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Graduate Certificate in Nature-Based Sensory Garden Design

Cultural and Personal Meanings in Nature-Based
Design

Cultural ecosystem services refer to the non‑material benefits that people obtain from nature, which are
rooted in cultural, spiritual, and aesthetic values. In the context of nature‑based sensory garden design,
these services manifest through the way a garden reflects local myths, historical narratives, and community
rituals. For example, a garden that incorporates native willow trees might evoke the traditional use of willow
baskets in a coastal fishing community, thereby reinforcing a sense of continuity between past and present.
Designers must therefore research local folklore and seasonal festivals to identify plant species and garden
features that embody these cultural narratives. A key challenge is avoiding the superficial appropriation of
symbols without understanding their deeper meanings, which can lead to alienation rather than belonging.

Biophilic design is an approach that seeks to reconnect humans with the natural world by integrating
organic forms, patterns, and processes into built environments. In sensory gardens, biophilic principles
guide the selection of textures, colors, and sounds that mimic natural habitats. A practical application is the
use of pebble pathways that replicate riverbeds, encouraging tactile exploration and auditory feedback as
footsteps stir small stones. However, designers must balance biophilic intent with site‑specific constraints
such as climate, maintenance capacity, and user accessibility. The challenge lies in translating abstract
biophilic concepts into concrete garden elements that are both ecologically appropriate and culturally
resonant.

Phenomenology of place is a philosophical framework that examines how individuals experience and
interpret spaces through their senses. In practice, this means that a garden should be designed to invite
slow, mindful observation, allowing visitors to notice subtle shifts in light, wind, and scent. For instance, a
garden featuring a series of layered planting beds can reveal different fragrances at various heights,
prompting users to move vertically as well as horizontally. Designers should conduct site visits at different
times of day and seasons to capture the full spectrum of sensory experiences. A common obstacle is the
tendency to prioritize visual aesthetics over other senses, which can diminish the richness of the
phenomenological experience.

Sense of belonging emerges when individuals feel that a place reflects their identity, values, and history. In
sensory garden design, fostering this sense involves incorporating elements that resonate with the cultural
background of the target community. A garden serving a diaspora community might include plant species
native to the participants’ country of origin, providing a tactile reminder of home. Engaging community
members in the planting process further strengthens belonging, as the act of co‑creating a space embeds
personal narratives into the landscape. Designers must be attentive to intergenerational differences;
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younger participants may prioritize interactive installations, while elders might value quiet, reflective zones.

Memoryscape is a term used to describe a landscape that serves as a repository of collective memory, often
through physical markers that trigger recollection. In a sensory garden, memoryscapes can be created by
embedding stones from historic sites, installing plaques with oral histories, or planting species associated
with past events. For example, a garden commemorating a local flood might include a low‑lying water
feature that mirrors the former river course, allowing visitors to physically sense the historic flow. The
challenge is to balance commemorative intent with ecological function; water features must be designed to
support biodiversity while also evoking memory.

Spiritual significance pertains to the sacred or transcendent meanings that a community ascribes to
particular natural elements. Designers should consult with spiritual leaders and cultural custodians to
identify plants, trees, or landscape forms that hold ceremonial importance. In many Indigenous cultures,
certain trees are considered ancestors; planting these species in a garden can provide a living tribute and a
space for ritual. Practical application includes creating a quiet grove where incense can be burned safely, or
arranging seating around a stone circle used for seasonal ceremonies. Sensitivity to protocol is essential;
unauthorized use of sacred symbols can cause cultural harm.

Traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) encompasses the cumulative body of knowledge, practices, and
beliefs held by Indigenous peoples regarding the relationships between living beings and their
environment. Incorporating TEK into sensory garden design enriches the garden’s educational value and
respects cultural heritage. For example, using fire‑adapted plant species and explaining their role in
fire‑prone ecosystems can illuminate traditional land‑management techniques. Designers should engage
Elders as co‑creators, ensuring that knowledge is conveyed accurately and with proper attribution. A
common challenge is navigating intellectual property rights and preventing the commodification of TEK
without benefit‑sharing agreements.

