and brick two-flats with occasional 

single family homes line each side of the street (Figure 1A, unless otherwise indicated all 

photographs were taken by respondents as a part of the photo-elicitation exercise). There 

are a few empty lots, but they do not dominate the block. One larger apartment building 

(the one I was warned away from) sits next to the garden lot. The street intersects with a 

busy, commercial and industrial through street to the south and a residential street on the 

north. On one corner of the northern intersection is a small commercial building that 

houses a church. Kitty corner from the church is a boarded up, mixed residential and 

commercial building. Small, neat, single family, brick ranch houses are on the other two 

corners of this intersection. More storefront churches are on the commercial street on the 

south end of the block.  

The street is lined with large, old trees, mostly silver maples. As is customary with 

this species, the roots are at the surface, making a lawn difficult, if not impossible, to 

maintain. Many backyards have towering cottonwood trees. A few residents have planted 

flowers in front of their houses. Signs of the residents’ interest in improving the block 

abound: “adopt a block” signs hang on the street poles, a block club sign outlining the 

block rules sits on the corner. Those rules are: no littering, no loud radio playing, no 

working on cars.  

Residents and Actors 
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Several residents are active in the block and the block club (sample characteristics 

are summarized in Table 9). Some residents cite three older women as the core of the  
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FIGURE 1. HALSTED. 
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block: Harriet, Sharon, and Veronica. Harriet, although not currently the block club 

president, is the leader of the block. She is their connection to the outside world, the one to 

call the Alderman or other city offices. A woman in her late forties, she is articulate and, 

with a bachelor’s degree,  more educated than most block residents. Harriet is also very 

active in her church, the neighborhood homeowners association (a community-wide 
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Doug, Thomas, and Charles hang out together a lot. Doug and Charles are relatives 

and live in the same home, a brick bungalow. Thomas lives one block north, but is so 

much a part of the block that I included him in the sample. Doug is a quiet young man, at 

least when around me. His pet pit bull, Diamond, sat in my lap for much of the interview. 

Doug reports being self-employed as a car mechanic. He had been incarcerated, but did not 

tell me for what. He helped with the garden, mostly by hauling wood chips. Doug’s mother 

used to be the president of the block club but is no longer active in the club. Charles has 

some college and is employed. He did not participate in the garden project, and participates 

minimally in the block party.   

Mrs. Robertson is a visiting nurse. She has lived on the block the longest of those 

that I interviewed. She is not a part of the block club and feels somewhat excluded by the 

club’s activities. She has a well-maintained yard with flowers in a tire planter and around 

the base of a tree. She shares her modest home with her husband and one of her eight adult 

children.  

Shirley is in her early sixties and another long-term resident of the block. She is 

active in the block club and sums up her role this way:  

I am not the leader, I’m a follower so, whatever decisions that they 
made and whatever need to be done I’m there to help to do it. So, I 
help them with everything they do. 

 

And help she does, with the garden, the block party, and with cleaning up the block 

on a regular basis. She lives with her husband on the first floor of a worn frame two-flat. 

Her daughter rents the upstairs apartment.  
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There were several residents who either declined to be interviewed or I was unable 

to catch. Carmen is a young woman who lives on the block and works with the children. 

Sharon and other residents chip in whatever money they can so that Carmen can take the 

kids places. She worked with the girls on a dance routine for the block party. Other 

residents definitely did not want to talk to me. None were rude. In some cases it seemed 

that I was too much of an unknown. In other cases, people were too busy or simply 

uninterested.  

I was able to interview the letter carrier as well as the pastor of the church on the 

corner and the chief of staff for the Alderman’s office. The aldermanic staff member was 

aware of the garden; the pastor was not.  

History of the Block 

This block had previously had a block club, but it became inactive. What brought it 

back to life was the act of signing petitions to prevent a tavern from reopening on the 

block. A tavern had been located on the residential corner of the block, but it was closed 

because of frequent fights and a murder in front of the tavern. When another tavern wanted 

to open in the same building, the precinct captain brought petitions around to the 

neighbors. The residents signed against a tavern. A little while later, a church was 

interested in opening in that building. Again, the precinct captain came around with 

petitions, and the residents signed in favor of the church. This small amount of activity—

signing the petitions—spurred people on to want to do more. They had had an impact on 

their block, and now wanted to take the next step. They resurrected the block club, started 

to meet more regularly. Together they tried to address other block problems: prostitution, 
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abandoned buildings, drug dealing, guys hanging out and sometimes running through their 

block to get away from police. The new block club operates democratically: they vote on 

issues after a discussion period. They have a president and vice president, and the people 

in these positions change regularly.  

Another block club effort has been to encourages rental property owners to do 
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on the block, who was not a block club member. She, too, felt excluded from the block 

club. She agreed with many of the aims of the block club members, but felt that their style 

was too dictatorial. She had two separate encounters with the club that left a sour taste. 

First, the block club was working on getting yard lights into everyone’s front yard. Those 

without the resources would be helped by a kitty. Mrs. Robertson was under the 

impression that the costs for installing the lights would be paid for out of the kitty: 

From what source? I don’t know, the precinct? I don’t know. But 
they came from someplace! … They said they was gonna reimburse 
us for having our lines run and all this. Which they never did. And 
um, you know, it seem like we was just, we had to do it all on our 
own. You know, we had to do it all ourselves. Which we really 
didn’t mind, it was the idea why did they get theirs free and we had 
to buy ours and sit it out there?  

Her next encounter happened when she came back from a trip in late October. She 

found her yard light decorated for Halloween. Mrs. Robertson does not like Halloween: 

so I had to tell [the block club members] about it and I think they 
got pretty upset with me about it. I told them don’t ever do it. I said 
do not put those things in my yard. They said ‘our lights.’ What 
lights? That’s my light. I brought those lights. I brought those lights 
and put that there so, ask me if at least if I want it in my yard.  lights-oile inniif I 
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Harriet, however, felt that one of the strong points of the block club was that they 
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tires, bottles, and abandoned cars. The kids played on the lot amid the garbage, doing flips 

and other tricks. Guys would hang out there, “drinking, playing loud music, it was really, 

really filthy, I mean really filthy.” The block wanted to make a play lot for the kids, and it 

was with this idea that they approached the Alderman. 

The Alderman’s office told the block club about Green Corps. Harriet contacted 

Green Corps, and their block was selected for the 1995 classes. They went in with the idea 

of creating a play lot, but the lot’s owner wouldn’t go along with that due to liability fears. 

The group decided to go ahead with a flower garden instead of the play lot (Figure 1B). 

Word of this change and the reasons for it did not get disseminated widely on the block. 

Some people knew what happened, but some felt betrayed by the change:  

All right. It looks good. And it made the [block?] look better, but 
before that yard was there … you could play in there. Used to do 
their little flips and everything. And as I was saying, keep the kids 
off the street … Now the kids’ll run up and down the street.  
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there will be no baseball or football playing because you are subject 
to breaking the woman’s window.’ …  

 

The garden is at least moderately well maintained. The garden had clearly been 

weeded at least once in the summer of 1997 (two years after the garden had been 

installed), because there were so few weeds the work day I was there. Sharon and Veronica 

talk about getting in there to clean up. But the gate on the garden lot is locked, with a 

three-foot-high chain link fence. The block club also installed a fence along the alley 

behind the garden lot. This helps to stop guys from running through the lot and from 

hiding in the back of it. 

Everyone I spoke with felt the garden made the block look much better. This was 

true of the ardent block club members and the people who were not active in the project or 

the block club: 

Mrs. Robertson:  …Well it’s improved because of the flowers and 
they put in and try to beautify it and everything. It looks better. 

 

L:  … did this change how you feel about your block? 

Mr. Nichols:  Yes, Ma’am. It did. Because like I say, like the 
flowers, you walk by that and you see the flowers on the block and 
you can look here and compare it to what it used to be. You know, 
and you would say ‘well, I never would have thought this could be 
like this’. You know, especially here and then something you took 
part in you know it too, it just makes you feel warm on the inside. 
You know, like they say you know that would make the community 
look better, it’s better to be looking across and see flowers than 
seeing old couches and chairs, bottles and things over there. So that 
you know, it looks a whole lot better. Like I said, to me it just bring 
life more to the neighborhood.  
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The garden was felt to have made the block safer in terms of accidents. Crime and 

related issues (e.g., safety from attack) were not considered to have been major problems 

before the garden, so there was no impact from the garden. Guys hanging out, dumping on 

the lot, drinking, working on cars, abandoned cars, were all considered to have been major 

problems before the garden, and ones that the garden helped to alleviate.  

The garden was also thought by some to have had an impact on the maintenance of 

the block as a whole. Mr. Nichols put it this way: 

I do think that’s a greater effect there in the peoples taking care of 
their houses and things. They seen that because, you see, that just a 
vacant lot out there and they saw that peoples was laboring out in 
that vacant lot you know to get it to look like it is looking now and 
what, what about your home? I know since then people sometime, 
every morning you get up you see somebody out there with a broom 
pushing it, not just only in front of their house you know, down the 
next houses and start me, started me to cutting this guy, cutting these 
here houses ...  

 

Whether or not the garden was the inspiration for increased block maintenance, 

residents report that people are taking better care of their houses. There has been an effort 

to get more people to plant grass in front, and people have been doing this. I asked Sharon 

why grass is important. She told me, in a tone of voice like I was nuts: 

Why? It make it beautify your block more. It make it look like 
someone live there. You know, you don’t just have to go down this 
dirt road with no grass. 

 

According to the aldermanic staff member I interviewed, the Alderman was very 

impressed with this block. “If they can do it, anyone can do it.” The Alderman extended a 
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proposed Tax Increment Financing (TIF) district boundaries to include the block so that 

residents could take advantage of any benefits available from the TIF designation. This 
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It was August and people were outside working on their lawns, sitting on the front stoop 

braiding their children’s hair, sweeping up, saying hello as they came and went from 

errands. Children were out playing, riding bikes, jumping rope, just about every time I was 

on this block.  

Setting 

The Ashland site is a residential block with two-flat greystone and brick buildings 

(Figure 2A). There are two single family homes on the block and larger apartment 

buildings (approximately 10-15 units) on some of the corners. Nine lots on the block are 

empty.  

There are many long-term residents on this block, and families living in the two-

flats, with  different generations taking each apartment. About one-third of the residents 

have iron or chain link fences around their front yards. Most residents keep up the front of 

their houses at least minimally; some work hard, planting, mowing, putting up decorative 

fences, painting the trunks of the mature street trees. The street trees are primarily on the 

southern half of the block. The mature catalpa, American elm, and Norway maple are quite 

large. 

One resident on the block has built fences of found materials to enclose empty lots 

on either side of her house. These lots have been planted with a variety of shrubs and trees, 

some reportedly appropriated from nearby street and park tree plantings. Odd bits of 

furniture and statuary also decorate these lots, along with over 30 big red bows on many of 

the shrubs and trees.
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Residents and Actors 

There are several very strong personalities on this block (sample characteristics are 

summarized on Table 9, page 77). Martha Martin is the garden organizer and one of the 

block leaders. She used to be president of the block club. She is dealing with serious health 

problems these days, but reports a lot of activism in the past, including trips to protest in 

Springfield. Darius, a young man in his early twenties and the junior block captain, had 

this to say about Martha: 

That’s Mrs. Martin. She’s another very important person in the 
block. She, … my grandmother and maybe a few other people, 
maybe before my time, actually got the block together, sort of 
organized the block, have some unity. … 

 

Kanisha Martin, Martha’s daughter, is a headstrong woman in her late twenties. 

She also worked on the garden. She is active in the block: she used to be an officer in the 

block club and the primary organizer of the block back-to-school parties. Kanisha reported 

several altercations with neighbors, and I witnessed one. Exactly what the arguments were 

about wasn’t always clear to me, but they were loud and had lasting repercussions with the 

relationships on the block. Kanisha cares fiercely about the neighborhood and cares even 

more about raising her kids:  

…I care, I am one of those parents that care. I’m not strung out on 
drugs and I don’t drink. I’m the one that cares. So I’m not going to 
see my son out there doing something wrong and I’m sittin’ there 
watching. I see parents out there seein’ they kids doin’ something 
wrong and won’t say nothin.  
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The current president of the block club is Hettie Campbell. She was not home when 

I first stopped by, so I left my letter of introduction. She called me the minute she got my 

letter—the only person to do this—eager to talk to me and tell me the story of her block. 

She is a fairly new resident, having moved to the block about five years earlier. She 

became an organizer, and now is very active in CAPS. She has received local and national 

awards for her efforts in that program. She is a forceful yet gentle woman, with a fierce 

devotion to God, the Virgin Mary, and her family. About Hettie, Darius said: 

… she just had the power that the block needs. She’s resourceful, 
you know, she knows the system, she has friends. If you ever need 
something, like the garbage is not being picked up, you know, you 
can call her and she’ll get someone out here to pick up the trash. … 

 

Miss Eva is the woman who built the makeshift fences around the empty lots that 

surround her house, decorating them with Christmas bows. She was sweeping the street 

when we were introduced. We did not have a formal interview (she did not want to have 
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Darius’s mother, Etta Jones, works for the government in a specialized clerical 

position. She has stayed in the neighborhood because her mother is here and wants to stay. 

She says it would not be where she would choose to live: 

…It’s just too many vacant houses here. You know it looks like, ya 
know well, what do these people do all day? If everyone is home 
then that means that no one is working, so what’s going on in that 
neighborhood? Not for one that I would want to live in, not to buy, 
not to buy now.  

 

Etta is not the only one who has problems with the block. Joyce lives in a 

bungalow on one of the block’s corners. Her main problem is the young men that 

congregate and hang out on the corner, victims and perpetrators of many shootings. The 

first time we met, she showed me the gun shot holes in her living room and dining room 

walls and in her car: 

This [the street outside her house], I call, this strip here, Murderer 
Row. That’s my own name for it. I have had to watch them scrape 
so many young boys up off these corners. I have become almost 
immune to gun shots. It is, [pause] It’s sad.  

Joyce clears the corner by blasting church music from inside her house, walking 

out and starting to preach “Now that we are gathered together in His name...” She is 

currently the block club vice president and got a job the day we set up an interview time. 

She had been going to school for her master’s in education and landed a job at a nearby 

school. She was ecstatic to get the job, then exhausted by it when it started.  

Other block residents include Albert, a single man in his middle years. Albert 

mowed the lawns on the parkway for awhile, and he and Darius considered getting a 

school bus to fix up and use to take the block kids on trips and to school. Still, he 
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complains that there are “too many kids” on the block. Jerry lives with his sister and her 

kids in a brick two-flat. He is under-employed and says he is willing to help in block 

projects but currently does not actually get involved. Christine lives with her mother and 

daughter in one of the greystone two-flats. Said by others on the block to be a drug user, 

Christine loves babies and helps a little bit with block activities. Patricia rents an apartment 

on the block. A newer resident, she is job hunting and trying to figure out what to do with 

her son when he gets out of prison. Mrs. Sheron and her 20-something daughter were 

packing to move, anxious and excited about having bought a house and at the same time 

sad about leaving her friends on the block where she had lived for 15 years or more.  
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A second major tension on the block is with Miss Eva and her appropriation of the 

empty lots. People resent losing solid housing stock to her demolition and particularly 
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This long history of organizing, Hettie’s more recent work with CAPS, and perhaps 

to a limited extent, the gardens, led the local police commander to designate the block a 

Super Model Block. Martha tells me why they were chosen for the program: 

Martha: … You know why we was chosen a super model block, 
right? 

L:  No, I don’t, why were you? 

Martha:  We always have kept our block up. And the reason that 
they chose us as a super model block, is, OK, because of the people, 
OK, its just like a high crime area, that’s the way the mayor look at 
it. If you have a rebirth of a community and you go in there and put 
something in there for these people that’ll bring the community 
up…I don’t care what nobody tell you, this is what Commander 
Evans say.  

 

Commander Evans was not aware of Martha’s garden project. Hettie is his main 

contact on the block. With the Super Model Block comes both problems and opportunities. 

Miss Eva’s lots are prime for the promised new development of homes and tot lots. But she 

considers the lots hers and does not want to give them up. Some residents went to the 

housing department to try and force her to take down the bows and fences. Miss Eva 

retaliated by going to the Alderman, who issued a command to housing to leave Miss Eva 

alone. The tensions between Martha and Hettie are fueled by the Super Model Block 

program, too. Still, residents are cautiously hopeful that positive changes are on the way. 

