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Abstract 
Post war psychological adjustment of veterans has been a topical issue. However, there is a need 

to explore context specific ways of helping veterans heal from war trauma, especially in low 

resources countries. This qualitative exploratory study sought to understand the psychological 

benefits of owning land among veterans who received land during the land redistribution program. 

In-depth interviews were done with eight veterans who were selected through convenient sampling. 

The inclusion criteria was the veterans who answered yes to the question – “Besides other benefits, 

would you say you having land helped you psychologically?’ The interviews sought to probe into 

the psychological benefits of land ownership. Content analysis was used and the following themes 

revealed the psychological significance of owning land: it led to a sense of satisfaction, seeing 

crops grow helped foster a sense of achievement, being occupied (as participants worked on the 

land) helped to as a distraction from ruminating  about the war, land was seen as a source of 

legacy and security, connection with nature helped foster a sense of self-worth, land ownership 

helped participants to interact with other veterans and improved social support and the land gave 

the participants peace of mind as they felt they could leave an inheritance for their children. The 

study provides a glimpse into the post war psychological benefits of land ownership and research 

on trauma healing in low income countries can build upon this study.  
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Introduction 
Ways of healing veterans’ war trauma have been under discussion globally. Some countries are 

well resourced and can afford symptom focused and office based approaches to healing. However, 

some veterans may not respond favourably to such regimens and, in countries where skilled 

manpower is lacking, calls have been made to adopt low resource, innovative approaches that are 

context specific. Amongst the approaches that are being recommended are nature/environment 
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based modalities. Studies have shown that nature in its various forms is healing, redemptive, 

unspoilt, and curative (Walton, 2021).  

Nature has been found to provide additional benefits compared to traditional therapy (Westlund, 

2015). Ecotherapy refers to forms of treatment that encompass the natural world in healing and 

growth with a therapeutic basis (Chalquist, 2009). Agricultural programs on the other hand have a 

range of foci besides therapy but also link nature, human health and resilience (Fusaro, 2010). 

Activities done in horticultural therapy like gardening, ranking leaves, sowing seeds and weeding 

were found to have curative effect (Ulrich, 1999; Lewis, 1996). Integrating natural surroundings 

in the design of healthcare settings added to healing in medical interventions and helped improve 

patient outcomes, wellbeing and socialisation (Dustin et al., 2010; Pretty et al., 2005). A study that 

focused on nature as a buffer of life stress among rural children found that nearby nature moderated 

the impact of stressful life events (Wells & Evans, 2003).  

The recognition that nature has therapeutic effects has led to the development of care farming in 

some regions. Care farming involves using and working on farms and agricultural landscapes to 

promote mental and physical health. Care farms are used to help military veterans to heal 

psychologically and to socially reconnect (Greenleaf & Roessge, 2017). Healing through nature 

by using care farming was found to have similar effects to other treatments that enhance emotional 

wellbeing like cognitive behavioural therapy, acceptance and commitment therapy, positive 

psychology interventions and mindfulness techniques (Greenleaf & Roessge, 2017). Care farms 

help foster peer to peer support and help veterans in their integration into civilian life (Westlund, 

2015). A study to explore the therapeutic nature of gardens among individuals with stress disorder 

in Sweden found several positive experiences, for example, positive sensory experiences, physical 

and psychological well-being and more social interactions with other participants and caregivers 

(Adevi & Martensson, 2013). 

Veterans reported that the farms provided comfort and prepared them for reintegration into the 

larger community. Engagement at the farms also gave veterans hope, motivation to change and 

improved feelings of self-worthy (Lederach & Lederach, 2010). More than 50% of participants 

reported that care farming helped them to increase life satisfaction and 40% said it helped them to 

become optimistic about the future. Care farming was found to decrease loneliness (Greenleaf & 
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Roessge, 2017). In care farming, clients engage in various horticultural activities, including crop 

and vegetable production, animal husbandry, and woodland management. Through this 

participation, they learn important skills within a natural environment and this has been shown to 

improve mental and social wellbeing (Hine, Peacock, & Pretty, 2008).  

A study on the experiences of war veterans in Zimbabwe has shown that they experience 

unresolved bereavement issues, shattered hopes and expectations, feelings of worthlessness, 

resentment, strained relationships, fear and compromised spiritual wellbeing (Mutambara & Sodi, 

2016). There were no formal programs in Zimbabwe to help war veterans in their reintegration 

into civilian life as well as psychosocial support in coping with traumatic experiences (Tony & 

Liisa, 2003). Veterans need interventions that best suit the experiences that they have been through. 

It has been noted that very few veterans utilise mental health services (Goldberg Looney, 2014). 