Cultural symbolism involves the use of visual or material cues that convey specific meanings within a
cultural context. In garden design, symbols can be expressed through plant choices, color palettes, and
structural forms. A red maple may symbolize vitality in one culture, while a white lily could denote purity in
another. Designers must conduct symbolic analysis to avoid misinterpretation; for instance, the color white
is associated with mourning in some Asian cultures, while it may represent celebration in Western contexts.
Integrating multiple symbolic layers requires careful layering and clear interpretive signage to guide visitors.

Material culture refers to the physical objects, spaces, and artifacts that embody cultural practices. In a
sensory garden, material culture can be represented through the inclusion of traditional craft items, such as
woven baskets used as planting containers or stone lanterns that echo historical lighting methods. These
objects provide tactile and visual reference points that anchor visitors to cultural practices. Practical
application includes collaborating with local artisans to produce garden furnishings that are both functional
and culturally authentic. Challenges arise when sourcing materials that are sustainable and durable,
especially in climates that may degrade organic materials quickly.
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Ritual landscape is a space designated for ceremonial activities, often imbued with layers of meaning that
evolve over time. A sensory garden can serve as a ritual landscape by providing designated zones for
seasonal festivals, meditation, or communal celebrations. For instance, a central fire pit surrounded by
seating can host solstice gatherings, while a quiet water feature may be used for reflective rites. Designers
should ensure that the spatial layout accommodates the flow of participants and respects the sanctity of
ritual actions. Potential difficulties include reconciling diverse ritual practices within a single garden and
ensuring that the infrastructure meets safety standards without compromising the spiritual ambiance.

Heritage values encompass the historical, cultural, and aesthetic importance that a community assigns to a
place or object. In nature‑based design, heritage values guide the selection of plant species that have been
historically cultivated in the region, as well as the preservation of existing landscape features such as ancient
hedgerows or stone walls. For example, retaining a centuries‑old oak tree within a garden not only provides
ecological benefits but also serves as a living monument to local heritage. Designers must balance heritage
preservation with contemporary functional needs, often requiring innovative solutions that protect historic
elements while allowing for new sensory experiences.

Social cohesion is the strength of relationships and the sense of solidarity among members of a community.
Sensory gardens can foster social cohesion by creating shared spaces where people of varied ages and
backgrounds interact. Interactive installations, such as scent stations that invite participants to identify
aromas, encourage conversation and collaborative learning. A practical strategy is to organize community
planting days, where residents collectively prepare soil, plant seedlings, and maintain the garden, thereby
reinforcing mutual responsibility. Challenges include ensuring that the garden remains inclusive and does
not become dominated by a single demographic, which could marginalize others.

Collective memory refers to the shared recollections of past events that shape a community’s identity. In
garden design, collective memory can be evoked through the use of plant species associated with historic
events, such as poppies planted to commemorate wartime sacrifices. Incorporating interpretive panels that
narrate these connections helps visitors understand the symbolic intent. Designers should involve local
historians and community elders to verify the accuracy of the narratives. A possible obstacle is the differing
perspectives within a community; what one group remembers may differ from another, requiring a nuanced,
multi‑voiced approach to storytelling.

Personal meaning is the individual significance that a visitor attributes to a garden element based on
personal experiences, preferences, or emotions. Designers can enhance personal meaning by providing
opportunities for self‑expression, such as a “memory wall” where visitors can attach notes or photos.
Another example is a scent garden where users can create their own fragrance blends using essential oils
derived from the planted species. Personal meaning is highly subjective, so offering a variety of sensory
options—visual, auditory, olfactory, tactile—maximizes the likelihood that each visitor finds an element that
resonates. The challenge lies in avoiding overly prescriptive designs that limit personal interpretation.

Emotional resonance describes the capacity of garden features to evoke feelings such as joy, nostalgia, or
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tranquility. This resonance is often achieved through careful manipulation of scale, proportion, and sensory
cues. A small, enclosed courtyard with a gentle water ripple can produce a calming effect, whereas a vibrant
meadow with fluttering butterflies may elicit excitement. Designers should consider the emotional journey
they wish to guide visitors through, perhaps beginning with a tranquil entry zone, progressing to a dynamic
central space, and concluding in a reflective sanctuary. Measuring emotional resonance can be difficult;
designers may employ post‑visit surveys or observation of visitor behavior to gauge impact.