As Etta told me: “They said to be patient, that this was more than a year program.” The 

hopes are high—for houses, a field house or other youth center, new wrought iron fences 

for each house, and other major improvements to the built environment. 

The Garden  
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It is in this context—a deteriorating neighborhood with residents prepared to fight 

for their homes—that the Green Corps garden project took place.  

The lot where the garden went in once had a two-family building on it. This 

building was owned by Martha’s friend Alonzo. The lot is right behind Martha’s and 

Sandy’s house, facing onto a side street (Figure 2B). There was a fire and the burned out 

shell of the house remained for several years. During this time, people hung out at the 

building, drinking and doing drugs. Joyce called the Alderman’s office frequently to 

complain:  

Oh, listen, listen, I was practically on a first name basis with the 
[Alderman’s] secretary for a while. I went from one extreme to 
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was torn down to build the garden. We did this before the building 
got tore down. We knew the building was gonna be tore down 
because it was on the demolition list. It so happen that we was, um, 
Martha knew Kristin [from the Resource Center], and Kristin knew 
something about Green Corps, and they was having money funding 
for the garden, if it was a block program. So we looked into it and 
that’s what we did. When they tore down the building we went to 
the next garden class and then we got it started. So they was tearing 
it down, and ____________. Permission from the owner and 
everything and he said you all can use it indefinitely, as long as she 
don’t have it, I’ll be happy [laughs].  

 



 102
 
 
a major block effort, but a major extended family
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know fence it off and say well this _______, it’s right behind your 
house and it makes it look awful nice.  

 

Still, not everyone had just negative things to say about the fence. Jerry thought 

there were some positives because the fence reduced hanging out. Joyce, Martha, and 

Kanisha recognized positive benefits for their homes. The fence keeps trash from blowing 

into their yards, but more importantly it protects them from break-ins. Other residents also 

recognized these benefits to Martha’s and Sandy’s homes. 

The garden is not open for residents to sit or play in it, or to maintain it. This is due 



 105
 
 

Albert:  Ah, in a sense, cause when you drive up in the alley you see 
all, how everything look all raggedy and this like a bright light at the 
end of the rainbow. [chuckles]  

 

Joyce:  ...it certainly looks better, 
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Green Corps staff, Martha, and Darius report that people from neighboring blocks 

liked the garden and instigated similar projects on their own blocks. According to Green 

Corps horticulturist Deanna DeChristopher, three to five other projects began on nearby 

blocks after residents saw the Ashland garden project. Darius said residents of neighboring 

blocks gave them kudos for their work: 

… the Hermitage Street Block, [said] ‘you guys are doing a nice job 
of renovating when a building was torn down,’ ‘looked like an 
eyesore,’ ‘do something different with this so it looks a little bit 
better.’ So they really kinda like gave us a pat on the back for our 
initiative. 

Ashland Summary 

Ashland was not quite the success that Green Corps staff members thought it was. 

Led by Martha, an indomitable woman, most participants were in her extended family. 

Green Corps staff through that the level of participation was broader than this. But block 

residents thought of the project as Martha’s, particularly since it was behind her house and 

“not really on this block.” 

But residents from nearby blocks saw the garden as it was going in. Several acted 

on their interest and Martha’s information on how to get in the program and contacted 

Green Corps to begin their own greening project. This was the other primary evidence to 

Green Corps staff of the social benefits of this project. 

Martha’s garden is not the only project on Ashland. Before Martha’s garden, the 

residents worked together to put in a garden on a corner of the block. This garden was 

important to more of the block residents and is visible as residents and visitors turn onto 

the block. After the Green Corps project, the block was chosen as a Super Model Block. 
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apartment buildings). Many of the houses have wrought iron or chain link fences around 

the front  



 109
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
3A   BLOCK 

 
 
 

 
3B   GARDEN 
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yards. Several front gates were locked. One corner had a small, “raggely” store that 

sold chips, pop, and some groceries. 

The block has some large, older trees and some moderate size Norway maples 

(probably planted after the Dutch elm disease epidemic in the 1960s and 1970s). Several 

houses had small, recently planted trees in the parkways. The north end of the block had 

few trees and many open parkway planting spots. 

This neighborhood had been hard hit by the flash flood the summer of 1997. People 

thought I was with Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), and in fact, FEMA 

representatives were around the neighborhood while I was interviewing.  

Residents and Actors 

Several of the actors in this story do not live on the Pulaski block (sample 

characteristics are summarized on Table 9, page 77). These include the garden organizers, 

Jill and Jane, and the two main garden participants, Ellen and Jolanta.  

Jill and Jane raise eyebrows. A Green Corps staff member described them as 

“political brutes.” A block resident described Jill, the precinct captain, as “pushy.” Jill and 

Jane are twins. White women, they live a block away from the garden site. They work 

together on the garden, on other projects in the neighborhood, and in their business. They 

run the beat meetings together. They finish each others sentences. They are very well 

connected with city politicians and staff. At a celebration for the first Super Model Block 

on Harding, they introduced me to the district police commander and then gave me his 

direct line to call and set up an interview. They also introduced me to the Alderman for the 

Harding Super Model Block and other community activists. They are resourceful, 
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Emily, Morgan, Tarina, and LaShandra were all young women in their late teens to 
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their garage before the garden went in. She is particular about how the block should be 

kept up and dissatisfied with her neighbors and the litter on the block. 

History of the Block 

Residents reported decreased maintenance of the block and an increase in gangs, 

drugs and related problems: 

Morgan: … little thugs, on the street, runnin’ up and down the in the 
block, gangs … it is a problem. They are a problem around here. 
That was not around here when I first moved around here so, as far 
as like the gang violence and people hanging out, … It is a big 
problem. I mean within this past month, um, [pause], four people 
have been shot around here.  

 

LaShandra:  [They started hanging out] last summer. Just really 
hangin out on the corners and stuff.  

L:  Why do you think they started hangin out then? 

LaShandra: ‘Cause they know they can do it. The police, it’s one 
live across the street. That’s another thing, that police now. But 
before that they never like came over here because the neighborhood 
was quiet. They really never were around and they know they can 
do it, they know they can hang on the corner and sell drugs, or 
whatever, and gang bang. They know they can do it, they know they 
can get away with it, that’s why they do it.  

 

Most residents were concerned that grass and yards were not kept as well. Litter 

and garbage were seen as an increasing problem: 

Morgen: Oh! Their yards. Everyone yard _____ was, I don’t know if 
it’s like a little rain. But everyone’s yard was much better. They 
would mow their yards and trim and people had like little flowers 
out. It was like real nice. Now, I guess people just don’t care. It’s 
like how they use to be like trimmed, and people keep their little 
parts, you know, the outside clean, mowed, and now they just don’t 
care. Pick the paper up, and pick it up in front of other peoples 
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yards. They’ll go so far as to put it inside your yard. And we have a 
gate! So I don’t understand how the papers get there.  

 

But not everyone felt that the block was less well maintained: 

L:  How about how people take care of their buildings? 

Patricia:  You know what? We all pretty much take care of it, you 
know, I mean. … Even the burnt out building, the lady that lives 
next to it at 936, um . . . Her grandson has cleaned in the front of 
that yard. He did it before the fire and he done since the fire. This is 
one of the grandsons of the other house.  

The burned out house she mentions still stands. Reportedly the fire started from 

crack users falling asleep with their pipes still lit. Residents thought that the shell was 

dangerous, that drug dealers and users could and did still use it, that kids could get in to the 

remains of the house and get hurt, that it brought the property values down:  

Tarina:  I think they should have been done did something about it. 
Cause it’s been up there for a few months, lot of people on the block 
been calling the people about it and you know it looks bad, it really 
look bad. Then you know there is a lot of drug addicts and stuff 
around and sometime they might go in there. Or sometime, you 
know, somebody can get raped, you know. …  

 

There had been one other fire on the block. Most block residents say it was an 

electrical problem that caused the fire. Jill and Jane attribute it to “squatters” and “dope 

heads.” The house was in particularly bad shape after the fire. Jill and Jane went to housing 

court to get the house torn down quickly. This was the first empty lot on the block and the 

one where the garden was installed.  

Although there is no block club for this specific block, there is a neighborhood 

organization. Jill and Jane ran the block club meetings, which evolved into beat meetings. 
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The meetings are held at a local school for developmentally disabled people. Some of the 

residents are unclear about this organization, thinking that it is affiliated with the school 

itself. No one I spoke with on Pulaski currently goes to the beat meetings. Some reported 

that before the garden project, some residents did go to these meetings.  

The Garden  

The garden was Jill and Jane’s idea (Figure 3B). They wanted the garden to limit 

fly dumping on the lot and: 

Jill:  … we thought it would bring people out to work on it, 
remember, and ‘oh, well you got something interesting going on her 
let’s all work on it.’ Nobody’s done anything for it. Everybody 
wants you to do everything for em. … 

Jane:  Well the other thing was the thing that we thought that we 
were gonna do, put the garden there, is like, what’s going to end up 
happening today on Harding. The Mayor’s gonna come out, 
rejuvenate the block, that they’ve worked on with the … old police 
commander that was transferred. 

Jill:  And the whole community. 

Jane:  And the whole community. Everybody get together and 
neighbors start, neighbors helpin’ neighbors, … 

 

This did not happen. Jill and Jane presented the idea to do something with the lot at 

the beat meetings. Pulaski residents reported that they and other neighborhood residents 

wanted a play lot but were told no by the “head people” (probably Jill and Jane, perhaps 

the police at the beat meetings?): 

Emily: Oh, everybody was saying it should be a playground. But 
then they said ‘no’ that if we make it a playground, then it invites 
gangs for them to sell drugs over there. … They were either going to 
make it a playlot or a that. So that’s what they came up with. That’s 
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what the head people came up with. Everybody said make it a 
playground for the kids. 

 

Jill and Jane passed a sign up sheet around the beat meetings and got several 

signatures of people interested in working on the project. None of them lived on the block 

where the garden was installed. Some residents did help with the garden, but not many. 

Mr. Hale worked on it; Mrs. Hale passed out flyers a time or two. They stored garden 

materials in their garage. Jill and Jane mentioned a young man who had helped, but who 

also stole things from the garden. I spoke briefly with another man who said he had 

worked on it but “oh no, I won’t talk about that.”  

Jill and Jane, Ellen, and Jolanta planted the garden several times. Each time, the 

plants were taken: 

L:  So you’ve said you’ve done that like four times, tried to put them 
in. 

Jane:  Yeah. Three or four times, yeah! 

Jill:  At least three times. The minimum was at least three times that 
we’ve put in there.  

Jane:  Plus we had a lot of help from the kid upstairs.  

Jill:  He was [demonous] guy. 

Jane:  He was steady out there doing everything rippin things out.  

Jill: just going there and ripping stuff out of the ground... 

Jane: ...The trellis he broke it off, [both] all the lattice work. 

L:  Wait, did I miss something, did you tell me that he did help and 
he tore the place up? 

Jill & Jane:  Yeah. 

L:  Both. 

Jill & Jane:  Both. 
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Jill and Jane were quite resourceful with the garden. The salvaged a fence to put up 

across the garden and scavenged more plant materials. They were personally resourceful, 

but the process did not allow others input. In fact, they managed to alienate and anger the 

one participant I talked with. Mrs. Hale tells of the day that Jill and Jane came to get the 

stored materials out the Johnson’s garage. According to Mrs. Hale, Jill and Jane forced 

their way into the garage. Mrs. Hale felt they should have waited until they made contact 

with her, preferably by calling before coming over. The story reflects Jill and Sandy’s 

rather bullish approach: 

Mrs. Hale: Furthermore, get [the materials] out. I don’t want it in 
there no more. If you can’t come to me like a lady should, you 
know. That’s the only thing that I got upset about because uh, even 
though you give me permission the first time, the second time I’m 
gonna find out if you’re not going to be there then you tell me to just 
go on in. Yeah, but she had after that, before she pushed her way 
into the garage. My husband had fixed the door and I know you 
couldn’t just push it and go in. She had to put force against it to get 
in and that just made me mad you know I got on her case and then 
my husband came in and I got on his case, …  

L:  Did she ever, did she see your point? 

Mrs. Hale:  I don’t know, she just walked away. 

 

Jill and Jane, Ellen, and Jolanta resented not getting help from block residents. 

Ellen spoke for all the participants when she said: 

Ellen: The [garden] down there? It looks terrible. It looks terrible. 

L:  Does that have any impact on how you feel about the block, 
either that block or your own? 

Ellen:  [pause] That block. 

L:  How is it, what’s different? 

Ellen:  Because the people don’t care. They don’t care. You know, 
we hadn’t did anything this year, we went down there I think one or 
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two times and cleaned up. When you feel that the peoples, we feel 
were doing it to their block. OK? After you feel that nobody came 
out in two or three years, to help do anything with theirs, that they 
helped let it help go down. They don’t care. They don’t care. They 
don’t care at all. But then we do something on our block or Kedvale 
or, they why know why they wasn’t notified, or why they, no one 
came down there. After you go down there and do so much and 
nobody get involved. Why you wants to get involved with other 
things, when you can do the same thing for your block.  

 

But the garden did have some modest support on the block. Several residents 

conceded that it was at least better than the burned out house. Some felt that it did quite a 

bit to keep the lot from becoming a dump and to keep gang bangers from running through 

the yard:  

Mrs. Hale: … like I said, [if it] wasn’t then it would be just dumping 
and there would be probably lots rats around [pause] that would give 
the drug dealers uh, another leeway of going, if the fence wasn’t 
there they could cut through there or go whatever you know or if 
running from a police or something they wouldn’t have to worry 
about trying to jump a fence. They know if they go through there 
they got to climb a fence and everything and that’s going to give 
them lesser time to get away cause you got to climb the fence. 

 

Other residents dispute this last part, feeling that it was used as a thoroughfare by 

gang members escaping each other or the police: 

Emily:  … her grand kids, and they’re like teenagers or stuff, and I 
guess they had gotten in a feud with someone around the corner and 
by that lot, they accessed the rest of the alley, and you know, 
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Pulaski Summary 

Pulaski has the hallmarks of urban renewal projects in miniature. Jill and Jane, the 

organizers, did not live on the block where the garden was to go in. They thought that the 

project would be good for the block and they went ahead with it, regardless of block 

residents’ opinions. The garden failed. The organizers and other participants (all from 

adjacent blocks) were frustrated by the lack of interest on the block. Block residents were 

angry that their interest in a play lot was ignored. Some residents took plants from the 

garden, perhaps in resistance to having the project foisted on them. 

Still, even in this problematic situation, some residents had good things to say 

about the garden. Some felt that it limited the dumping that would otherwise have taken 

place on the lot. Others felt that it made the area safer. For most, it was at least better than 

a burned out shell of a house—exactly what was there before the garden. 

 

Jefferson Homes 

Jefferson Homes residents say Jefferson Homes is the “Pill Hill” of the CHA. Pill 

Hill is a middle to upper middle class Black neighborhood in Chicago. Many Jefferson 

Homes residents are proud of their development: 

Mrs. Wells:  I always tell everybody Jefferson Homes is the cream 
of the crop. Out of the 19 CHA developments come to Jefferson 
Homes. There was a time when Miss Thompson used to say that 
Jefferson Homes was the forgotten development within CHA. 
Because it was always so quiet. You never heard anything on the 
news about it. Or anything like that. So, uh, I just think this is a nice 
place. It could be nicer, but it's nice. …  
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The development is in the midst of change, however. Several years ago nearly half 

of the development was reportedly threatened and almost all nearby shopping was lost to 

expansion of a professional sport facility. Because of the demolition of other CHA 

developments, CHA is sending an influx of new residents to Jefferson Homes, much to the 

consternation of Jefferson Homes resident leaders. These leaders are in the process of 

taking over management of Jefferson Homes, and screening new tenants is one of their 

primary goals.  

Setting 

Jefferson Homes is a development of row houses and three-story walk-ups (Figure 

4A). The center of the development is a park with a small CHA office and Chicago Park 

District field house. According to residents, the park was built at the same time as the 

sports facility redevelopment, reportedly to appease residents.  

The grounds vary considerably, particularly around the row houses. Some residents 

put a lot of work into their yards as well as the interior of their apartments. Decorative 

fences, lattice  work, flower gardens, and painted facades are common in some areas. 