Veterans have been found to have difficulties in self-disclosure and help seeking (Bonar & 

Domenici, 2011), and have reported negative stigma from traditional therapies which some say 

made them feel weak and removed the warrior spirit in them (Goldberg Looney, 2014, Burnam et 

al. 2008). In addition, the mental health needs of military veterans differ from those of the rest of 

the population, and some may require unique interventions (Goldberg Looney, 2014).  Use of 

nature to heal war trauma has been found to be effective and has been given different names, for 

example, ecotherapy, care farming or horticulture therapy depending on what is involved.  

The study investigated the psychological benefits of owning land among veterans in Zimbabwe. 

Owning land is an important factor in the life of the people of African people. At independence 

(1980) around two-fifths of the total land area in Zimbabwe was occupied by the minority white 

commercial farmers, while the majority black peasants remained in less arable communal areas 

(Skalnes, 1995). Across the country, the formal land re-allocation through the fast trek land reform 

program in 2000 has resulted in the transfer of land to nearly 170,000 households by 2011 (Scones 

et al, 2011). Many war veterans were beneficiaries of that land reform program.  

After the war, veterans faced post war hardships which include poverty, community and domestic 

violence, insecurity, inadequate housing and health care, stigma and discrimination, lack of social 

support and insufficient financial resources. These problems are usually compounded by mental 

health problems (Amone-P’Olak et al., 2014; Betancourt, Agnew-Blais, et al., 2010) like  mood 
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disorders, anxiety, psychotic disorders which predispose to drug and substance abuse and 

psychotic symptoms (Odenwald et al.,2005). Veterans may feel isolated from loved ones, friends 

and communities and may withdraw even when they are surrounded by people who care. Mostly, 

they may find it difficult to relate to civilians whom they perceive as not appreciative of their 

combat experiences (Greenleaf & Roessge, 2017). 

Aim of the study 
This study sought to explore the psychological benefits of owning and working on the land among 

war veterans in Zimbabwe. Some of the questions that were asked were: What do you think are 

the therapeutic benefits of tilling the land and growing crops? What are the healing benefits of 

being a landowner? What are the therapeutic benefits of rearing animals?  

Method 
Research design  

The study was qualitative in nature. The researchers interacted with the subjects of the study to 

obtain data (Coll & Chapman, 2000; Cousins, 2002). The in-depth interviews were conducted at 

the war veterans` district office. According to the qualitative approach, to better understand 

people`s experiences events must be placed within a cultural frame to pinpoint causal influences 

and consequences (Marsella & Christopher, 2004). The qualitative study helped to describe the 

experiences of war veterans in relation to psychological benefits of land ownership (Leedy & 

Ormrod, 2001).  

Participants and sampling 

A total of eight veterans participated in this study.  Five participants were male and three were 

female. The participants had received their farms/plots between 2000 and 2002 during the fast-

track land reform program. The study targeted individuals who were previously based in urban 

areas before acquiring land. All participants provided verbal consent. Convenient sampling was 

used to identify participants through the help of the war veterans’ Gweru district office staff. The 

age of the participants ranged from fifty-seven to seventy-two years. Two females and one male 

participant were formally employed. In terms of education, three of the participants had secondary 

education, three had a diploma and one had primary level qualification. Participants were recruited 

in accordance with following criteria: (a) answering yes to the question - “Besides other benefits, 
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would you say having land helped you psychologically?’; (b) having resided in an urban area 

before occupying the farm; (c) having relocated to the farm 

Data collection procedure 

Interviews were done at the war veterans’ district office using a structured interview guide. 

Cousins (2002) contends that in-depth interviews are important in phenomenological research 

because they allow the researcher to probe into individuals’ subjective experiences. The interview 

guide helped to ensure consistency and credibility across each interview. Selection of war veterans 

to participate in the in-depth interviews ended when there was saturation of data (Ziebland & 

McPherson, 2006).  

Participants were approached when they visited the district office. In total fifteen veterans were 

initially approached to take part in the study but seven were dropped because they did not meet 

the inclusion criteria. The staff at the district office helped to introduce the researchers and briefly 

explained the purpose of the study to the participants and thus helping to create rapport.   

Interviews lasted about forty-five minutes to one hour. Prior to each interview and discussion, the 

participants were given an oral description of the study in a language that they understood.  

Interview data was audio recorded and transcribed.  

Data analysis 

Content analysis was used to analyse the data. Content analysis refers to qualitative data reduction 

and sense-making effort that takes a volume of qualitative material and attempts to identify core 

consistencies and meanings (Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009).  Data analysis was ongoing and from 

the first to the last interview in line with Ziebland and McPherson (2006). Two of the researchers 

were involved in data analysis. They first familiarised themselves with the text by reading through 

the transcribed material. Each researcher then reread the transcripts taking note of the main points 

and topics and these were used as codes. The codes grouped together common ideas in line with 

the psychological benefits of land ownership.  