Affordance is a concept from ecological psychology that denotes the possibilities for action that an
environment offers to an individual. In sensory garden design, affordances are manifested in the way plants,
textures, and structures invite specific interactions. A low‑lying herb garden affords close inspection and
scent exploration, while a raised wooden platform affords a panoramic view of the surrounding landscape.
Designers must ensure that affordances align with the abilities of the intended user group, considering
factors such as mobility, sensory acuity, and cultural norms. Overlooking affordances can lead to spaces that
feel uninviting or inaccessible.

Perceived affordances differ from actual affordances in that they depend on the user’s perception and
cultural background. For example, a stone bench may be perceived as a place to sit in one culture, while in
another it may be seen as a decorative element. Designers should conduct participatory workshops to
uncover how target users interpret various garden elements, thereby aligning design intent with user
perception. Ignoring perceived affordances can result in underutilized features or unintended uses that
compromise safety or aesthetics.

Multisensory perception involves the integration of information from multiple senses to form a cohesive
understanding of the environment. Sensory gardens explicitly engage vision, hearing, smell, touch, and
sometimes taste. A multisensory pathway might combine rustling grasses that produce sound, fragrant
lavender that stimulates olfaction, and smooth river stones that encourage tactile exploration. By layering
sensory stimuli, designers can create richer experiences that cater to diverse learning styles and accessibility
needs. However, sensory overload is a risk; designers must balance stimulation with moments of calm to
prevent fatigue.

Soundscape refers to the acoustic environment of a place, encompassing both natural and human‑made
sounds. In garden design, the soundscape can be shaped through the selection of plant species that attract
birds, the inclusion of water features that generate gentle cascades, or the placement of wind‑chimes that
produce melodic tones. For instance, planting a row of bamboo can create a soft rustling effect when wind
passes through, providing a soothing auditory backdrop. Designers should assess ambient noise levels from
surrounding urban areas to determine whether additional sound masking or amplification is required. A
challenge is maintaining a harmonious soundscape over time, as plant growth and wildlife populations
evolve.

Smellscape is the olfactory dimension of a landscape, comprising the array of scents emitted by plants, soils,
and decomposing organic matter. A well‑designed smellscape can evoke memories, improve mood, and
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support health. Designers can curate smellscapes by mixing aromatic herbs such as rosemary and thyme
with fragrant flowering shrubs like lilac and jasmine. Seasonal variation is important; planting
early‑blooming species ensures that the garden offers scent throughout the year. One difficulty is managing
strong odors that may be perceived as unpleasant, such as the smell of decaying leaf litter, which may
require strategic placement away from high‑traffic zones.

Tactile experience focuses on the sense of touch, encouraging visitors to feel textures ranging from soft
moss to rough bark. Incorporating tactile pathways made of varied materials—gravel, wood chips, and sand
—offers diverse sensory feedback. Interactive installations such as a “touch wall” of different leaf specimens
can educate visitors about plant morphology while providing a hands‑on experience. Designers must
consider hygiene and safety; tactile elements should be durable, easy to clean, and free from sharp edges.
In public gardens, regular maintenance is essential to preserve the quality of tactile experiences.

Visual framing involves the deliberate arrangement of elements to guide the eye and create focal points. In
a sensory garden, visual framing can be used to highlight a scented herb patch or a water feature.
Techniques include using taller plants as a natural backdrop, aligning pathways toward a central sculpture,
or employing contrasting colors to draw attention. Visual framing also supports wayfinding, helping visitors
navigate the space intuitively. Designers should be aware of cultural color symbolism; for example, red may
signify celebration in some cultures but danger in others. Misinterpretation can affect how visitors perceive
the intended focal points.

Cognitive mapping is the mental process by which individuals construct an internal representation of spatial
relationships within an environment. Gardens that facilitate cognitive mapping enable visitors to remember
routes, locate amenities, and develop a sense of orientation. Landmarks such as distinctive trees, sculptures,
or water bodies serve as reference points. Providing clear transitions between zones—such as moving from
a bright meadow to a shaded grove—helps users form hierarchical mental maps. Designers should test
cognitive mapping through user trials, observing whether participants can navigate without excessive
signage. Over‑complex layouts may hinder mapping, leading to confusion and reduced enjoyment.