Others are virtually bare, with minimal lawns or bare dirt. There are some mature trees 

around Jefferson Homes, but also open, deteriorated courtyards.  
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4A   BLOCK 

 

 
4B   LOT WHERE GARDEN WAS TO GO  

(photo not taken by respondent) 
 

 
4C   CORNER GARDEN 

(photo not taken by respondent) 
 

FIGURE 4. JEFFERSON HOMES. 
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Residents and Actors 

There is a core of long-term resident activists at Jefferson Homes (sample 

characteristics are summarized on Table 9, page 77). I interviewed some of these women 

and other residents in the development.  

Mrs. Thompson, Mrs. Weston, Mrs. Tipple, Mrs. Wells, Betty Addis, Nell Luskin, 

Mrs. Bonner, and Adeline Collins who have all been involved in Jefferson Homes 

activities, some for decades. 

Mrs. Thompson is perhaps the most important of the organizers. Everyone who knows her 

respects her and will do what she asks of them, even those with hard feelings towards the 
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Mrs. Luskin is a quiet, older woman active in LAC and RMC activities. She is 

more of a follower than leader. Mrs. Collins is Mrs. Luskin’s opposite. Brash and in-your-

face, Mrs. Collins is also the contact with the outside world. She knows the Alderman, a 

County Commissioner from a nearby neighborhood, and officials with the sports facility 

by name. She contacts them frequently with requests for donations to help Jefferson 

Homes. Mrs. Tipple, the local gardener, has chaired the gardening committee and has 

gardened yearly in a small vegetable garden in her courtyard area. She grows roses around 

her apartment. Mrs. Clark chairs the RMC’s education committee and is active in other 

Jefferson Homes activities. Mrs. Wells is another ardent gardener. She is also active in the 

LAC and considered by some to be the real, if behind the scenes, leader at Jefferson 

Homes. Mrs. Bonner is at the periphery of this group. A preacher, she heads the spiritual 

committee and is called on for opening prayers at Jefferson Homes events. Finally, Betty 

Addis is one of the few leaders at Jefferson Homes to be of a younger generation. She sits 

on the RMC board and runs the local laundromat. 

Mrs. Jordan used to be in this group, but pulled completely out of RMC and LAC 

activities after a decade of volunteering because she did not get a job when money became 

available to hire people for RMC organizing. She felt that after her years of volunteering 

she should have been at the top of the list for the job. She stopped participating in activities 

at the development in protest. She is angry and bitter over this turn of events. 

I interviewed several women of the “younger’ generation, women in their twenties 

and thirties. Some are moderately active, particularly in tenant patrol. Other residents are 

not at all active, some specifically choosing to not participate in response to what they feel 
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is a clique on the part of the primary organizers. Betty, Rhonda, Monique, Celine, and Lisa 

all live near the RMC. They see their issues as different from those of the older generation. 

Two of the younger women, Diane and Judy, are daughters of organizers. They, too, are 

active in Jefferson Homes. Diane has become less involved as she has been going to 

school. Her involvement has also been more at her own instigation. Judy, on the other 

hand, is involved because her mother, Mrs. Weston, expects her to be. Judy likes to play at 

being community leader. Bonnie Addis, Betty’s sister, is one of the residents who avoids 

Jefferson Homes activities in reaction to what she perceives as a nepotism-ridden clique. 

Her son Robert shares her views, but is willing to help if called upon. 

Finally, other residents are outside the involvement circle. Lucy helps occasionally 

with activities right around her apartment but is not an organizer. Mrs. Taylor, too, will 

help clean up near her apartment but is not involved at all beyond this. Earline lives quietly 

in her apartment, getting ready for long-distance trucking school and hoping to move out 

of Jefferson Homes. Eloise lives in a row house, recently completed a professional training 

program and is job hunting. She loves the garden she has planted in her front yard.  

History of the Block 

Jefferson Homes was built in 1945 to provide safe and decent housing for low 

income families. A core of resident activists that have been pressing for residents’ issues 

and needs since the mid-sixties. They have been successful with many of the activities, 

including protesting to save the field house from demolition, starting and maintaining a 

laundromat and store on site, planting several vegetable gardens, and finally organizing for 

resident management (Feldman & Stall, 1994). 
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Like all public housing in the United Sates, Jefferson Homes suffers from 

disinvestment and poor management (Feldman & Stall, 1994). Residents remember 

Jefferson Homes in its prime. Mrs. Weston: 

… it was such a beautiful place. It was beautiful, you hear what I’m 
sayin’? Yes. And the peoples was strict then. They was keepin’ it 
beautiful. CHA, they janitors honey was on the ball here. Then all at 
once they just pulled ‘em all out, change things, did things different. 
… 

 

Now some of the residents feel the need to fight for their homes. Mrs. Weston: 

… if we sit here and just say and not do nothin’, to try to make the 
place look good, or clean it up or do something, what they gonna 
say, ‘oh those people there ain’t tryin to do nothin’. Look at the 
ground, look around and just look. They don’t care nothin’ about 
where they live.’ That’s what they gonna do, and say. So we tryin to 
save our place, where we live.  

 

Residents have been active for some time, but a major challenge came when a 

sports facility that bordered the community wanted to build a new sports complex. The 

original plans were perceived as a major threat to Jefferson Homes, and the women 

protested. Mrs. Weston again: 
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As a part of the struggle, the residents formed a coalition with neighboring private 

homeowners. This coalition took the sports facility to court. This court battle was long, 

often delayed. Still, the community pressed on with it and developed plans for the money 

they hoped to receive as a settlement. Working with faculty and students at the University 

of  Illinois at Chicago, the community drafted plans for a strip mall on empty Archdiocese 

land adjacent to the community—land sometimes used by Jefferson Homes residents for a 

vegetable garden. Eventually the community lost the court case, but they continue to 

pursue other means of financing for the mall project (e.g., Empowerment Zone and other 

funding).  

Another major struggle occurred about the same time as the sports facility fight. 

Jefferson Homes began organizing for resident management. The RMC was formed, and 

many of the activist women on the board were those who had been involved with the 

previous struggles and projects. The process of moving to resident management has been 

long, detailed, and difficult, requiring paperwork, meetings, training, and more paperwork. 

It has taken the attention of the activists, particularly Mrs. Thompson, over the past several 

years. At the time of my interviews, the residents of Jefferson Homes were beginning to 

operate under their dual management contract with the CHA.  

In the midst of these two major projects, other projects and activities have 

continued. Because Jefferson Homes is an institutional setting, many resources and 

projects are offered to the residents, although not always what they need or want, or in a 

timely fashion. This, combined with a lack of day-to-day management skills on the part of 

some of the activists, leads to some problems. Diane: 
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… We have a problem around here, everything is always the last 
minute. You know it’s only certain things that you be aware of and 
that you learn about it. You know then when they really get in a 
bind, they really need your help. That’s when they’ll call you. But 
things that they think they can take care of they just go on and do it. 
… 

 

Some residents feel that the resident leaders are a clique, and that they have lost 

touch with the needs of the younger residents: 

Betty:  You know, is this going over towards this way, or is this 
going up, sorta always wrong. … You know, like they say, it’s still, 
well the LAC gets everything, and everything has to come down to 
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Another greening project took place on the corner of the development with the 

“Welcome to Jefferson Homes” sign, a corner that had had a much-loved landscape lost to 

lack of maintenance of the development (Figure 4C). In its prime, this corner had a small 

pool—called a wishing well by the residents—with a bridge and a dense planting of 

annuals. In the project that went in later—also a Green Corps project—the residents 

wanted to recreate this landscape. A CHA employee on site made many promises about 

being able to dig out the wishing well, but was not able to make this happen. This 

particular employee made these kinds of promises frequently and just as frequently did not 

come through. The project that finally went in was based on an aesthetic different from 

that preferred by many of the Jefferson Homes residents. The design included many 

perennials that looked sparse at first planting but would become more dense as they 

became established. Many of the plants were native varieties and less known to residents. 

The landscape did not get maintained and became weedy: 

Celine: Because, um, years ago they had wishin well there and I 
thought the wishin well looked way better than that. That look 
messy and junky. The wishin well it had Mr. Belmont built it. It 
was, I can’t explain it unless they had a picture of it. It was so pretty.  

 

Mrs. Wells:  I don’t know what happened. It was sometime after I 
moved in here, just one day I looked and it wasn’t there anymore. 
[chuckles] It just became like a bare hill there until Green Corps 
decided to invest a few dollars in it. … So the weeds will exceed the 
flowers if you don’t keep them down. So this just kind of got out of 
hand because the residents just didn’t take care of them. Let’s face it 
they didn’t do their job.  

 

Mrs. Weston did not think that the residents would maintain the landscape: 
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No, residents is not gonna do it. Well it’s because they figure, it’s 
that I’m rentin. I’m payin my rent and everything else is CHA job. 
They don’t understand like me, after I figure out that CHA wasn’t 
gonna do nothing, if you don’t get out there and say something, and 
holler and scream at CHA. You ain’t gettin nothing. …  

 

The same year that the corner landscape was put in, other residents worked on 

planting flowers and shrubs throughout the development. The local sport facility donated 

several thousand dolla07 at,iJd -2eTS0 gs
BieTS0 gs
re0.0007 Tc -002 -2.o  .s worked on 
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failed (Figure 4B). It simply never went in. Green Corps staff consider it a total, 

unequivocal failure. 

Mrs. Thompson received a Green Corps application in the mail (they went to all 

CHA developments), filled it out, mailed it in, and promptly forgot about it as she moved 

on to the next task. Mrs. Weston again: 

In the first place, Lynne, I didn’t even know we were having that 
[grant, program] [lowered her voice]. See Ms. Amie’s movin so fast, 
sometime she don’t even know what where she goin and what she 
doin unlessin I’m there, to say ‘help me we got to this and we got to 
do that. But, Ms. Thompson, they say we suppose to do it you 
know.’ But I didn’t know she had did it. … So all we got was the 
tools. The little tools and things that she had brought. Rakes and 
stuff like that. Those were the things that we used this year, with the 
one we did up there on the corner. This garden spot it pays off.  

Mrs. Thompson admits that “[We] ran out of time again.” Diane put it this way:  

Well sometime you have the same people workin on the same, you 



 131
 
 

But lack of time was only a part of the reason for the failure. In the summer of 1995 

a brutal heat wave that killed over 400 Chicagoans. It was also Green Corps’s first year in 

operation, and they were getting the kinks worked out of their system. One of the kinks 

was their being late in delivering plant materials to the projects. Because of this, Jefferson 

Homes got their plants in the midst of the heat wave. Cecelia Tipple: 

Yeah that year it was hot. It was really hot. When they delivered the 
plants I was one of the ones out there taking them off the truck and 
trying to put them under the shade bushes. It was so hot that they 
didn’t never get the water out there right. So we couldn’t just sit 
them in that dry dirt. Cause we had like a 1000 plants.  

There was one final reason that might have contributed to the garden’s failure that 

year. Not only is Mrs. Thompson (along with the other organizers) very busy, but she has a 

particular style of organizing. She is uncomfortable delegating; rather, she wants to be able 

to be a part of any activity she asks someone else to do: 

… Then I got busy too, I wouldn’t put it all on that. Because if you 
get somebody to work with you, you have to be out there with them. 

 

… [one of] the neighbors here in the yard. He helped us a lot. He 
said “I would get over there,” but I didn’t want to send anyone over 
there to do any work and I wasn’t available to go over there, at least 
to get them started. …  

 

This interest in being a part of every activity could be explained in many ways, 

from a well-hidden controlling nature or, more likely, a discomfort being in a position that 

could be interpreted as having power over people. Still, there were residents ready to help 

who could have made the garden more of a success that year: 

Robert:  … I was supposed to be involved in some of this. If they 
would have followed through with it, and told us when they wanted 
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to do and what they wanted to do, I would have helped. But of 
course nothing ever happened with any of this stuff. … 

Jefferson Homes Summary 

This garden project did not succeed, by either Green Corps or Jefferson Homes 

organizers’ standards. There were multiple reasons, from organizing styles to the rough 

workings of Green Corps’s first year. The heat and ongoing organizing activities—

particularly the resident management—sealed the fate of the project that year. The garden 

simply didn’t go in. 

Other greening projects at Jefferson Homes were important to residents. They 

photographed these other projects and thought them important to the development.  

Block Stories Reprise 

These four sites were chosen based on greening practitioners’ assessment that there 

were or were no social benefits from the greening project. The “success” sites were 

Halsted and Ashland. The “failure” sites were Pulaski and Jefferson Homes. The data raise 

some questions about these assessments. 

Halsted was, indeed a success. There were noticeable, if modest, social benefits 

(these will be discussed more fully in the next two chapters). But Ashland was not the 

success that practitioners thought. Rather than being an inclusive project, it was divisive. It 

was not a total failure, but it was not the glowing success that at least one Green Corps 

staff member thought.  

The failure sites were likewise not so easy to assess. There were certainly problems 

with both gardens, serious problems. But some residents saw positive outcomes of the 
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Pulaski garden. And the Jefferson Homes residents were too busy working on larger issues 

at the development to pay much attention to planting a garden in the middle of a heat 

wave. 

These issues will be discussed more fully later, but the general distinction between 

“success” and “failure” in terms of social benefits is more complex, and related to more 

than the success or failure of the plants, than greening practitioners may realize. 

In the next two chapters, I will examine these findings in the light of empowerment 

theory and the practitioner's model, and in the context of the meanings of urban green 

space. 
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EMPOWERMENT 

Now that I have some data to work with, I’ll return to the discussion of 

empowerment and the practitioner's model that I outlined in the introduction. I only 

sketchily introduced my conception of the practitioner's model there. Here I will fill it out 

more completely and compare the events at each site to the expectations in the model. 
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Multiple-Level Empowerment Indicators  

Proactive Behavior, Initiates Efforts to Improve Community, and  

Responds to Threats to the Community 
 

Practitioner's Model  

“Proactive behavior” is theorized to be a trait of empowered individuals, while 

“initiates efforts to improve the community” and “responds to threats to the community” 

are community level indicators of empowerment. Zimmerman and other theorists have not 

proposed an analogous organization level indicator. Still, proactive behavior works more at 

the organization level in the practitioner's model: individuals will form a block group and 

together residents will start to take steps to solve other problems on the block (e.g. forming 

neighborhood watch groups to handle a crime problem). This will be possible because of 

the organizing around the greening project. At the community level, in the practitioner's 

model, the greening project is a first effort that makes later efforts to improve the 

community easier to begin and sustain; from these the entire community benefits. 

Evidence in the Data 

The greening projects themselves are the clearest sign of proactive behavior at each 

site. But the greening projects were not the starting point for organizing on these blocks as 

suggested by the practitioner's model. Rather, they were the second or third (or more) step 

in the residents’ efforts to improve the community. Still, improving the community was a 

goal of each project organizer, regardless of other motivations (like Martha’s desire to 
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Participation was an important indicator at all levels of empowerment. In the 

practitioner's model, participation continues after the initial garden installation as the 

residents maintain the site, and it will, in an ideal situation, extend to new projects or 

behaviors. Residents form block clubs, which provide opportunities for participation, and 

with the greening project and subsequent projects, bring additional opportunities for 

participation. From participation comes increased skills, efficacy, and other social benefits 

for individuals and groups.  

Evidence in the Data 

The Halsted site most closely matched the practitioner's model. There was a 

reported resurgence of participation as the block club re-formed around the tavern-to-

church issue, and then residents took on additional projects like the garden. Mr. Nichols 

describes the increasing participation this way: 

Yes, like I say, I have to give all the credit to those three people, 
Miss. Samuels, Mrs. Lewin and Miss. Fisher. How they had to, they 
motivated us. You know, practically everybody on the block, they 
motivated us and I mean, they was there everyday, four to five hours 
every day, it was no one time thing, they was at it every day. 
Sometime we had a block club meeting just those three, and maybe, 
I didn't go all the time, and sometimes it just be those three but they 
didn't stop. They kept going pretty soon they started to getting a few 
more, a few more, a few more. And it's not where it is suppose to be 
at yet, but it's better than it was when it first started. 