Ethical considerations 
Permission to conduct the study was obtained from the war veterans’ executive. All participants 

verbally agreed to be interviewed. Participation in the study was voluntary. The aim of the research 
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was explained to the participants before the interviews. Confidentiality was maintained throughout 

the study process. 

Study findings 
Six main themes emerged from the interviews with the veterans. These were: self-discovery/sense 

of achievement; opportunity to bond/social support; feeling valued/ sense of satisfaction; 

hope/peace of mind; managing emotions; and being able to forget. 

Self-discovery/sense of achievement 

Participants revealed that owning land helped them to be at peace with their selves and to really 

know the types of person they were. Below are excerpts from the participants that showed that 

owning land and working on the land allowed them to discover themselves: 

From the war I was a person who was withdrawn and would like to be isolated most of the 

time. When I began working on the land I now relate more and it’s like I am back to my 

old self again. (Participant 4) 

I have always known myself to be a person who should not be constrained by 

circumstances, thus land ownership has helped me to take charge of my life once again. I 

can plan my things and expect results without any hindrances. (Participant 1) 

My parents were always hardworking they would always told us not to be lazy. I feel I 

have had good nurturance and the lessons that my parents instilled in me are bearing fruits 

from the hard work that I am putting in growing crops. (Participant 5) 

Thus, to a greater extent, working on the land was therapeutic for the study participants because it 

gave them space and opportunity to rediscover their true selves.  

Opportunity to bond/social support 

Study participants also mentioned that land ownership helped them to bond with other veterans. 

Most of the participants reported that their plots were close to those of other veterans. This they 

said allowed for a sense of oneness among veterans. This helped them to interact with other 

veterans.  

 I know I am living with people who understand my situation. They have been through the 

same experiences as I had so they really know how we suffered during the war. (Participant 

2) 

I wish we had been given farms just after the war in 1980. I had a lot of problems trying to 

integrate into the civilian life after the war since no one knew what I had gone through. It 
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seemed as though the civilians never cared. Most of the people thought I was very difficult 

but now I have friends who really know me. (Participant 6) 

Some participants said they connected with other veterans during meetings. They said the meetings 

helped them to discuss issues that concerned them. One participant said:  

I have made a lot of friends. We drink together, we do politics together. The neighbors that 

I have here are like my second family. I feel less alienated now. (Participant 8) 

Feeling valued and sense of satisfaction 

Participants also indicated that since they moved to the farms, they felt they were people of worth. 

They felt their confidence has been boosted because they could now provide for their families. 

This is shown by the extracts below: 

I am now a person to be looked upon by my family members. If anyone is in need of 

something they look up to me to provide and assist and I am always happy do help my 

family. This makes me very proud (Participant 7) 

I am staying with my aged parents at the plot. They are now in their late eighties and they 

had no one to live with. So they had to come to stay with us. Now I have a big family and 

I am proud of it. I always say to myself what could have become of my parents if I had not 

received this farm. They would be rotting in poverty now. I am proud to be doing something 

and this makes me feel good. (Participant 6) 

Some veterans reported that although they would feel some civilians did not accept them when 

they were living in the urban areas; at the plots there was room for respect since the civilians could 

see their achievements. 

Hope and peace of mind 

Study participants reported that owning land helped them to be positive about the future. Most 

noted that, even though they were previously worried that they had no inheritance to leave for their 

children, land was a form of legacy/ inheritance for their children. This gave them encouragement 

and hope. Some participants noted that land ownership had transformed them to being important 

people in society. To most people, owning land was important as it pointed to a better future. 

Below are narratives from the participants that showed that owning land helped the veterans to be 

hopeful: 

After the war I had lost everything. I had no formal education (as I had to leave school to 

go to war) and only had a four roomed house in town. I was always worried about how my 

children were going to survive after I passed on. I now have hope that my children can 
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continue with a peaceful life because they now are entitled to the land as an inheritance. 