Cultural appropriateness ensures that design elements respect the traditions, values, and expectations of
the community for which the garden is intended. This involves selecting plant species that are culturally
significant, avoiding motifs that may be offensive, and honoring local practices related to land use. For
example, in a community where certain flowers are used in funeral rites, incorporating those species in a
contemplative zone can be appropriate, whereas placing them in a celebration area may be discordant.
Designers must engage in ongoing dialogue with community representatives to verify appropriateness and
adjust designs as cultural contexts shift.

Inclusive design seeks to create environments that are accessible and welcoming to people of all ages,
abilities, and backgrounds. In sensory gardens, inclusive design manifests through wheelchair‑friendly
pathways, raised planting beds for those who cannot bend, and auditory cues for visually impaired visitors.
Providing braille labels and tactile plant guides further enhances accessibility. Inclusion also extends to

Read online: https://certificates.gsbf.co.uk/guides/4161479/cultural-
and-personal-meanings-in-nature-based-design

Greenwich School of Business and Finance · 01 Jul 2026



G U I D E

cultural representation; ensuring that the garden reflects the diversity of the community promotes a sense
of belonging for all visitors. A key challenge is balancing universal design principles with specific cultural
expressions, which may require flexible, adaptable solutions.

Accessibility is a subset of inclusive design focused on removing physical and sensory barriers that prevent
individuals from fully experiencing a space. Practical measures include installing level entry ramps, using
non‑slippery surfaces, and ensuring that scent‑intense areas have alternative routes for individuals with
sensitivities. Accessibility audits, conducted in partnership with disability advocacy groups, can identify
hidden obstacles. Maintaining accessibility over time demands regular upkeep, such as clearing debris from
pathways and monitoring plant growth that could impede movement.

Cultural sensitivity involves an awareness of and respect for cultural differences, ensuring that design
decisions do not unintentionally marginalize or misrepresent any group. In garden design, this might mean
consulting with multiple cultural groups when a site serves a diverse population, to avoid privileging one
narrative over another. Sensitivity also applies to the timing of events; for instance, scheduling a community
planting ceremony during a religious observance could unintentionally exclude participants. Designers
should adopt a reflexive practice, continuously checking their assumptions and seeking feedback from the
community throughout the design process.

Participatory design is a collaborative approach in which stakeholders actively contribute to the planning,
development, and evaluation of a project. In sensory garden projects, participatory design can involve
workshops where residents sketch garden layouts, select preferred plant species, and discuss desired
sensory experiences. This co‑creative process fosters ownership, leading to higher levels of maintenance
and care after construction. A practical example is a “story circle” session where elders share cultural stories
that inspire garden motifs, which are then translated into planting schemes. Challenges include managing
divergent opinions, time constraints, and ensuring that participation is genuine rather than tokenistic.

Co‑creation extends participatory design by emphasizing joint creation of knowledge and artifacts. In the
garden context, co‑creation may involve artisans crafting garden furniture alongside designers, with the
final product reflecting both artistic heritage and functional requirements. For instance, a local potter could
produce ceramic planters that incorporate traditional patterns, while designers ensure that the planters
meet drainage standards. Documentation of the co‑creation process can be displayed within the garden,
reinforcing the narrative of shared authorship. Potential difficulties arise when balancing creative freedom
with technical constraints such as durability and maintenance.

Place‑making is the process of creating public spaces that promote health, happiness, and well‑being.
Sensory gardens are quintessential place‑making projects, as they transform underutilized land into vibrant,
engaging environments. Successful place‑making integrates cultural meanings, personal narratives, and
ecological functions, producing places that people love to visit and support. Key steps include identifying
community needs, developing design concepts that reflect those needs, and implementing features that
encourage repeat visitation. A common pitfall is focusing solely on aesthetic improvements without

Read online: https://certificates.gsbf.co.uk/guides/4161479/cultural-
and-personal-meanings-in-nature-based-design

Greenwich School of Business and Finance · 01 Jul 2026



G U I D E

addressing deeper cultural connections, which can result in spaces that lack lasting relevance.

Sense of place is the emotional attachment and identity that individuals associate with a particular location.
In sensory garden design, cultivating a strong sense of place involves embedding locally resonant symbols,
using indigenous plant species, and creating experiences that echo the lived experiences of the community.
For example, a garden situated near a historic river might incorporate a meandering water channel that
mirrors the river’s former course, evoking the memory of past livelihoods. Designers should assess the
existing sense of place through interviews and observations, then deliberately enhance or restore elements
that reinforce that identity. Resistance may occur when proposed changes are perceived as altering the
character of the place rather than enriching it.