But the other sites did not show a similar increase in participation. At Pulaski 

repeated invitations to join the greening project group were rebuffed and participation in 

neighborhood activities may have decreased. At Ashland, there was a general ethos that 

favored participation. Albert said: 



 138
 
 

Anytime anybody want to start something, let's say they want to do 
that vacant lot over there. So they just want to make a nice garden 
out of it … they will come out and help you. 

 

There is no evidence that participation increased as a result of this project. In fact, 

Martha badgered Albert and others into participating in the garden: “Well she had 

mentioned, the lot around the corner for the longest. So I told her “well, I'll give you hand, 

so you quit buggin me. If I don't, you won't.'” 

Technically all four projects provided opportunities for participation. But how real 

were these opportunities? At Pulaski, block residents were invited to participate in the 

work, but not in the decision about what to do with the lot. Ashland followed a similar 

pattern: residents could participate in the labor, but not the decision making. At Jefferson 

Homes, residents were invited to participate, but the project fell victim to several 

problems, including an organizing style that relied so heavily on one person that it 

sabotaged the possibility for successful projects. Halsted was the most inclusive in its 

opportunities for participation, but even here the young men and some other residents felt 

excluded.  

These issues are reflected in participation theory. Public participation is mandated 

in many government programs (Feldman & Westphal, forthcoming). These public 

participation efforts have been critiqued as being co-opted, not truly participatory, or so 

heavily bureaucratized as to be meaningless (Day, 1997; Feldman & Westphal, 

forthcoming; Hester, 1996; McDonough et al., 1994 ). Arnstein’s “ladder of participation” 

is helpful in understanding successful participation (Arnstein, 1969 ). At the bottom rung 

of this ladder, participators are merely recipients of information. At the upper rungs, 
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participators have decision making power in the planning (or other) process (Arnstein, 

1969 ). The stories of these four blocks clearly make the point that this same ladder needs 

to be climbed at the most local of levels: the residential block. Top-down implementation 

of a decision made by some without the input and concurrence of many of those affected 

by the project is no more likely to succeed at the block level than at the regional level. In 

fact, this sort of implementation can seriously jeopardize the projects, however well 

intentioned. Pulaski clearly shows this possibility. 

Control 

Practitioner's Model  

Control is the basis of many definitions of power (Hardy & Leiba-O'Sullivan, 

1998) and hence is critical to empowerment. Control is also important in the practitioners’ 

model. Control, at least of the lot or site itself, will increase with empowerment but in the 

best circumstances control of the block, even neighborhood, will increase as well. 

Although this control may be the result of group activity, it will be felt by individuals on 

the block. This is an important component of reducing drug dealing, dumping, and other 

social ills on the blocks; through increased control, the residents can stop these behaviors 

and activities from occurring near their homes.  

Evidence in the Data 

The levels of personal control changed significantly at Ashland and Halsted. At 

Pulaski control may have been exerted, but not in the way anticipated by the practitioners’ 

model. Jefferson Homes showed no real evidence of changes in control from the garden.  
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members. They may deal drugs. But they also expressed concern with how they were 

perceived, and their loss of use of the lot: 

L:  But even though this one woman, who was one of the organizers, 
you don't get along with real well, you still worked on the garden? 

Doug:  We got along then, but now, it's been changed since then. 

L:  What happened? If it's any of my business, you don't have to tell 
me. 

Doug:  Just, I guess maybe it's my appearance you know, some 
change, my appearance. Your appearance you know a lot of people 
judge you by your appearance. I'm [mumble] 

 

L:  Did the change from it being the lot to the yard and cleaned up in 
there now, did that have any effect on you on feeling you had 
control over something or losing control over something? 

Thomas:  Well, I guess that would be losing control.  

L:  How? 

Thomas:  Like if they turned to their own little personal property 
and put chains on the gates. 

 

The block club members made it clear that indeed they did feel, individually and 

collectively, that they had the right to start telling people how to behave because of the 

work they put into the garden: 

Mr. Nichols: … because like you say you get a sense of feeling if 
somebody is over there doing something that they aren't suppose to 
be doing you have a right to tell them not to do it. Why? Because we 
did this for this particular thing to get it like it is and now we want 
to keep it like that, you know. So that, it give you the authority to 
run somebody out of there or talk to 'em about getting out of there if 
they are doing something against, against the grain. If I had did 
nothing, nothing, but hadn't participated then I wouldn't have had 
that type of feeling. … 
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Harriet: … prior to that becoming garden I, I didn't have any control 
over the guys standing out there but after we developed it into a 
flower garden then we had control because they were no longer 
allowed to stand out there and do what they wanted to do. It was the 
community garden, you just respect it ... 

 

But gaining of control by one group at another’s expense may have some very real 

ramifications. To date, the block club on Halsted has not effectively dealt with issues that 

face the young men on the block. Their action may have even exacerbated some of these 

problems (like the young men’s relationships with the police). Riger foretold problems like 

these when she asked “What’s wrong with empowerment?” (Riger, 1993). She raised 

concerns that empowerment could lead to fighting between newly empowered groups over 

a small amount of new power. The problem here is slightly different, although related. The 

overall effects of empowerment may not always be positive and may create new problems 

in its wake. Control breeds resentment; this can be seen at each site. If control is a primary 

indicator of empowerment and key to the practitioner's model, what of the people 

disempowered through loss of control? This needs to be clarified in theory and on the 

ground. 

 

Resources 

Practitioner's Model  

Resources are important in empowerment theory. They are integral to moving 

beyond feelings of power to exerting power and control over one’s circumstances. In the 

practitioner's model, project participants learn where to get additional resources as well as 
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how to fully use what is available from the greening program. Both individuals and the 

block organization gain these resources and skills. Empowerment theory postulates that 

resource issues at the community level are reflected in accessible government, media or 

other resources. 

Evidence in the Data 

Each site in this study has at least one resourceful person, but resource acquisition 

at the organizational level is weaker. For instance, at Jefferson Homes, there is one woman 

primarily responsible for contacts with the local politicians and the sports facility. Should 

she become unable or unwilling to make these contacts, the relationship between the 

Jefferson Homes resident organization and these outside entities would suffer. There are 

residents who could likely take over these contacts and redevelop them, but at least in the 

short term the relationships would be weakened. Halsted and Pulaski also have a single 

person (or duo) with skills in obtaining outside resources.  

Ashland is an exception. Several people there have outside contacts: Miss Eva, Etta 

Jones, Martha, and Hettie all were effective at resource acquisition. Each of these women 

had these skills before the Green Corps project. Do several individuals within an 

organization equal organizational level results? Perhaps, if the block organization has 

access to these skills. But this assumes an organization-wide awareness of these skills, a 

willingness of each resident to bring them to the organization, and, ideally, a willingness to 

teach others how to obtain resources, too. 

Resources from Green Corps were generally not identified as such by most of the 

respondents. Some people were aware that Green Corps gives up to $3000 for supplies and 
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materials, but most were not. Those who did recognize the funds from Green Corps did not 

seem to have a sense of them as necessary to achieve their goals. Instead, they were an 

opportunity to take advantage of. Other things were identified as resources needed to 

achieve certain personal or collective goals: cars to get to suburban jobs, money for a 

security deposit to move from public housing, the cameras I gave out as a tool in fighting 

drug dealing. The garden materials not being identified as significant in this way may 

indicate that the program was only minimally meeting resource needs for empowerment at 

these sites.  

The primary exception is Martha’s fence. It consummated her control of the site, 
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Access to the local government and media is a related indicator, theorized to be 

important at the community level. Access to the local government was increased for 

Halsted residents because of the garden. In fact, the Alderman changed proposed TIF 

District boundaries to include the Halsted neighborhood so that residents could benefit 

from the program and any resources available from it. The Alderman’s chief of staff knew 

the block and recognized the greater effort and organization on this block compared to 

other nearby blocks. Likewise, some of these residents had close contacts with the police. 

One of the young men on the block said they “always had their little neighborhood cops, 

their own personal little police officer to come by down …”. 
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residents also had good connections with the city government. Hettie excelled in this, 

writing letters and calling the city citizen request number regularly. These contacts became 

a part of a duel between different groups in the block. In this context, the connections do 

not reflect a community level benefit. They are far from nonrivalrous. In this conflict, 

these contacts were not affected by the garden project. In fact, the Alderman and the Police 

Commander were familiar with the block, but neither was aware of the garden.  

Efficacy and Competence 

Practitioner's Model  

There are several issues related to efficacy in the empowerment literature. 

Individuals are thought to increase their sense of competence and efficacy while 

organizations develop ways to enhance their effectiveness. A sense of competence is a 

belief that one is able to take on projects and handle them adequately; efficacy is actually 

doing so. Organizational effectiveness deals with a group’s ability to get things done (and 

is closely related to meeting organizational goals, which will be discussed later).  

In the practitioner's model, sense of competence and efficacy will increase as 

residents have a successful project under their collective belt, and this will support their 

efforts to take on new, and perhaps larger, block issues. At the organization level, the 

emphasis of the practitioners’ model is on the effectiveness of the greening project; a 

secondary issue is effectiveness in other block issues or projects. Effective volunteer 

recruitment and maintenance are primary organizational issues for the ongoing success of a 

greening project.  
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Evidence in the Data 

An increase in efficacy happened most clearly, although modestly, at Halsted. 

Participants, be they core or peripheral, felt good about the lot and the change they had 

created: 

Doc Martin: It was  beautiful. It was the first change on the block 
that the block club start.   

 

Harriet:  Yes, it made me feel like, still feel that one day this will be 
a  better block or a beautiful block. That it can be done. All it takes 
is  for people to care, uh, maintain their property and up keeping 
their lawn  and keep our area clean. So, like I said earlier, we have 
made some  improvements, we're not a hundred percent where we 
want to be but we have  made progress and I feel we will continue to 
make progress that this  will, one day you will come to this block, 
you won't remember it [laughs]  that it will look so different.  

 

On the other blocks, however, there were fewer, if any, efficacy effects from the 

greening project. There was evidence at Ashland of increased efficacy, but not brought 

about by the garden. Rather, the corner garden was an initial small success, and block 

residents’ involvement led to being chosen as a Super Model Block. But the garden that 

resulted from the Green Corps program was only minimally effective and did not 

contribute significantly to the current block activities, like the Super Model Block.  

At Pulaski, the block’s efficacy was reduced. The garden didn’t work and some 

residents on the block reported feeling excluded from (or uninterested in) the decision 

making process. At Jefferson Homes, efficacy wasn’t enhanced or decreased. The project 

came and went with few involved and few expectations of the project. There was no 

change in the individual’s or the organization’s efficacy. 
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Understanding Socio-Political Environment  

& Critical Awareness Among Residents   

Practitioner's Model  

Understanding the socio-political environment (organizational level) and 

developing a critical awareness (community level) are related indicators, both aimed at 

gaining an understanding of the big picture—the power structure and how to work within 

and/or against it. In the practitioner's model, the emphasis is on understanding this in 

environmental terms, which is particularly true for the urban and community forestry 

branch of the greening movement. Community gardeners have been more focused on 

community development and, therefore, on an understanding of the socio-political 
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But the greening project did not enhance residents’ socio-political understanding. 

Rather, the garden was a means to a particular end, within the level of socio-political 

understanding the block already had.  

Development of critical awareness is described by DeSena as she tells the story of 

New Yorkers who organized to get government attention to their neighborhood’s needs 

(DeSena, 1998). The groups came to realize that without serious agitation and 

demonstration their needs would be ignored. Therefore, they developed savvy political and 

media skills and won several important local battles with City Hall (DeSena, 1998).  

None of the blocks I interviewed on were critically aware to the extent of the 

neighborhoods described by DeSena (DeSena, 1998). Closest was Jefferson Homes and 

their efforts to develop a mini mall, and to fight the sports facility in court and on the 

streets (Feldman & Stall, 1994 ). Unfortunately, to date, the residents of Jefferson Homes 

have met with little success at this level of community organizing. More important for this 

particular investigation, the garden was not a part of these struggles.  

Ashland also had a certain level of critical awareness, but it was an awareness of 

individuals and of what is lacking in the community rather than a deep understanding of 

the social forces that had such a strong impact on their neighborhood. Although residents 

were glad to see some development returning to their community, no one indicated in our 

interview that they had an understanding of why the community had been abandoned in the 

preceding decades. It is this sort of understanding that is basic to critical awareness. 
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Neither Pulaski nor Halsted showed any significant level of critical awareness of the larger 

social forces that impact their lives. 

Extend Influence and  

Connecting to Other Community Groups; Coalitions 

Practitioner's Model  

In empowerment theory, extending influence is a sign of greater organizational 

empowerment as organizations begin to have a broader area of impact and influence. At 

the community level, this is expressed in building coalitions. Often, greening practitioners 

do not see extending influence or broader coalition building as a part of the social benefits 

available from the greening project, although some groups have made a point that this 

level of coalition building is important.  

 

 

Evidence in the Data 

None of the block organizations extended their influence by joining with other 

groups, building coalitions and the like. The greening projects themselves had some 

influence or were themselves influenced by other greening projects, but the block 

organizations did not extend their influence beyond their blocks in a coordinated, ongoing 

way. The Ashland project had a little influence as a number of neighboring block groups 

saw the Ashland greening project and then implemented greening projects of their own. 

This was a primary factor in the Green Corps practitioners’ appraisal of Ashland as a 
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success site. The Pulaski site was, in fact, the result of the extending influence of the 

nearby Super Model Block and its garden project: 

Jane:  Well the other thing was the thing that we thought that we 
were gonna do, put the garden there. Is like, what's going to end up 
happening today on Harding. The Mayor's gonna come out 
rejuvenate the block, that they've worked on with the command, the 
old police commander that was transferred. 

 

 

Individual Level Empowerment  

One indicator is theorized primarily at the individual level: increasing skills, 

problem solving, and decision making.  

Increase Skills, Problem Solving, and Decision Making 

Practitioner's Model  

In empowerment theory, increasing skills, problem solving, and decision making 

are outcomes of the empowerment process. Those empowered gain new skills and use 

these in making decisions and solving problems. These lead to further empowerment. In 

the practitioner's model, some people will learn to be decision makers and problem solvers 

through the project, and the more that do the better. Many will also increase their range of 

skills from gardening to organizing. Decision making will be democratic, if not consensus 

based. 

Evidence in the Data 
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Although the garden itself was being used as a problem solving strategy by most 

organizers, outcomes of these projects were not strong in terms of increased skills and 

problem solving capability. Because of the limited participation and shared decision 

making on Ashland, increased skills and problem solving were not benefits. At Halsted, 

the need for play space for the children was the impetus for the project and remains a 

problem for the residents to this day. Participation was a problem at Pulaski, one that the 

organizers did not have the skills to solve. And at Jefferson Homes, the familiar problems 

of lack of time and limited involvement remained. No one became great problem solvers. 

Not only were the organizers not skilled at problem solving, they were not always skilled 

at problem identification. This was particularly clear at Ashland and Pulaski where the 

lack of participation or resistance to the project was not analyzed or understood by 

participants.  

Organizational Level Empowerment 

The nature of the organizational level in this study is the block group. Two sites 

had full-fledged block organizations: Halsted and Jefferson Homes. There was an 

organization on Pulaski, at least for the neighborhood. But no one from the greening 

project block was involved in this group, and it was largely a two-woman show, that of Jill 

and Jane. Martha’s formalizing the block club on Ashland did lay the ground work for the 

organization at work now as a part of the Super Model Block, but at the time Eloise simply 

named an informal network—there was not an organization per se. 

The empowerment indicators that are specific to the organization level (and 

therefore not discussed in the previous sections) are sharing leadership, meeting 
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organizational goals, and becoming key brokers in policy decisions or having an impact on 

policy.  

Meet Organizational Goals 

Practitioner's Model  

Meeting organizational goals is, like building effectiveness discussed earlier, 

critical to creating actual change, and hence is fundamental to empowerment. In the 

practitioner's model, the organization is successful, so it meets the organizational goals 

from the garden. The next step is the organization’s setting new goals and achieving these 

as well. 

Evidence in the Data 

The first question in the context of this study is whether the residents had 

organizational goals. This reflects the discussion above about the nature of the 

organizations at each site. Halsted and Jefferson Homes had more concrete organizations 

and had organizational goals. At Ashland and Pulaski, the organizations were dominated 

by one or two people, and hence the goals reflected their personal goals and were not 

organizational goals as such.  

Halsted met their fundamental organizational goal: improving the block. Their first 

objective, however, had been to provide play space for the children. This goal was not met 

by the Green Corps project or other block activities at that time. Providing safe, accessible 

play space for the smallest children was a consistent priority across the sites, one not being 

met by city or nonprofit programs. 
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Jefferson Homes’ goals were for an improved development, but they had moved 

past the point of expecting a garden project to contribute greatly to this. The primary focus 

of the resident organizers was resident management of the development. This was the 

effort that would best help them meet their fundamental goal of a better Jefferson Homes, 

and the garden was ancillary to this goal. 

Shared Leadership 

Practitioner's Model  

In empowerment theory shared leadership is important to increase empowerment 

for as many people as possible and to increase organization viability. It is also important to 

ensure that local groups and organizations don’t recreate a top-down autocratic structure 

that may have created the need for empowerment in the first place (Somerville, 1998). 

Shared leadership is not a component of the practitioner’s model. Many greening project 

are begun by a single, determined individual. Subsequent failure of these projects due to 

burn out and other problems has only recently been recognized as a serious issue in the 

urban and community forestry movement. 

 

Evidence in the Data 

Is there any evidence from this study that shared leadership should be a part of the 

practitioner's model? The block with the strongest level of social benefits, Halsted, shared 
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term growth and sustainability of local organizations. Jefferson Homes is a case in point. 

There are growing concerns about what will happen at Jefferson Homes when Mrs. 

Thompson is no longer able to be an active organizer. More effectively shared leadership 

might facilitate a smooth transition and ongoing success. 

Key Brokers in Policy Decisions; Impact on Policy 

Practitioner's Model  

Related to extending influence, empowerment theory suggests that empowered 

organizations will evolve to have a noticeable impact on policy. In the practitioner's model, 

participants learn to have a voice in local government, particularly as it affects their 

neighborhood and the environment.  

Evidence in the Data 

None of the individuals or groups I interviewed had a strong motivation to help the 

environment. Instead, their focus was primarily on the social setting of their neighborhood. 

Jill and Jane began their organizing in response to a junk yard in their neighborhood, one 

they were convinced accepted illegal materials and released polyfluorocarbons frctive1w -e practitioions ot6.0012 r100.dn of localeI  -2.3ialp the 



 156
 
 

Jane: …. but then you had to be friendly to him to get the garden. So 
we had to . . . 

Jill:  Kick their ass in private and praise them in public. Then and 
Henry knew that we were serious about you know, trying to take 
care of things in the neighborhood. So we just stayed on him. Then 
we just got to be like friends, right. 

 

But Jill and Jane are individuals, and the organization from that neighborhood as a 

whole did not share in their skills or influence. They represented themselves and their 

conception of their neighborhood, but they did not represent the organization. 

Jefferson Homes organizers were active in CHA government and management. A 

few respondents reported going to CHA monthly meetings where residents could speak 

directly to Joseph Shuldiner, then Executive Director of CHA, or organizing protests of 

planned demolition of part of the development: 

Mrs. Weston:  … So we got out there and we got our little picket 
signs, we got our bull horns, and we was going through here 
screamin and hollerin at these people, that we better come on out of 
here, you fixin to be moved. …  

 

But, again, these activities are not related to the garden. Earlier gardens may have 

played a role in the organizers developing ways to increase effectiveness, but the current 

project did not. 

Empowered Outcomes and Empowering Processes
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empowering individual or organization helps others to become empowered. Individuals 

and organizations can be both empowered and/or empowering. This concept is critical to 

understanding the social benefits of these greening projects. 
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more accessible to the entire block. On Pulaski, there was some discussion of the project at 

the beat meetings, but the decision had already been made—it will be a garden, anyone 

interested should sign up. Interest in a play lot was dismissed. At Jefferson Homes, the 

decision happened the way many do; a primary organizer says yes to just about any offer 

of resources or assistance that comes along. Many good things get done, but some also fall 

through the cracks due to neglect and/or lack of time. But in this setting, the decision 

making was not done in a collective manner. One person decided on the garden project. 

The decision making process at each site is reflected in the level of social benefits and 

empowering processes these blocks experienced from the greening projects: Halsted was 

empowering, the other sites were not.  

Summary 

In this study, I used empowerment theory in three ways. First, I used empowerment 

theory to create the practitioner's model, drawing on the urban greening literature and 

turning the shared thoughts of practitioners into a working model of empowerment practice 

through urban greening projects. Second, I used this practitioner’s model to assess 

greening practitioners’ assessments of empowerment outcomes in four greening projects in 

Chicago. Finally, I tested empowerment theory itself by using it in an empirical 

investigation, something necessary to its further development and refinement (Perkins & 

Zimmerman, 1995; Zimmerman & Warschausky, 1998).  

In this chapter, I discussed each indicator from empowerment theory in the 

practitioner’s model, building in evidence from this study that supports or refutes the 

indicator and/or practitioners’ assumptions. Empowerment theory fit the practitioners’ 
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literature well. Many of the sources of social benefits from the practitioners’ literature (and 

outlined in the introduction) fit with indicators theorized by community psychologists and 

others to be relevant to empowerment. 

Empowerment and the Sites 

The support in the data for practitioners’ empowerment claims was modest, but 

there. Halsted, one of the success sites, most closely followed the practitioner's model. 

Residents there were relatively inclusive in the decision making process, interested in 

improving their block and community, and participation in the block club increased 

somewhat. The greening project led to both participants and nonparticipants feeling better 

about their block, that it was cleaner and more beautiful. The greening project led to a 

change in control of the lot where the garden was planted. This had some positive impacts, 

but also led to some resentment of the block club members. The resources from Green 

Corps were appreciated, but not perceived as central to meeting block goals. The 

Alderman was impressed with the residents’ initiative and changed TIF District boundaries 

to include this block so that the residents could take advantage of any TIF District benefits. 

Some block residents worked together, made some positive changes, and felt more capable 

of transforming their block—the project was modestly empowering. 

The second success site and both of the failure sites did not follow the practitioner's 

model. At the second success site, Ashland, the organizer monopolized the process, 

creating resentment instead of empowerment. At the failure sites, the projects failed for 

two very different reasons. At Pulaski, the project was not empowering because the 

organizers were domineering. Efforts at inclusive decision making were lip service only. 
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What the organizers decided was done. At Jefferson Homes, the residents had moved 

beyond gardens in their organizing efforts; they were focused on resident management. At 

one failure site, they were not yet ready for a greening project; at the other the active 

residents were past the need for organizing benefits such projects offer. Although Ashland 

did have a positive impact on neighboring blocks, these projects were not particularly 

empowering; in fact, there were some disempowering outcomes. 

Empowerment Theory  

The levels of empowerment theory did not fit the data well. Several indicators 

theorized to be relevant to one level were exhibited at another. “Initiates efforts to improve 

the community” is one example—while theorized as a community level benefit, it was 

evident at the individual level in this study.  

Some empowerment indicators were not central to the practitioner's model or in the 

data. These include pluralism, access to government and media, understanding the socio-

political environment, critical awareness among residents, extending influence, building 

coalitions, key brokers in policy decisions, and impact on policy. 

Empowering processes and empowered outcomes was a more useful component of 

empowerment theory in analyzing these data. As discussed above, the empowering nature 

of the greening project organizers most determined the empowered outcomes of the 

project. 
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CLEAN AND GREEN: A NEW MEANING OF URBAN GREENING PROJECTS 

 

In the introduction I outlined empirical data about the meanings of urban green 

space that might play a role in explaining the social effects of greening projects on city 

neighborhoods. These meanings of urban green space developed from studies of 

neighborhood assessment and identity, the environment as social symbol, and the 
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Greening, neighborhood pride and sense of place7 
 

Ronald Pauline, founder, president and Executive Director  
Aurora/St. Anthony area block club.  

Minneapolis, Minnesota 
 
Abstract: Ron Pauline is the founder, president, and Executive Director of the Aurora/St. Anthony 
Block Club, Inc., Minneapolis, MN, an organization formed to provide a wholesome neighborhood 
in all respects. The group tutors children, buys, renovate, and sells vacant homes, distributes home 
improvement grants, and fights crime. 
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I heard Mr. Pauline present this paper in 1993 and have read it many times since 

then. I have never understood the final line: “There are two major points to be learned 

from this experience: cleanliness is next to Godliness, and Mother Nature is soothing.” 

“Mother Nature is soothing” makes sense to me; I have heard it before. In his paper, Mr. 

Pauline mentioned how Mother Nature soothes him and his neighbors: trees and other 

vegetation support life changes, they are “friendly.” The research literature also supports 

this part of Mr. Pauline’s closing statement by documenting of the deep meanings trees 

have for some city dwellers, the potential for stress reduction from interaction with 

vegetation, and other factors (Dwyer et al., 1992; Francis et al., 1984; Kaplan & Kaplan, 

1989; Kuo, 1992; Schroeder, 1989). But “cleanliness is next to Godliness”? Mr. Pauline 

did not mention anything about cleanliness in his paper, and I do not remember it in his 

presentation. The comment has been an enigma to me for several years. Now, however, I 

am beginning to understand what he meant: the powerful effect of greening projects in 

creating cleanliness, and the fundamental importance of cleanliness in building and 

sustaining strong individual and group identity.  

This chapter outlines the evidence from this study on the importance of “clean” and 

“dirt” in urban greening. First I will look at general meanings in these data of “clean” and 

“dirt,” then look at the issues in the context of the greening projects. Then, I will place 

these issues in the context of the social science literature. Next, I will present a final 

connection between “dirt” and greening projects, and finally I will discuss the negative 

evidence on the issues of “clean” and “dirt.’ 



 

 

165   

 

Prevalence and Meanings of Clean 

Early on in the data coding process it was obvious that cleanliness was important to 

the respondents. Nearly every respondent mentioned cleanliness in some way, and about 

half of these comments were related directly to the greening projects. Here is a 

representative set of comments about “clean” or “cleaning up’: 

Bethany (Pulaski, describing a photograph): Oh, that is a neighbors 
yard and they don't keep their yards up. They're not clean, ...  

 

Shirley (Halsted):  What do I do? I help with everything that has to 
be done. We have block club meeting, and uh, I help like with the 
flower garden, help keep it clean. Help with the block, help keep it 
clean, and keep all the litter and stuff from in the streets, we keeps 
that clean, mm hmm. …  

 

Darius (Ashland): … Albert is a good guy. He is my confidante and 
my friend. If I need him, you know, very resourceful, knows a lot 
about cars. He cuts lot of grass on the block. He's very good, he's 
good at maintenance. Keeping a house lookin clean, keepin the front 
of the house looking clean. Always cuts the grass for the block 
party. Every year. He's always cut the grass.  

 

Mrs. Weston (Jefferson Homes):  ...  As of now we are not on the 
trouble list to be torn down. The way I heard ‘em say that Jefferson 
Homes probably would be the last one if they was thinkin about it. 
But I won't take no chances, because if we sit here and just say and 
not do nothin, to try to make the place look good, or clean it up or 
do something, what they gonna say, ‘oh those people there ain’t 
tryin to do nothin. Look at the ground, look around and just look. 
They don't care nothin about where they live.’ That's what they 
gonna do, and say. So we tryin to save our place, where we live.  

 

 
There are a number of themes here. Responsible, respectful, good people are clean. 

They clean up around their homes. Good blocks are also clean, and keeping them so is a 

group activity. Keeping clean is a way to show that you care about where you live and that 
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you deserve care in return. Mrs. Weston made this clear: keeping clean is a way to try and 

“save our place, where we live.” 

Dirty Deeds 

Not only did residents talk of “clean” and “cleaning up” often, but they had specific 

meanings of “dirt’. “Dirt” was “just dirt,” empty, and dead. “Dirt” also referred to illegal 

activities and dirty deeds (Ashland respondents in particular used the word this way). And 

“clean” and “dirt” separated “us” from “them.” Here are some representative quotes: 

Just Dirt 

Emily (Pulaski):  No. They wasn't no grass, it was just dirt. They 
just made it into a empty lot of dirt. They couldda put a playground 
right there, woulda looked better. At least the kids would have 
somewhere to go. 

 

Judy (Jefferson Homes):  ... there were wood chips that were 
supposed to stop the grass. But it seem like when the grass came, it 
made a little more, wood chips up there like it was green instead of 
just lookin dead. You know at first it was like, just dirt, dead, …  

 
 

Dirty Deeds 

Jerry (Ashland): ... The main thing was about that over half the guys 
hanging out over here didn't even live over here. They would come 
over here and do their dirt, ...  

 

Darius (Ashland):  ... Most of the guys who do anything around 
here, don't live here. They do the dirt, they go home. Our block is 
hard. We have to bear the burden from the police, the crime and 
everything. When things go down, they go home. It leaves us with 
the burden of worrying about the police or the other gangs that may 
want to retaliate against this block because they literally, threw their 
dirt here. So its kinda hard. 
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Us and Them 

Darius’ quote above depicts both the “dirty deeds” meaning of dirt and the 

distinction of those who belong and those who don’t, or “us and them.” There is additional 

evidence of the “us and them” concept: 

Etta (Ashland):  …If there's the fence there, they sit [on it] and pitch 
[garbage]. You sit there all night. You eat, you drink, and everything 
you do you sit and pitch. Sit and pitch. Then if we don't go down 
there, and clean up the mess, debris, probably as tall as the trees. But 
for 25 years we've been cleaning that lot down there.  

 

Sharon (Halsted):  It make it looks a lots better. All we have to do is 
go over there every day and pick up their bottles out of the garbage 
you know from there and the paper and stuff that they throw out 
there every night. And they think you, like they say I know they go 
get it up, so we're going to do it. ... 

 

And, in this instance, Thomas and his friends clean up in order to show that they 

do, indeed, belong on the block, that “them” is somebody else: 

Thomas (Halsted):  And we usually get out early in the morning. 
We'll clean the yard up, the bottles in there and that, 'cause 
sometimes somebody in the crowd might do it, but we'll clean it up. 
So they [i.e. Sharon] come now just blame us for everything over 
there.  

 

Summary: Clean and Dirty 

Dirt is empty and lifeless. It is illegal and anti-social. It separates people, marking 

who belongs and who does not. Cleaning is an act that residents can take up in the face of 

dirt. It strengthens bonds between residents as it delineates who belongs on the block. 

Residents show their self respect and respect for the community by keeping their homes 
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clean. Those who are particularly good neighbors clean beyond their homes, keeping the 

entire block clean and respectable. 

“Clean” and “dirt” metaphors are clearly present in the data, although their 

relevance differs from site to site. Dirt is particularly important and clearly stated as an 

issue at Ashland. Halsted and Pulaski residents were less direct in their statements, but the 

idea is still clearly present. Evidence of the metaphoric meaning of clean and dirt is 

weakest at Jefferson Homes. Still, many respondents hold these views strongly; this is 

closely tied to the potential for social benefits from urban greening projects. 

Clean and Green  

Half of the comments about cleanliness were made in the context of the greening 

projects. This is not surprising because the greening projects are acts of cleaning up and 

are often done in response to dirt. Dirt may be in the form of trash in the lot as in the 

garden on Halsted, or in the form of outsiders doing “dirty deeds,” as was the case in the 

corner garden at Ashland. Cleaning is often literal, particularly in the cases where debris 

and garbage is cleared from a lot before planting. Many residents spoke of the gardens’ 

making the block look better:  

Eloise (Halsted): [The garden] make the block look better. 

L:  It does? How, how does it do that? 

Eloise: Cleaner.  

 

Mr. Nichols (Halsted):  Yes, I like it. … See cause this here place 
here was all full of bottles and cans and you know beer bottles and 
whiskey bottles and all kind of things they were throwing out there. 
Old clothes, shoes and all that stuff you know just, you know it was 
just bad out there. 
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Respondents made the connection between the greening project and cleaning quite 

clear. With a few exceptions, when people spoke of working in the gardens, they spoke of 

“cleaning” the gardens. They did not talk of weeding them or of planting anything. They 

cleaned. Granted, literal cleaning—removing litter and debris—was a part of each project. 

Still, the residents did not often distinguish between cleaning and planting and weeding. It 

was all one activity: 

Jane (Pulaski, about the garden that failed): … Hopeful next week or 
sometime in October, I should say when it gets a little colder, we're 
gonna go out there and clean it up and try again.  