Identity mapping is a visual tool used to explore the relationship between personal or collective identity and
spatial elements. In the planning phase of a sensory garden, designers can facilitate workshops where
participants place markers on a map indicating locations that hold personal significance, such as where a
favorite flower was first encountered. These markers inform the placement of analogous features within the
garden, ensuring that the design reflects the community’s identity. Identity mapping can also reveal gaps in
representation, prompting designers to incorporate underrepresented cultural narratives. The method
requires skilled facilitation to ensure participants feel comfortable sharing personal stories.

Place identity is the distinctive character that distinguishes one location from another, shaped by cultural
heritage, natural features, and social practices. In garden design, place identity can be expressed through
the selection of plant palettes that reflect historical land use, such as using prairie grasses in an area once
dominated by native prairie. Incorporating interpretive signage that explains the historical context
strengthens visitors’ understanding of the site’s unique identity. Designers must be vigilant not to impose a
homogenized aesthetic that erodes the specific place identity, especially when working in regions with rich
cultural diversity.

Personal narrative refers to the stories that individuals construct about their lives, often linked to specific
places and sensory experiences. Sensory gardens can serve as platforms for personal narratives, offering
spaces where visitors can reminisce, share stories, or create new memories. A practical implementation is a
“memory bench” where users can write short reflections about a scent or sound that triggered a personal
memory, leaving the note for future visitors to read. Over time, a collection of narratives builds a layered
tapestry of meaning, deepening the garden’s emotional resonance. Managing the privacy and consent
aspects of personal narratives is essential to respect participants’ rights.

Emotional landscape is a term that captures the affective qualities of a place, such as feelings of safety,
excitement, or melancholy. In designing a sensory garden, the emotional landscape can be shaped by
manipulating scale, density, and sensory inputs. A secluded pocket garden with soft lighting and gentle
water sounds may evoke calm and introspection, while an open, sun‑lit meadow with vibrant color bursts
can inspire joy and energy. Designers should map desired emotional outcomes against specific design
interventions, ensuring that each area supports the intended affective state. Measuring emotional impact
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can be challenging, often requiring qualitative methods such as interviews or reflective journals.

Symbolic landscape is a space where natural elements are imbued with cultural meanings that transcend
their ecological functions. In practice, a symbolic landscape might feature a row of stone pillars each
representing a different season, or a planting of ever‑green conifers that symbolize endurance. The
symbolic layer adds depth to visitor experience, prompting contemplation of cultural stories embedded in
the environment. Designers must research the symbolism thoroughly to avoid misappropriation, and they
should provide interpretive context to help visitors decode the symbols. A risk is that overly complex
symbolism can alienate visitors who lack the cultural background to interpret it, reducing engagement.

Ecological integrity refers to the health and functionality of the natural systems within the garden, including
soil quality, biodiversity, and water cycles. Maintaining ecological integrity while delivering cultural and
personal meanings requires a careful balance. For instance, planting culturally significant species that are
not locally adapted may compromise resilience; designers should seek species that satisfy both cultural
relevance and ecological suitability. Practices such as using native pollinator gardens, incorporating rain
gardens for stormwater management, and avoiding invasive species support ecological integrity. The
challenge lies in reconciling the desire for symbolic plantings with the need for sustainable,
low‑maintenance ecosystems.

Community stewardship describes the ongoing involvement of local residents in the care and management
of a garden. In sensory garden projects, stewardship can be fostered through volunteer garden days, youth
education programs, and shared responsibility for maintenance tasks such as pruning and composting.
When community members feel ownership, they are more likely to protect and promote the garden’s
cultural meanings. A practical model is a “garden ambassador” program where trained volunteers lead
tours, explain cultural symbols, and collect feedback. Sustaining stewardship over time may be hindered by
changes in community composition, funding fluctuations, or competing priorities, requiring adaptable
management strategies.