 

Ellen (Pulaski):  … We was mostly doing they work, that's because 
we cleaned the garden, … 
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Martha (Ashland):  [The garden] made it more beautiful. Some 
beauty, color than just a plain, dirt yard makes a great difference. It 
enhanced a lot of positive thinking by that garden being there, you 
know. …  

 

Mr. Nichols (Halsted):  Yes, I like it. I definitely like it because it's 
life there. It was, I'm talking about flowers and things you know, it 
is a bit of scenery. … 

 

Harriet (Halsted):  Yes, it made me feel like, still feel that one day 
this will be a better block or a beautiful block. That it can be done. 
All it takes is for people to care, uh, maintain their property and up 
keeping their lawn and keep our area clean. So, like I said earlier, 
we have made some improvements, we're not a hundred percent 
where we want to be but we have made progress and I feel we will 
continue to make progress that this will, one day you will come to 
this block, you won't remember it [laughs] that it will look so 
different. 

 

The gardens add to the block, they make it beautiful. Not only have residents 

removed the whiskey bottles and tires, but they have added color, beauty, and life to their 

blocks through the gardens. They have taken a part of their physical environment past 

clean to beautiful. 

Beauty and Self Identity
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better and do things better, and it's a reflection on you. Like I say 
when I first moved here, before I even moved here, I use to live 
right down here, by the church. I use to pass here … This was such a 
pretty place, and I use to stop and look at it and say ‘oh, I wish I 
could live there.’ Then I say ‘I know I'd never live there, so let me 
keep on walking.’ I never thought I would live here it was such a 
beautiful place. It was beautiful, you hear what I'm sayin. Yes. And 
the peoples was strict then. They was keepin it beautiful. ... 

 

In its heyday, the development was too beautiful for Mrs. Weston to feel worthy of 

it. She knew she’d never live someplace so beautiful. The landscape not only gives clues 

about the character of the people who live in a place, but a good landscape also “makes 

you want to do better.” There is a relationship between the people and the landscape, each 

reflecting and supporting the other. Beauty, beyond clean, is important in sustaining this 

relationship; many of my respondents would agree with President Johnson’s comment: 

Association with beauty can enlarge man’s imagination and revive 
his spirit. Ugliness can demean the people who live among it. What 
a citizen sees every day is his America. If it is attractive it adds to 
the quality of his life. If it is ugly it can degrade his existence 
(Johnson, 1965, p. 2).  

 

Nice and Decent Places to Live 

Mrs. Weston’s comments above speak to the importance of place to self-esteem. 

They also hint at the relationship between place and group identity. Other respondents 

made comments that further support this connection between landscape and a group-level 

sense of self:  

Mr. Nichols (Halsted):  You see, you know, see there can be a 
change if you can put something into it, you got to put something 
back into it to make it look presentable, look decent you know, but 
once you just let it go, then uh, it deteriorates the neighborhood, 
your property and everything else. Everybody looking for something 
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nice you know, but if you don't keep it up it ain't going to be nice. 
That's right. … Because like I say, like the flowers, you walk by that 
and you see the flowers on the block and you can look here and 
compare it to what it used to be. You know, and you would say 
'well, I never would have thought this could be like this'. You know, 
especially here and then something you took part in you know it too, 
it just makes you feel warm on the e8ea.29 -1.1655Jft-bc9clocy 
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and as a group. When the environment is “nice” and “decent,” they are nice, they are 

decent. The landscape indicates this good character to residents, visitors, and passersby. 

Clean and Dirty in the Context of Social Science  

In the introduction, I outlined several discourses that address the meanings of urban 

green space, or people/environment interactions more generally. These can help us to more 

fully understand the ideas of “clean” and “dirty” and their importance to urban greening 

projects. An additional discourse from anthropology on concepts of pollution and taboo is 

particularly helpful. This literature has yet to be applied to urban greening, but may 

explain important aspects of the social outcomes of greening projects.  

The Physical Environment, Sense of Self and Sense of Community 

Mrs. Weston’s comments about being sure that she would never live in such a 

beautiful place indicates poignantly what environmental psychologists have suggested 

about the meanings of place identity and space appropriation. Mrs. Weston’s comments 

gave life to Harold Prosahnsky’s presentation on space appropriation: 

In the appropriation of space the individual does not only project he 
introjects. He not only expresses his individuality in the way he 
defines and arranges his physical environment; he in turn creates 
this individuality by incorporating selected aspects of the form and 
substance of his environment (Proshansky, 1976, p. 38). 

 

Environmental psychologists have also spoken about the importance of place in 

people’s conceptions of themselves and their community (Hummon, 1992). People identify 

with a type of residential environment as, for instance, a city person or a country boy 

(Feldman, 1990; Feldman, 1996). When self-conception changes, often the type of 
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extension of the interaction between humans and the places they create. What might be 

happening here is a subconscious shift in how people see themselves reflected in the world 

around them. The environment is different, and they have new information that they use as 

they introject about who they are. By changing the environment, it is possible to change a 

sense of self at the individual and group level. It is possible to shift from feeling unworthy 

to worthy of respect and dignity. This is no small change. 

Marc Fried’s study on residential attachment sheds some light here (Fried, 1982). 

In this study, Freid found that objective features are integral to residential satisfaction. This 

is true across an urban to suburban continuum and across class lines. "Variations in 

residential satisfaction associated with status inequities can largely be traced to inequalities 

in the objective residential environment that result from these status inequalities (Fried, 
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It is in this cleaning, the removing of matter out of place, that people create power. 

Douglas outlines many rituals from cultures around the world in which the act of purifying 

rectifies problems, be they personal (e.g., infertility), cultural (e.g., war), or physical (e.g., 

drought) (Douglas, 1966). These cleansing rituals are important and create the means by 

which people fix their worlds—a powerful act. Greening projects may work in similar 

ways. In this context, by cleaning up a vacant lot, residents create power to change their 

neighborhoods in both literal and figurative terms. Of course, we have seen that this power 

does not always materialize as is evident in the greening project on Pulaski. But we have 

also seen evidence that it does sometimes materialize in the changes in places such as 

Halsted and, to a lesser extent, Ashland. Cleaning is not only a metaphor, it is also an 

empowering metaphor, a form of space appropriation that may foster positive individual 

and block level change. 

Weeds = Dirt: The Importance of Maintenance  

One more chapter to the story from these data about dirt and clean relates to weeds 

and maintenance. Maintenance, or more accurately lack thereof, is a major theme in urban 

greening. In the practitioner’s literature (at least in urban and community forestry), the 

emphasis is often on the impact of lack of maintenance on the trees and other vegetation: 

without watering they die or without pruning they are more susceptible to storm damage. 

But there is another reason to be concerned about maintenance, and that is the impact on 

social benefits from these projects. People are often quite emotional about maintenance. 

One example is from Betty at Jefferson Homes: 

[It’s] sick. Sick, do you hear me? And they're not _____ and OK. 
You, you, you put so much into it, but no one come back to attend it 
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anymore. You know what I'm saying. What's the purpose of 
beautifying something you are not going to keep it up? The upkeep. 
It's just like Mr. Belmont. He only did what he was suppose had 
done, when he was asked to do it, that was it. That is he was taken 
away from here. He planted some flowers out there but the upkeep 
behind it, the grass grew all over, the weeds and stuff, what is, what 
sense does it make to plant something you're not going to care for it? 
That's why I said it's a lot of money being spent, just a bunch of bull. 
That's all. It was a bunch of bull. Because why would you have so 
much money to put out that you are going to beautify something, but 
you are not going to keep it up. I don't understand that, I don't 
understand, I don't get any reasoning behind that. So, it's a bunch of 
bull. 

 

Betty’s diatribe is stronger than most, but is not uncommon when people talk about 

the lack of maintenance of greening projects (this may be particularly true for 

nonparticipants). Why is lack of maintenance so vehemently felt? Weeds. Weeds are often 

defined by greeners as “plants out of place.” Weeds, then, are very much like dirt and can 

carry many of the pollution and danger cultural meanings that dirt carries in our society. 

If the greening projects created a change at a metaphoric level for the block and the 

individual, and the change was instigated by a removal of dirt, then weeds cropping up in 

the garden is a return of the dirt. Gang bangers might not be hanging out in the garden, but 

weeds might be symbolic of their return. The lack of maintenance is, at least in part, 

“messing” with the metaphor. It is a step backwards, even if the lot looks better than it 

might have without the greening project.  

The connection between weeds and people who don’t belong (e.g., gang bangers or 

new residents) can be seen in these quotes: 

Mrs. Weston (Jefferson Homes):  Mr. _____ [ a CHA employee], 
right, he said that right now they have started to try to weed out the 
bad. But after he said that then they sent all of [residents from 
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another CHA development], just about over here, and we didn't 
know nothin about it. Before we knew anything they fixin up this 
apartments for the people there. Now how is that given us some 
consideration? It wasn't. ...  

 

Emily (Pulaski):  Yeah, because, its easy, one day, one thing did 
happen. … they're like teenagers or stuff, and I guess they had 
gotten in a feud with someone around the corner and by that lot [the 
garden lot], they accessed the rest of the alley, and you know, 
shooting at them, and run back. So its like a get away, an easy get 
away. If the police were to chase somebody, they go right through 
there. Or if somebody want to come and get somebody, they see 
somebody over here that they want to shoot, they just come right 
through there. And go right through there. It [the garden] don't have 
no purpose. You know, its weeds over there. I could see if it looked 
decent, but it don't. 

 

Mr. Nichols (Halsted):  Yes, ma'am by that, you know it give you a 
safety, more safety feelings. Because like it will grow up there like 
weeds and things out there, and peoples could hide behind it and do 
devilish things behind it you know. But now there's a clear view you 
can see from the alley to the streets you know it give you a more 
view, you can see what's going on. They used to run from the 
policemens and all back through there and hide in the weeds but 
now there is nowhere for them to hide at in there. 

 

Weeds, then, are related to dirt. If they start to grow in the garden, they can 

represent the same things as dirt: people and actions that don’t belong; matter out of place. 

If the garden was a positive change that had a positive (if unconscious) impact on people’s 

self-images, the presence of weeds in the lot may have a negative
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CONCLUSIONS 

I began this study with questions about the social benefits of urban greening 

projects. Were practitioners’ claims justified? Did both participants and nonparticipants 

receive any benefits? Were there problems from these projects as well as benefits? The 

practitioners spoke of these projects as empowering. Are they? The social science 

literature spoke of the effects of vegetation in urban areas: stress reduction and health 

benefits, deep meanings of trees and other vegetation that seem to tie to place identity and 

sense of place. Do these findings help to us to understand the effects of greening projects? 

In this chapter, I will look at how well I can answer these questions and discuss the 

implications of these study findings for empowerment theory, for researchers interested in 

the meanings of urban green space, for urban greeners who want to be empowering  

practitioners, and for future research. I will also discuss the limitations of my study. 

Are Greening Projects Empowering? 

Are greening projects empowering? The answer is an unequivocal “it depends.” 

Greening projects certainly have the potential to be empowering, and Halsted is an 

example of this. There, residents largely fulfilled the practitioner's model: working 

together to create changes on their block, creating a better place to live. They increased 

participation in the block club, and by taking control of a vacant lot and transforming it 

from a dump to a garden, they were also able to change how people behaved on the block. 

But not all of the greening projects worked this way, and even on Halsted there 

were signs of potential problems. One person or group gaining control generally means 
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some other person or group—usually project nonparticipants—losing of control. 

Sometimes the loss of control is exactly what the greening project organizers had in mind, 

for instance if they are trying to rid a certain corner of drug dealers. But the effects of a 

change in control are not always so cut and dried. The experiences of Halsted residents is 

one example. The young men on the block (and some of the other long-term residents) felt 

put off by the greening project, and resentful that their needs and wishes were not being 

taken into account by the garden organizers. On Ashland, Martha’s near total control of the 

lot reduced the empowering benefits of that project. To the other block residents, the lot 

was Martha’s, her responsibility and her problem. Control can be of the lot itself or of the 

decision making process. The story at Pulaski makes this clear, as does, to a lesser degree, 

the story at Ashland. Changes in control, then, are seen quite differently by participants 

and nonparticipants. What is empowering for some can be disempowering for others.  

The timing of a project in the organizing of a block was important to empowerment 

outcomes. The two sites where the greening project failed completely, Pulaski and 

Jefferson Homes, were at very different stages of organizing. Pulaski was just starting to 

organize as a group, and this is particularly true on the garden block. The area was also 

changing dramatically in population. Although they had some successful block parties, 

even these were marred with some degree of bickering and antagonism. Organizing and 

sustaining a project may have been beyond the neighborhood’s collective skill level. 

Jefferson Homes residents, on the other hand, were old hands at organizing projects large 

and small. They were past needing a small, manageable project like a garden; they were 

successfully organizing for resident management of their development. If something was 

going to be lost in the time crunch, it was the greening project.  
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Halsted was in-between these two sites in terms of organizing. Halsted residents 

had signed petitions against a tavern re-opening on their block and then they revived their 

block club by actively participating in it. A greening project was the right size project for 

them to take on, complete successfully, and learn from. Therefore, the timing of a greening 

project in the organizing development of a block may prove to be critical in the level of 

empowerment benefits that will be derived from that project. Too much, too soon and the 

greening project and any potential empowerment from it may fail. Too little, too late and 

the project may fail for lack of interest or that it no longer meets residents needs. 

The empowering nature of the people who started the projects was key to 

empowerment outcomes. While all the organizers were empowered to at least a minimal 

degree simply to start the greening project, it was their empowering nature (or lack thereof) 
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Reflections on Empowerment Theory  

Empowerment theory proved to be a useful framework for structuring the ideas 

prevalent, but not codified, in the practitioners’ literature. Although not every aspect of the 

theory was relevant to the practitioner’s discussions of empowerment through urban 

greening projects, the fit was good. But some problems emerged in the fit of the data to the 

theory. These dealt primarily with the theorized levels of empowerment indicators. Other 

aspects of the theory were supported and proved to be particularly useful to the analysis. 

These included the concept of empowering processes and empowered outcomes and the 

cyclic nature of empowerment. I will also briefly discuss the nature of participation in the 

context of empowerment. 

Developmental Stages of Empowerment 

Would empowerment theory have predicted the outcomes I found at each site? The 

degree and type of participation at three of 
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residents, there are still some empowered individuals, some skills and strengths to build 

upon in future projects. At Jefferson Homes these skills are more developed and the input 

needed to further empowerment goals is quite different. The same issues might be in play 

in other settings where empowerment has been brought to bear, from individuals dealing 

with mental or physical illness to neighborhoods actively engaged in incumbent upgrading 

and redevelopment.  

Empowerment Can Create Disempowerment 

At the same time that empowerment theory needs to consider the stages of 

empowerment and more actively include the cyclic nature of empowerment, it must also 

address the potential for disempowerment from actions that at the same time empower 

some people. Two empowerment theorists have begun to ask these questions:  

One of the primary tasks for community psychology, then, is to 
articulate the relationship between empowerment and community. 
Does empowerment of disenfranchised people and groups 
simultaneously bring about a greater sense of community and 
strengthen the ties that hold our society together, or does it promote 
certain individuals or groups at the expense of others, increasing 
competitiveness and lack of cohesion? (Riger, 1993, p. 290). 

 
 

All too often, national and local policy has tended to favour the 
cultivation of an elite of well-informed, skilled residents, who will 
act on behalf of all the other inhabitants of an area. This is, however, 
precisely the model of representative democracy which gives rise to 
the problem of disempowerment in the first place. The irony is that 
it is only the elites at national and local level who do not need 
empowerment, so the creation of yet more elites (albeit at lower 
levels) cannot possible bring about a solution to the 
disempowerment problem (Somerville, 1998, p. 16). 
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There is evidence in my data to support both of these concerns. At each site some 

people did, indeed, feel that certain individuals and organizations were promoted at the 

expense of others. And at Jefferson Homes, and perhaps the other sites as well, a local elite 

was in the making, one that created a sense of disempowerment for some residents.  