Interpretive programming involves organized activities that convey the garden’s cultural, historical, and
ecological narratives to visitors. Examples include guided walks that highlight the significance of specific
plants, workshops on traditional weaving using garden‑grown fibers, and seasonal festivals that celebrate
cultural holidays. Effective interpretive programming uses multiple senses, aligning with the garden’s
sensory focus, and encourages active participation. Designing programming requires collaboration with
cultural experts, educators, and artists to ensure authenticity and relevance. Logistical challenges include
scheduling, resource allocation, and ensuring that programs are accessible to diverse audiences.

Temporal layering is a design strategy that incorporates elements representing different historical periods
within a single garden. By juxtaposing ancient stone walls with contemporary art installations, designers
create a visual dialogue across time. In a sensory garden, temporal layering can be expressed through
planting cycles—using evergreen species to symbolize continuity, while seasonal flowering plants mark the
passage of time. Temporal layering invites visitors to contemplate change and continuity simultaneously. A
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difficulty is maintaining coherence; too many disparate layers may result in visual clutter, obscuring the
intended narrative.

Ecocultural resilience describes the capacity of a community and its associated ecosystems to adapt to
environmental and social changes while preserving cultural values. Sensory gardens contribute to
ecocultural resilience by providing habitats for pollinators, offering climate‑responsive planting schemes,
and serving as venues for cultural transmission. For instance, a garden that incorporates drought‑tolerant
native species supports ecological resilience, while also teaching the community traditional water‑wise
gardening practices. Designers should embed flexibility into garden layouts, allowing for future
modifications as climate conditions shift. Measuring resilience involves tracking both ecological indicators
(e.G., Species diversity) and cultural indicators (e.G., Participation rates in cultural events).

Place‑based learning is an educational approach that uses the local environment as a context for teaching
concepts across disciplines. Sensory gardens are ideal settings for place‑based learning, enabling students
to explore topics such as botany, cultural history, and sensory perception simultaneously. A classroom
might conduct a lesson on the cultural significance of lavender, followed by a field activity where students
identify lavender plants, observe pollinator interactions, and discuss its role in local traditions. Place‑based
learning fosters deeper engagement and retention by linking abstract ideas to tangible experiences.
Implementation challenges include aligning curriculum standards with garden activities and ensuring safety
and accessibility for all learners.

Cross‑cultural dialogue refers to the exchange of ideas, values, and practices between different cultural
groups. Sensory gardens can serve as platforms for such dialogue by featuring plant species and design
elements from multiple cultures within a shared space. For example, a garden could include a Japanese tea
garden section adjacent to a Mediterranean herb terrace, encouraging visitors to compare and appreciate
distinct horticultural traditions. Facilitated events, such as cultural exchange festivals, can deepen
understanding and promote mutual respect. Designers must navigate potential cultural tensions, ensuring
that each tradition is presented authentically and not reduced to a novelty.

Adaptive reuse involves repurposing existing structures or sites for new functions while preserving their
historical significance. In the creation of a sensory garden, adaptive reuse might transform an old railway
shed into a shaded pavilion for meditation, or convert a decommissioned water tower into a vertical garden.
This approach honors the cultural memory embedded in the original structure, while adding new sensory
dimensions. The design must address structural safety, material durability, and alignment with the garden’s
sensory goals. Constraints such as limited space, budgetary restrictions, and regulatory approvals can
complicate adaptive reuse projects.

Human‑centered design places the needs, experiences, and values of people at the forefront of the design
process. In a sensory garden, this means prioritizing how users will interact with textures, sounds, and
scents, rather than focusing solely on aesthetic considerations. Techniques such as empathy mapping, user
journey mapping, and prototype testing help designers understand visitor expectations and refine design
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solutions. Human‑centered design also demands responsiveness to cultural diversity, ensuring that the
garden reflects the lived realities of its audience. A potential drawback is the risk of over‑customization,
which may limit the garden’s broader appeal or scalability.

Phenomenological mapping is a method that captures the lived experience of space by documenting
sensory impressions, emotions, and meanings associated with specific locations. Participants walk through
an existing site and record observations such as “the cool mist on my skin near the fountain” or “the rustle
of leaves evoking childhood memories.” These insights inform the design of a new sensory garden, ensuring
that the final space resonates with the embodied experiences of its users. Phenomenological mapping
requires skilled facilitation to elicit rich, descriptive data without leading participants. Translating qualitative
insights into concrete design elements can be complex, requiring iterative refinement.