How can empowerment theory account for these disempowerment outcomes? One 

step is to address the issue more carefully in empirical studie a l8to addresne 
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The lack of clarity between the individual and organization levels in my study may 

have compounded the lack of clarity between the levels in empowerment theory. In the 

context of this study, the nature of the organizations is the culprit. These block clubs are 

not distinct from the individuals who created them and are members of them. Martha from 

Ashland called herself an organization, although she did not really have a block 

organization behind her. Halsted and Jefferson Homes each had block clubs or tenant 

organizations, but both could also be analyzed clearly in terms of the relatively few 

individuals who make up those organizations. None of these groups interacted with other 

organizations as organizations themselves. Still, even as fledgling groups, they were 

identified as groups by others on each block. The nebulous nature of the groups made 

analysis by individual and organization levels
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theorists from Bookman and Morgen’s line would likely be less satisfied with these 

indications of individual empowerment, looking instead for larger changes in the 

neighborhood and city power structures. Riger, in the quote above, sums up this question: 

are certain people becoming empowered at the expense of the local community? To answer 

this question we need more research. A longitudinal study would help. Through this we 

could examine the effects of newly empowered individuals on the block organization over 

time: how often does an empowered organization grow from the work of empowered 

individuals? 

Empowered Outcomes and Empowering Processes 

The distinction made in empowerment theory between empowered individuals and 

organizations and empowering individuals a
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course, include stopping doing something). And because change is integral to 

empowerment, participation is integral to empowerment as well.  

But participation is not synonymous with empowerment. What about the 

community level benefits that people receive whether or not they lift a finger for some 

neighborhood project? In the introduction, I used a lowered crime rate as an example of 

such a community level benefit. One such benefit from the study would be the TIF District 

benefits that residents of Halsted will receive regardless of their status as participant or 

nonparticipant. Are they empowered by the greening project? If the TIF District provides 

resources with which all block residents can make positive changes they could not 

otherwise have made, and if the TIF District has some impact on their sense of self and/or 

sense of community, there may be some empowerment outcomes from the District 

designation. Without the change in sense of self or community, the TIF District may be a 

good opportunity, but not empowering. 

Clean and Green: A New Meaning of Urban Green Space 

In the introduction, I said that if a tie can be made between meanings of green 

space and social change, “we will have a new understanding of how the importance of 

trees and vegetation in city neighborhoods can have an impact beyond beautification.” 

What I have found instead is how “beautification” itself may be critical to healthy 

neighborhoods. This is a new meaning that green space can have for residents: that of the 

metaphor of cleanliness, and then beauty, that speaks to people as individuals and groups. 

The desire to “have an impact beyond beautification” stems from a view that sees 

aesthetics as of secondary importance, as an amenity and as such nice, but hardly 
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necessary. This view is perhaps epitomized in the address, “Beautification be Damned,” to 

the Urban Forestry conference by Don Willeke, then President of the National Urban and 

Community Forestry Advisory Committee.  In this presentation, he called for quantifying 

the benefits of the urban forest, preferably in dollars, as the only information policy makers 

take seriously.  

This study, however, provides evidence that beautification matters, perhaps 

critically, to individual and group self image. An ugly environment may, indeed, “demean” 

as President Johnson put it over 30 years ago (Johnson, 1965). This evidence began to 

build with the predominance of “clean” as an issue to respondents. Responsible neighbors 

were clean. Irresponsible people were “dirt”—they did dirty deeds and “threw their dirt 

down” in these neighborhoods. This use of “clean” and “dirt” is a common metaphor in 

many cultures: “dirt” and “clean” defines who or what belongs (Douglas, 1966). In this 

case the distinction is made between “nice” and “decent” residents who live solid, 

respectable lives and people, often from off the block, who act in undesirable, sometimes 

illegal ways (e.g., dealing drugs). The greening projects, by cleaning up the lot, sometimes 

worked symbolically to cleanse the blocks of dirty deeds and those who do “devilish” 

things.  

Cleaning up the lots was the first step, but one that could have simply been a block 

cleanup project. The greening projects took this one step further by bringing “beauty,” 

“color,” and “life” to the blocks. There is a tie between the beauty of the block and how 

residents feel about themselves and the block. The respondents said that a beautiful 

environment makes you “want to do better.” They made it clear that a “nice” and “decent” 
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looking neighborhood indicated that “nice” and “decent” people lived there. This message 

was sent both to those who live on the block and to visitors to the area.  

With this interpretation of the data, the intensely felt reactions to weeds and 

maintenance problems at greening project sites makes more sense. Weeds are like dirt: 
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decided to investigate and found that the traditional tree planting site—smack in 

front of the house in the parkway area—was a problem in terms of feng shui 

(arrangement of physical things to enhance energy flow). The foresters changed the 

suggested planting location and participation in Chinese neighborhoods 

skyrocketed (personal communication, Cheryl Kollin, 1992). 

 

These two stories highlight the problems that can come from cultural differences in 

the concept of nature and beauty. An understanding of the importance of beauty in a 

neighborhood, then, must be tempered with an understanding of the wide-ranging 

conceptions of beauty and nature. Acting from pre-conceptions in this regard could lead to 

unintended, negative outcomes, even disempowerment. 

Providing trees and shrubbery but no other real changes to a block could also have 

negative ramifications. The garden on Halsted may not have had its empowered outcomes 

if there had not also been a supportive Alderman, growing partnerships with the police, 

and other means by which residents could make additional improvements in their block. 

Lessons for Greening Practitioners  

Findings from this study raise several considerations for practitioners, including the 

accuracy of practitioners’ assessments of social benefits, suggestions that may help 

greening projects achieve empowerment outcomes, and implications from the cleanliness 

metaphor. There is evidence from this study that greening projects can, indeed, be 

empowering. This is not a given, however, so understanding the nature of empowerment 

and how to foster it is important to meeting greening practitioners’ empowerment goals. 
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Practitioners’ Assessments of Success and Failure 

The practitioners’ assessment of the empowerment outcomes on the sites was not 

completely accurate, for either the success sites or the failure sites. The practitioners’ 

assessments were not completely inaccurate either, but they lacked significant chapters in 

each story that had direct implications for empowerment outcomes at each site. 

Ashland, a site thought by Green Corps staff to be a huge success in terms of social 

benefits, proved limited in its long-term positive impact. Participants in the project were 

largely members of one extended family, many of whom subsequently moved. The 

sometimes testy relationship between Martha, the organizer, and the other block residents 

was not noticed by the practitioners. The domination of the project by Martha was the 

primary feature of the project to the other block residents, evidenced in part by the 

relatively few people who took photos of the garden as either a positive or negative change 

on their block. The inspirational impact of the project on nearby blocks, however, 

remained. 

The failure of Jefferson Homes was a real failure of that particular project. But the 

context in which this failure happened mitigates the overall effect of the garden project’s 

total lack of success. Because there was an ongoing organization working for the 

betterment of Jefferson Homes, the lack of benefits from this particular project was not a 

major loss for the community. 

Pulaski was a failed project. The assessment of this site was on target: the 

organizers were “political brutes,” and the block completely uninterested in the greening 

project.  
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The practitioners’ assessment of Halsted was also fairly accurate. The residents on 

this block did experience some positive social benefits from the greening project. What 

was missing in the assessment was knowledge of other important changes on the block, 

most notably the tavern becoming a church. The church pastor was not aware of the 

greening project and was as ready to ascribe all the positive change on the block to his 

church’s activities as the greening practitioners were to ascribe them to the garden. Both 

changes were important to improving the block. 

It is not reasonable to expect greening practitioners to fully understand every site in 

which they work, certainly not that they should know the changes in dynamics a year or 
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recognize the skills and knowledge that residents will bring to the project (Feldman & 

Westphal, 1999). These may include knowledge about the owner of the lot, about the local 

tavern becoming a church with a pastor that might help the greening project, or other 

useful information. Greening practitioners need to be fully aware of this, and they need to 

view projects as collaborations in which both they and the participants both bring critical 

knowledge and skills to the projects. 

The cyclic nature of empowerment poses one of the dilemmas that emerged from 

this research. The gardens began with an empowered act of an individual or group on the 

block choosing to approach the greening practitioners for help with the project. Much of 

the potential for empowerment outcomes seems to hinge on this decision, on how and by 

whom it was made. How, then, can greening programs support empowering activities on 

the block when the die was cast before they came on the scene? One possible answer is for 

greening practitioners to actively lead some groups in effective organizing. Perhaps 

revisiting the decision making process after the block is enrolled in a greening program 

could undo previous disempowering actions. For instance, on Pulaski, Green Corps 

practitioners might have discovered that at least some block residents wanted a play lot 

and might have been able to help the greening project fulfill this need. To effectively assist 

neighborhood groups in organizing, some greening practitioners will need to gain more 

organizing skills themselves.  

Another aspect of the cyclic nature of empowerment is the need to be able to build 

again and again on past successes (and even failures) to meet further individual or group 

goals. For some respondents in this study, those at Halsted in particular, it was hard to 

identify the next step to take after the garden. Empowerment-oriented greening 
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practitioners could help in situations like this by building coalitions with empowerment-

oriented practitioners in other areas like housing, recreation, and employment. Through 

these coalitions, greening practitioners may be able to help connect client groups with 

other program opportunities and thereby help residents continue the cycle of 

empowerment.  

With these coalitions, greening practitioners may also be able to use greening 

projects as a barometer of a block, its level of organizational skill and its needs. At both 

Jefferson Homes and Pulaski the greening proj
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As I discussed earlier, some caution is also in order. Beauty is a culturally based 

ideal, and therefore greeners need to pay attention to the aesthetic ideals of the 

neighborhood as they work on greening projects. Beauty is an important part of the 

cleanliness metaphor, making it critical to understand the aesthetics of the people who will 

live around the project. Planting a garden that is appealing to the practitioners but ugly to 

the residents may defeat the potential of the cleanliness metaphor. 

Limitations of the Study 

There are several limitations of this study to bear in mind. Some are inherent in the 

design of the study, some emerged as the study progressed. First, this study has the 

limitations of any qualitative study in that I cannot make generalizations to populations 

beyond those interviewed. The sample, while theoretically driven, was still self-selected. 

Participators participate, be it in a garden project or in a research project. I did interview at 

least two people critical of the project at each site, but still may have missed important 

views of nonparticipants. The block as a unit of analysis has limitations in looking for 

group level empowerment outcomes. Individual level benefits are possible and easier to 

determine at this scale.  

There was a strong possibility of reactivity for two reasons. First, I am not of the 

same race and class background as most of my respondents. A few respondents clearly 

tried to change their speaking patterns when they talked with me, but I can only guess how 

many edited what they actually told me. The second potential for reactivity is the photo 

elicitation process. Suddenly there were a dozen or so people on each block taking pictures 

of good and bad changes.  
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One site in particular underwent dramatic changes in the population in the decade 

preceding the study. Pulaski changed from majority European-American to majority Black 

and Hispanic. These changes may have exacerbated tensions on the block and skewed 

results of my interviews at this site. 

Another limitation of this study potentially limits the test of practitioners’ claims. 

This limitation struck me as I looked at the photographs my respondents took. Chicago has 

a largely healthy, mature urban forest. Each site, and for that matter most Chicago 

neighborhoods, have at least some mature trees. But greening practitioners that have made 

the strongest claims of social benefits from urban greening projects are in cities where the 

urban forest is less ubiquitous. Philadelphia is a prime example. The neighborhoods where 

Philadelphia practitioners observe these changes are blocks of row houses and empty lots, 

on narrow streets with little planting room. The streets were virtually bare of trees and 

shrubs. The visual effect of planting trees in areas with less vegetation may be more 

dramatic than planting a garden on a lot that sits under large old cottonwood trees, elms, 

and silver maples. This will have a particular impact on benefits that derive from 

interaction with trees and other vegetation, like stress reduction and its potential for 

associated benefits. The cleanliness metaphor may have a stronger  impact in areas where 

the visual change is more significant. 
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Future Studies 

This study suggests several avenues for future research. One step is to  -0tsan 12desr
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APPENDIX 1: Interview Guide 
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Note: the layout has been altered somewhat for this appendix (extra space 

removed). Comments in () indicate the substantive area that lead to my asking the 
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One change that happened a couple years ago that some people have mentioned was the 
garden project. I have some photos of that project that I’d like your thoughts on. 
 
All changes 
Tell me about each picture…probe 

• What change is this a picture of? 
• Where is it?  
• When did it happen? 
• What do you like about this ____(change)____? Why? 
• What don’t you like about this ____(change)____? Why? 
• What was the cause of this change? 
• What was the block like before this change? After? 
• What effect is this change having on you? Your block?   
• Were you involved? Why/why not?  
• What did you do?  

 

In-depth questions — for both project -related and not project-related changes 

• How was the space used before this change? After? (greener’s model, empowerment) 
 

• How did _______ effect the appearance of your block? (greener’s model, meanings of 
green space)  

 
• Did _______ change how you feel about your block? How? (greener’s model,  

empowerment, meanings of green space) 
 
• Did _______ change how you felt about your neighbors? How? (greener’s model,  

empowerment) 
 

• Did _______ change how you felt about yourself? How? (empowerment) 

• Have you personally had any problems because of the _________ project? If so, what 

problems? What about your block?  Have these problems been solved?  How were they 

solved?  (greener’s model, empowerment) 

 
• Were you in touch with your Alderman or other politicians about ______ ? Had you 

been in touch with them before _______? Have you been in touch since? (greener’s 
model, empowerment) 
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• Were you in touch with an organization or agency about __________? Had you been in 
touch with them before _______? Have you been in touch since? (greener’s model, 
empowerment) 

 
• Did _______ give you control over something you didn’t have control over before? 

How about for your block as a whole — do you have more control over this now? Did 
it take any control away? (empowerment) 

 
• Did this effect your feelings of safety? How?  (greener’s model, meanings of green 

space) 
 

• Did this have any effect on crime on your block? How? (greener’s model, 
empowerment, meanings of green space) 
 

• Did this change how people take care of their buildings or houses? How? (greener’s 
model, empowerment) 
 

• Did ______ have any effect on rents or property values on your block? What effect? 
(greener’s model, meanings of green space) 
 

• 
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• Did this project get you to participate in other neighborhood programs or projects? 
(greener’s model, empowerment) 
 

• Did you learn things from this project that you have, or might, use in other situations? 
What? (empowerment) 
 

• Are you aware of other block or neighborhood projects that started after this project?  
Did the ________ project help these project get started or be more successful? Did the 
__________ project hinder these other projects? Are you involved in any of these 
projects? (greener’s model, empowerment) 

 
///////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////// 
Additional questions for organizers: 
 
Tell me about the ___________________ (block or garden group) 
 

When was the group formed? (How old is it?)  (greener’s model) 
 
How is your group organized? Formally, with a president or chair, or more 
informally? Who would you say is the leader of your organization or group? You? 
Someone else? A group? (empowerment) 
 
How do you take care of business, make decisions? (empowerment) 
 
How do you get word out about your project? (empowerment) 
 
How do you get people involved in projects? (empowerment) 
 
Ask of each item above: Has this changed because of the garden project? 

 
 
Since planting your garden with Green Corps, have you 
 

Had people participate in your community organization who had never participated 
before? (greener’s model, empowerment) 
 
Told other community organizations about Green Corps? (empowerment) 
 
Been in contact with any professional organizations other than Green Corps for 
help with you garden?  If yes, which organizations? (prompt: Chicago Botanic 
Gardens, Openlands Project, Green Streets, Urban Resources Partnership)  
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Been in contact with Chicago’s Department of Streets and Sanitation? (greener’s 
model, empowerment) 
 
Been in contact with other agencies?  (greener’s model, empowerment) 

 
 
Has the garden project tied into any other neighborhood events or activities? (greener’s 
model, empowerment) 
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high crime 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 low crime 
unfriendly 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 friendly 

poorly maintained 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 well maintained 
little greenery 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 much greenery 

stressful 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 not stressful 
Now I’d like to know about how you felt about your block about five years ago. Think 
back about 5 years. All things considered, how satisfied or dissatisfied were you with your 
block then?  Show card with scale on it: very satisfied, satisfied, neither satisfied or 
dissatisfied, dissatisfied, very dissatisfied. 
 
If different, Why? 
 
Keep thinking about your block about 5 years ago. I’m going to show you the same pairs 
of words and would like to know if you would have rated your block differently about 5 
years ago.  show each scale again  

unsafe 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 safe 
unattractive 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 attractive 
high crime 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 low crime 
unfriendly 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 friendly 

poorly maintained 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 well maintained 
little greenery 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 much greenery 

stressful 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 not stressful 
If different, Why?  
 
How do you feel about this block 
 
OK, we’re done thinking back about your block. I’ve got one more set of questions about 
your block. Thinking about your block today,  
 
show card with response categories: not at all, a little, a medium amount, quite a lot, very 
much 
 
How much would you say that you have a sense of belonging with the people on this 
block? 
 
How much would you say that the friendships and associations you have with other people 
on this block mean a lot to you? 
 
How much would you say that, if the people on this block were planning something, you’d 
think of it as something “we” were doing together rather than something “they” were 
doing? 
 
How much would you say that you feel loyal to the people on this block? 
 
How much would you say that you get a sense of community from living on this block? 
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Activities  
 
Please tell me that activities you participate in? probe:  Church/mosque, block club, 
school, civic groups like NAACP, political groups, etc.  
 
Which of these activities do you think of as neighborhood related?  (circle) 
 
Demographics 
 
I’d like to ask a few questions about you and your family. Again, your answers are 
between you and me—I won’t tell anyone what you say here. After these questions, we’re 
done! 
 
Clarify if necessary: How do you identify your race or ethnic background? 
 
Note gender 
 
How old are you? 
 
Do you have children? How many? Ages? 
 
How long have you lived in _____________________?  (probe for specifics if answer is 
‘all my life’  etc. If a new resident, find out where they moved from: same neighborhood?) 
 
 
Do you own or rent your [home, apartment, room]?  
Note whether they live in a home, apartment, which floor 
 
Please tell me all the people who live with you here. I don’t need names, just relationships, 
like spouse, children, parents, friends, others… 
 
Show a card with education levels on it and ask: How much school have you completed?  
 
1)  grade school (through 5th or 6th grade) 
2)  middle school / junior high (through 8th grade)  
3)  high school / GED  
4)  technical training or community college  
5)  some college  
6)  college degree   
7)  graduate degree  
 
What is your work status? Retired, not employed, part-time, full time, occasional 
 
What do you do?  
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Show income ranges on a card so that they can point or say the item number 
What range includes your household’s total income (before taxes) for last year? 
  
1)  less than$15,000  
2)  more than $15,000 but less than $25,000 
3)  more than $25,000 but less than $40,000 
4)  more than $40,000 but less than $70,000 
5)  more than $70,000 but less than $100,000 
6)  more than $100,000  
 
 
Wrap up 
 
• Is there anything else you want to add, questions you think I should have asked that I 

didn’t? 
• If I have a question or two later this summer or fall, may I give you a call? 
• Thank you very much for your time. I greatly appreciate it! 
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(on University of Illinois letterhead) 
 

August 23, 1997 
 

 
Hello, 
 
I would like to introduce myself. I am Lynne Westphal, a graduate student at the 
University of Illinois at Chicago, College of Urban Planning and Public Affairs. I 
want to talk with residents on your block about changes in your block over the 
past five years—either changes for the worse or changes for the better. I have 
spoken with ____(neighborhood contact)____, and they have agreed to help me 
with this study. I hope you will, too.  
 
You may hear from me soon, or see me around the neighborhood. Of course, 
participation is voluntary! If you have any questions or want to talk with me, feel 
free to call me at 312/996-3316 (you can leave a message any time).  
 
Thanks, and I look forward to meeting you in person! 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Lynne M. Westphal 
Doctoral Candidate 
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APPENDIX 3: Jefferson Homes “Delay” Letter 
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(on University of Illinois letterhead) 
 
September 9, 1997 
 
 
 
Hello, 
 
I wanted to let you know that I haven’t forgotten about our interview – and I hope you 
haven’t either! Many people agreed to work with me at Wentworth, so it is taking me some 
time to get back around to everyone. I may have already stopped by your home, but at a 
time that you weren’t available. 
 
If you have questions, give me a call at 312/996-3316 (you’ll probably have to leave a 
message—I’ll call you back). I hope to see you soon, and I am looking forward to our 
interview! 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
Lynne M. Westphal 
Doctoral Candidate 
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APPENDIX 4: Jefferson Homes Goodbye Letter 
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(on University of Illinois letterhead) 
 
 
September 29, 1997 
 
 
 
 
Dear                                 
 
I’m sorry that I’ve missed you the times I have stopped by. I need to move on to another 
neighborhood and so I won’t be able to complete our interview. If I had photos from you, I 
have enclosed them in this letter. I am sorry that we weren’t able to talk, but want you to 
know that I appreciate your willingness to work with me in this survey.  
 
If you have questions about the survey give me a call at 312/996-3316 (you’ll probably 
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APPENDIX 5: Neighborhood Experts Interview Guides 
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SOCIAL BENEFITS FROM URBAN GREENING PROJECTS 

 
Lynne M. Westphal 
UPP 
 
Draft guide community expert interviews8 
I am Lynne Westphal, a graduate student at the University of Illinois at Chicago, College of Urban 
Planning and Public Affairs. I am talking to people all around Chicago about changes in their 
blocks over the past five years—either changes for the worse or changes for the better.  
 
Given your position as ________, you will have important insights into this neighborhood. I would 
like to talk with you for a few minutes and get your perceptions of recent changes in this 
neighborhood. I am particularly interested in the area around the _______ block of _______.  
 
Would this be a good time, or should we make an appointment for another time? 
 
If now is OK: 
I would like to record our conversation, and I may quote you in a paper or report. You may stop the 
interview at any time. Is it OK to proceed? 
 
About the block 
What have been some of the changes in the _______ block of _______ over the past five 
years?  
Probe as needed: these may be changes for the better or worse, big changes or small. 
 
 
 
Are you aware of the neighbors in that _______ block of _______ working together on any 
projects? If so, what projects were those? 
 
 
 
If the garden does not come up: 
Are you aware of the garden project that some of the residents worked on a couple of years 
ago?  
 
 
If yes: 
Overall, what would be your assessment of social benefits from that garden project on the 
block? Why? 
 
 
 

                                                 
8 Experts may include aldermanic staff, police officers, postal carriers, nonprofit organization staff, clergy, 
civic group leaders, etc. 
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Did the neighborhood learn to work more effec
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Index Tree 
 (1)changes on block 
  (1 1)garden 
   (1 1 1)story 
   (1 1 2)what they did for the garden 
  (1 2)nongarden 
   (1 2 1)tavern to church 
   (1 2 2)burned house 
   (1 2 3)slum lord 
   (1 2 4)increasing vacant lots 
   (1 2 5)sm corner garden 
   (1 2 6)WW greening 
    (1 2 6 1)ww corner garden 
    (1 2 6 2)flower circles 
    (1 2 6 3)other ww greening 
    (1 2 6 4)park 
   (1 2 7)super model block 
 (2)activites on block 
  (2 1)block club 
   (2 1 1)block club meetings 
  (2 2)work on lot 
  (2 3)recruitment 
  (2 4)decision making 
  (2 5)how got involved 
  (2 6)clean ups 
  (2 7)block parties 
  (2 8)other block activities 
  (2 9)flood 
  (2 10)all other block activities 
  (2 11)activities section of interview 
 (3)people 
  (3 1)self 
  (3 2)block or neighbors 
  (3 3)young men 
  (3 4)whose idea 
  (3 5)garden organizers (about) 
   (3 5 1)Martha 
   (3 5 2)Hettie H 
   (3 5 3)Harriett N 
   (3 5 4)Mrs Samuels 
   (3 5 5)Jill n Jane 
   (3 5 9)RMC and LAC + leaders 
    (3 5 9 2)Mrs Thompson 
    (3 5 9 3)B Weston 
  (3 6)aldermen 
  (3 7)lot owners 
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  (3 8)police 
  (3 10)CHA 
  (3 11)GC 
   (3 11 1)GC as school 
   (3 11 2)problems with GC 
  (3 12) Sports Facility Team  
 (4)feelings 
  (4 1)positive feelings 
  (4 2)negative feelings 
  (4 4)control 
   (4 4 1)increased control 
   (4 4 2)decreased control 
   (4 4 3)no change in control 
   (4 4 4)general control 
 (5)a priori issues, outcomes 
  (5 1)perceived 
   (5 1 2)crime 
   (5 1 3)worked together 
   (5 1 5)prop values 
   (5 1 9)safety 
  (5 2)community 
   (5 2 1)particularly community? 
  (5 4)actual 
   (5 4 1)participation 
   (5 4 2)learned stuff 
   (5 4 3)lot use  
   (5 4 4)more projects 
   (5 4 5)appearance 
    (5 4 5 1)int garden and appreance 
    (5 4 5 2)nice, decent 
   (5 4 6)block maint. 
    (5 4 6 15)lot maintanence 
   (5 4 7)econ  
   (5 4 8)garbage & dumping 
   (5 4 9)got to know people 
   (5 4 10)participan750( )-2750( )6
r 



 

 

235   

 

   (6 2 6)vice: drugs, gangs, hanging, etc. 
    (6 2 6 12)hanging 
   (6 2 7)play space 
   (6 2 8)racial barriers 
   (6 2 9)other prejudice 
   (6 2 10)no problems 
   (6 2 11)car repair 
  (6 3)off block 
  (6 4)fences 
  (6 5)organizing or new organizers 
  (6 6)i'm not a gardener 
  (6 7)conflict 
  (6 8)didn't know about it 
  (6 9)cleaning up 
   (6 9 1)clean: responsibility & respect 
    (6 9 1 1)clean: social norm 
   (6 9 2)CLEANING not weeding-planting 
   (6 9 3)clean: beauty, nice etc. 
   (6 9 4)clean: us and them 
   (6 9 6)clean: starting point 
   (6 9 7)clean: interesting, but where do these go? 
  (6 10)hard work 
  (6 11)contradictions 
  (6 12)kids 
  (6 13)didn't finish 
  (6 14)block rejuvination 
  (6 15)heat 
  (6 16)dirt 
   (6 16 1)just dirt, empty 
   (6 16 2)dirty deeds 
   (6 16 3)dirt: us & them 
   (6 16 4)can work wtih dirt 
  (6 17)proximity 
  (6 18)more work to do 
  (6 19)bad soil 
  (6 20)the way we were 
  (6 21)Robinson clan 
  (6 22)other people oughta do something 
  (6 23)memorials 
  (6 24)growth 
  (6 25)permanence, future? 
  (6 26)religious 
  (6 27)ownership 
  (6 28)cultural references 
  (6 29)transience 
  (6 30)vacant or abandoned buildings & lots 
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  (6 31)communication 
  (6 32)liability 
  (6 33)wildlife 
  (6 34)broken window theory 
 (7)reasons 
  (7 1)r for garden 
  (7 2)r for participation 
  (7 3)r for not partcipating 
  (7 4)r for failure (respondent's) 
  (7 5)r for success (respondent's) 
 (9)impressions of garden & other changes 
  (9 1)ts sucess 
  (9 2)impressions of garden changing with time 
  (9 3)better than alternative 
  (9 4)what +I woulda done 
  (9 5)nothing I +don't like about it 
  (9 6)don't like anything about it 
  (9 7)houses are better 
  (9 8)not better than alternative 
  (9 9)could've done more 
  (9 10)that's life there 
  (9 11)other impressions 
 (10)cases 
  (10 1)sites 
   (10 1 1)HS cases 
    (10 1 1 2)HS text re garden 
    (10 1 1 3)HS CASES by name 
     (10 1 1 3 1)Harriett Lewin 
     (10 1 1 3 2)Eloise 
     (10 1 1 3 3)Mr. Nichols 
     (10 1 1 3 4)Veronica Fisher 
     (10 1 1 3 5)Shirley 
     (10 1 1 3 6)Thomas 
     (10 1 1 3 7)Sharon Samuels 
     (10 1 1 3 8)Charles 
     (10 1 1 3 9)Doc Martin 
     (10 1 1 3 10)Mrs. Robertson 
     (10 1 1 3 11)Cathy 
     (10 1 1 3 12)Doug 
   (10 1 2)ASH cases 
    (10 1 2 2)ASH text re garden 
    (10 1 2 4)ASH CASES by name 
     (10 1 2 4 1)Darius 
     (10 1 2 4 2)Jerry 
     (10 1 2 4 3)martha Martin 
     (10 1 2 4 4)Joyce 
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     (10 1 2 4 5)Hettie Campbell 
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     (10 1 4 4 4)Mrs. hale 
     (10 1 4 4 5)Patricia 
     (10 1 4 4 6)Tarina 
     (10 1 4 4 7)LaShandra 
     (10 1 4 4 8)Emily 
     (10 1 4 4 9)Jill and Jane 
  (10 2)success or failure 
   (10 2 1)R thought it's a success 
   (10 2 2)R thought it was a failure 
   (10 2 3)GC thought success 
   (10 2 4)GC thought failure 
  (10 3)particpant status 
   (10 3 1)participant 
    (10 3 1 1)organizer 
    (10 3 1 2)particpant, not organizer 
   (10 3 2)nonparticipant 
  (10 4)did they take pictures 
   (10 4 1)took pictures 
   (10 4 2)didn't take pictures 
  (10 5)demographics 
   (10 5 1)AGE2 
    (10 5 1 1)under 20 
    (10 5 1 2)twenties 
    (10 5 1 3)thirties 
    (10 5 1 4)forties 
    (10 5 1 5)fifties 
    (10 5 1 6)sixties or older 
   (10 5 2)HHSIZE2 
    (10 5 2 1)1 in hh 
    (10 5 2 2)2 in hh 
    (10 5 2 3)more than 2 in hh 
   (10 5 3)RACE 
    (10 5 3 1)Black 
    (10 5 3 2)White 
   (10 5 4)GENDER 
    (10 5 4 1)female 
    (10 5 4 2)male 
   (10 5 5)WORK 
    (10 5 5 1)full time 
    (10 5 5 2)unemployed 
    (10 5 5 3)retired 
    (10 5 5 4)employed part time 
    (10 5 5 5)self employed 
    (10 5 5 6)disability 
    (10 5 5 7)student 
    (10 5 5 8)homemaker 
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    (10 5 5 10)works  
   (10 5 6)ED 
    (10 5 6 1)less than HS 
     (10 5 6 1 3)grade school 
     (10 5 6 1 5)middle school 
    (10 5 6 2)high school or ged 
    (10 5 6 3)more than HS 
     (10 5 6 3 1)college degree 
     (10 5 6 3 2)tech or comm col 
     (10 5 6 3 6)some college 
   (10 5 7)INCOME 
    (10 5 7 1)less than 15K 
    (10 5 7 2)15 to 25K 
    (10 5 7 3)25 to 40K 
    (10 5 7 4)40 to 70K 
    (10 5 7 5)myob or don't know inc. 
   (10 5 8)KIDS 
    (10 5 8 1)has kids  
    (10 5 8 2)no  kids 
    (10 5 8 11)1 kid 
    (10 5 8 12)2 kids 
    (10 5 8 13)3 kids 
    (10 5 8 14)4 kids 
    (10 5 8 15)5 kids 
    (10 5 8 16)6 kids 
    (10 5 8 17)7 kids 
    (10 5 8 18)8 kids 
   (10 5 9)OWNRENT 
    (10 5 9 1)own 
    (10 5 9 2)rent 
   (10 5 10)HOWLONG2 
    (10 5 10 1)lived here 5 yrs or less 
    (10 5 10 2)lived here 6 to 10 yrs 
    (10 5 10 3)lived here 10 to 24 yrs 
    (10 5 10 4)lived here 25 yrs or more 
  (10 6)text photo data 
   (10 6 5)text docs 
   (10 6 6)photos docs 
   (10 6 7)text data minus L: 
 (11)physical features of block 
  (11 1)weeds 
  (11 2)grass 
  (11 3)trees 
   (11 3 1)forest, jungle, woods 
 (12)block comm attachment 
  (12 5)block satisfaction 
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   (12 13 2)community? very much 
   (12 13 3)community? a little 
   (12 13 4)community? not at all 
   (12 13 5)community? a med amnt 
 (15)meanings of greenspace 
 (20)quality control 
  (20 1)L:  
  (20 2)I asked 
  (20 3)intra coder check 
  (20 4)about me 
  (20 5)didn't understand my question 
  (20 6)re taking the photos 
  (20 7)huh? 
  (20 8)leading 
  (20 9)reactivity 
  (20 10)old text searches and index searches 
   (20 10 2)crime probe from me 
   (20 10 3)getting to my probes re safety 
   (20 10 4)safety minus what I reviewed for 'I asked' 
   (20 10 6)safety,  I asked TUs 
   (20 10 10)crime that I asked about (this search worked) 

  (20 11)negative evidence
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