Landscape narrative is the story that a landscape tells through its form, composition, and symbolic content.
In sensory garden design, the landscape narrative may unfold sequentially as visitors move through
different zones, each representing a chapter of cultural or personal significance. For instance, an entry
garden could symbolize “origin,” a central meadow may represent “growth,” and a reflective pond could
embody “reflection.” The narrative is reinforced by sensory cues—color transitions, shifting soundscapes,
and evolving scent profiles—that guide emotional and cognitive responses. Designers must ensure that the
narrative remains coherent and accessible, avoiding overly abstract storytelling that could confuse visitors.

Participatory storytelling engages community members in the creation and sharing of stories that inform
garden design. Workshops might involve elders recounting traditional tales, which are then translated into
planting schemes or sculptural elements. This collaborative process not only preserves intangible heritage
but also empowers participants as co‑authors of the garden’s identity. The resulting garden becomes a
living archive of collective memory. Managing differing narratives, especially when they conflict, requires
diplomatic facilitation and a commitment to representing multiple perspectives fairly.

Ecological symbolism merges ecological function with cultural meaning, assigning symbolic value to
ecological processes. For example, a rain garden that captures and filters stormwater can symbolize
purification and renewal, resonating with cultural beliefs about water as a sacred element. By highlighting
the ecological benefits alongside the symbolic resonance, designers reinforce both environmental
stewardship and cultural relevance. Communicating ecological symbolism effectively may involve
interpretive signage, guided tours, or interactive displays that illustrate the underlying processes. A
challenge is ensuring that symbolic interpretations do not obscure the practical ecological functions, which
are essential for long‑term sustainability.

Multigenerational design addresses the needs and preferences of users across different age groups. In a
sensory garden, this may involve creating low‑lying scent gardens for children, tactile pathways for seniors,
and open spaces for teenagers to engage in active play. Multigenerational design also respects the
transmission of cultural knowledge, providing spaces where elders can share stories with younger
generations. The design must balance safety considerations—such as avoiding sharp thorns for children—
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with the desire for authentic, sometimes challenging, natural experiences. Engaging all age groups in the
planning process helps identify potential conflicts and achieve a harmonious design solution.

Intercultural design is the practice of integrating design elements from multiple cultures in a respectful and
cohesive manner. In a sensory garden, intercultural design might blend Japanese garden principles of
simplicity and water features with African savanna planting patterns, creating a hybrid space that celebrates
diversity. Successful intercultural design requires deep cultural research, collaboration with cultural
representatives, and a clear design rationale that explains how elements interact. Avoiding cultural tokenism
is critical; each element should serve both an aesthetic function and a meaningful cultural purpose.
Designers must be prepared to negotiate compromises when cultural priorities differ.

Place‑based identity emerges when a community’s sense of self is strongly linked to a particular location.
Sensory gardens can reinforce place‑based identity by reflecting local stories, using endemic flora, and
providing venues for community rituals. For instance, a garden situated near an historic quarry might
incorporate stone mosaics that depict the quarry’s role in the town’s development, thereby reinforcing the
community’s pride in its industrial heritage. Designers should assess the existing strength of place‑based
identity through surveys and interviews, then amplify those connections through thoughtful design
interventions. If the identity is weak, the garden can act as a catalyst for revitalization, though this requires
sustained community engagement.

Spatio‑temporal layering combines the dimensions of space and time to create rich, immersive experiences.
In practice, this might involve planting a series of species that bloom sequentially, creating a moving
tapestry of color and scent that changes throughout the year. Spatially, the garden could be organized into
concentric circles, each representing a different historical period, with pathways that guide visitors through
time. The spatio‑temporal approach deepens the sensory experience, as visitors encounter evolving sounds,
aromas, and textures that echo the passage of seasons and history. Implementation demands careful
planning of planting schedules, maintenance cycles, and interpretive storytelling to ensure continuity.

Participatory mapping is a collaborative technique where community members map out significant
locations, resources, and cultural sites within a broader area. The resulting map informs the placement of
garden features, ensuring that the design aligns with existing cultural landmarks. For example, a community
might highlight a historic well that holds spiritual importance; the garden could then incorporate a reflective
water feature near that spot, honoring its legacy. Participatory mapping also reveals gaps in cultural
representation, prompting designers to address under‑represented narratives. Challenges include
reconciling differing map scales, navigating land ownership issues, and integrating the map data into
technical design drawings.

Environmental justice focuses on the equitable distribution of environmental benefits and burdens across all
social groups. In sensory garden design, environmental justice considerations include ensuring that
underserved neighborhoods have access to high‑quality green spaces that reflect their cultural heritage.
Designers should engage marginalized communities from the outset, guaranteeing that design decisions do
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not perpetuate exclusionary practices. Practical steps involve locating the garden on accessible public land,
providing free programming, and incorporating culturally relevant plantings. Monitoring outcomes through
community feedback and ecological indicators helps assess whether environmental justice goals are met.

Holistic health acknowledges the interconnectedness of physical, mental, and social well‑being. Sensory
gardens support holistic health by offering restorative environments that reduce stress, stimulate cognition,
and foster social interaction. The combination of calming water sounds, fragrant herbs, and tactile surfaces
can lower cortisol levels, improve mood, and enhance concentration. Health professionals may prescribe
garden visits as part of therapeutic regimens, particularly for individuals with dementia, anxiety, or sensory
processing disorders. Designing for holistic health requires collaboration with healthcare providers to
identify appropriate sensory stimuli and ensure that the garden meets therapeutic standards. Limitations
include the need for ongoing maintenance and the potential for overstimulation in certain users.

Inclusive narratives are stories that recognize and celebrate the diversity of experiences within a community.
In a sensory garden, inclusive narratives can be expressed through interpretive panels that feature multiple
cultural perspectives on a single plant or natural phenomenon. For instance, a panel about the oak tree
might include Indigenous stories of the tree as a provider of medicine, European folklore about its strength,
and contemporary community memories of it as a meeting place. Inclusive narratives prevent the
marginalization of any group and promote a shared sense of ownership. Designers must carefully curate
these narratives to avoid tokenism and ensure authenticity.

Multisensory pathways are designed routes that engage several senses simultaneously, guiding visitors
through a curated sequence of experiences. A pathway might combine a soft, moss‑covered ground surface
(tactile), overhead canopies that filter dappled light (visual), aromatic shrubs that release scent as the wind
passes (olfactory), and strategically placed wind chimes that produce gentle tones (auditory). By
orchestrating these elements, designers can elicit specific emotional responses such as calm, curiosity, or
wonder. The challenge lies in maintaining the pathways’ accessibility, ensuring that sensory elements do not
create hazards for users with mobility impairments.

Interpretive signage provides contextual information that helps visitors understand the cultural, ecological,
and sensory significance of garden elements. Effective signage employs concise language, culturally
appropriate imagery, and, where possible, multilingual translations. For a sensory garden, signs might
include QR codes that link to audio recordings of traditional stories, allowing visitors to listen while
observing the related plant. Designing signage that respects visual clutter is essential; too many signs can
overwhelm and distract from the sensory experience. Maintenance of signs—replacing faded text, updating
QR links—is a logistical consideration that must be planned.

Resilient planting refers to the selection of plant species that can withstand environmental stressors such as
drought, pests, and climate variability while still delivering cultural relevance. In a culturally focused sensory
garden, resilient planting might involve using native grasses that have ceremonial importance and are
adapted to local conditions. This approach ensures that the garden remains functional and meaningful over
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time, reducing the need for intensive maintenance. Designers should work with horticultural experts to
identify species that meet both cultural criteria and resilience thresholds. A potential trade‑off is that some
culturally significant species may be less resilient, requiring supplemental care or protective measures.

Community narrative captures the shared stories, values, and aspirations of a group of people. Sensory
gardens can embody community narratives by translating collective memories into tangible garden
features. For example, a community that values agricultural heritage might see a raised bed garden that
mirrors historic farming practices, complete with heirloom seed varieties. The garden becomes a living
narrative, where each plant and structure tells part of the community’s story. Engaging community
members in the narrative development process ensures authenticity and fosters a sense of stewardship.
Conflicting narratives may arise, necessitating compromise and inclusive dialogue.

Place‑based research involves gathering data specific to the location where a design will be implemented,
encompassing environmental conditions, cultural history, and social dynamics.

Read online: https://certificates.gsbf.co.uk/guides/4161479/cultural-
and-personal-meanings-in-nature-based-design

Greenwich School of Business and Finance · 01 Jul 2026