(Participant 5) 

My future and that of my family is bright. We now produce our own food and I am happy 

that with the land that I got I am a father again. I had been struggling to make ends meet 

but am now very hopeful since I can see the benefits of owning land. (Participant 3) 

Managing emotions 

Participants reported that one way that farms helped them was to cope with anger and to better 

manage their emotions. Most noted that working hard on the land helped them to be at peace with 

their souls. Caring for crops from planting to harvesting helped to change their attitudes towards 

nature and helped them to care more about other people. Some reported that this gave them a sense 

of calmness and peace.  Following are extracts from the participants that showed the usefulness of 

land in managing emotions: 

I spend most of my time working on the land. This has helped me to change greatly. Being 

occupied most of the time has helped to reduce redundancy and boredom. Before getting 

this farm I would sit at home the whole day doing nothing. After getting land I am occupied 

most of the time. I am happy now compared to the days I was staying in town. (Participant 

4) 

My relationship with my family changed when I started to work on the land. I used to be 

someone who did not value relationships. I used to shout at my children and wife. My 

behavior changed when I started working on the land. I now have a better relationship with 

my family. We now work as a team (Participant 5) 

Being unoccupied for a long time had led me to abuse alcohol. When I drank alcohol I 

would become very violent most of the time. So, I would end up fighting with people. But 

when I started to work on the land, I now have few friends, I only drink beer during the 

weekend because most of the time I will be occupied. (Participant 6) 

Some participants reported that caring for crops had helped them calm down and be more patient. 

The process of caring for crops was found to be beneficial. 

Being able to forget 

Study participants noted that working on the land was a distraction that helped them to forget the 

war experiences and the hardships that they had gone through. They noted that: 

We can now boast that finally we have worn the war. We had independence in 1980 but for us war 

veterans the war was not over because the resource that we fought for was unevenly distributed. 

Getting land was the end of the war in my mind. (Participant 4) 

I am now at peace with myself because I got the land that i fought for. I feel a sense of achievement  

(Participant 8) 
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I am happy to see that even people who did not even participant in war are benefiting from the land 

resource. I rarely think of my war hardships because people are now able to produce food for 

themselves and their families and that makes me celebrate. (Participant 7) 

Discussion 
The study participants reported that engaging in farming activities helped them to rediscover 

themselves. This implies that it made them aware of their potential and the ability to make a 

difference. This, they said, was helpful for their metal wellbeing. Other studies have found that 

farming activities helped increase self-esteem, self-respect, responsibility and usefulness to society 

among participants with psychological disorders and addiction (Elings & Hassink, 2008). In 

addition, interaction with nature through agricultural activities promotes the formation of trusted 

interpersonal relationships and community connectedness (Krasny, Pace, Tidball, & Helphand, 

2014). 

Findings of the study were that participants had an opportunity to interact with other veterans at 

the farms and this was a source of social support and belonging. Interaction with nature through 

agricultural activities was found to promote the formation of trusted interpersonal relationships 

and community connectedness (Krasny et al., 2014). Being close to others who have been through 

the same experience helps to foster happiness and wellbeing while feeling disconnected from 

others has a negative impact on mental health (Chernyak & Zayas, 2010; Baumeister & Leary, 

1995). The study found that veterans could link up with other veterans and help each other. This 

interdependence helped to reduce loneliness. Belongingness and social support are important for 

psychological and physical well-being. Studies have shown that social support and belonging 

helped to improve self-esteem, conscientiousness, wellbeing and helped reduce negativity caused 

by social rejection (McConnell et al., 2011). Farming has been found to reduce loneliness among 

veterans more than any other therapeutic intervention (Greenleaf & Roessge, 2017). Veterans have 

reported that farming together with other veterans in care farms greatly helped improve their sense 

of wellbeing and gave them hope also allowing them to reconnect (Greenleaf & Roessge, 2017). 

Veterans also reported that they got respect from civilians by proving that they could work 

productively on the land and this made them feel worthy. Similarly, studies in the USA found that 

working on agricultural land helped veterans to feel that they were doing something that was 

important. They felt their lives had purpose again and it helped to boost their self-worth (Greenleaf 

& Roessge, 2017). Farming also helped the study participants to boost their confidence in 
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executing tasks. They felt valued because they were able take care of  family members who now 

resided at the farms. This finding is an addition to research that has been done on the importance 

of care farms and other uses of nature as a therapeutic tool. In this study, more benefits were 

recorded since individuals owned the land and had to decide who to stay with. Research has shown 

that people are psychologically healthy if they feel what they are doing is meaningful, for example, 

helping others (Kaplan & Kaplan, 2001).  

Being landowners was said to be helpful as participants were assured of an inheritance to leave to 

their children in the event of death. They felt their children now had a secure future. This gave 

them a sense of contentment and hope. Land ownership has been found to be important in boosting 

farmers` psychological wellbeing and resulted in more happiness. Studies have found that owning 

land had more psychological benefits compared to renting land among farmers in Bangladesh 

(Khan, Jahan & Haque, 2007). 

Another therapeutic nature of working on the land that was reported by the study participants was 

that it helped them to manage their emotions. Some of the study participants said that working on 

the land had helped them to be calm and cope with anger. Similarly ex-military personnel with 

combat-related mental health problems in the UK reported feeling relaxed after engaging in 

farming activities like  planting and growing flowers and vegetables, making plant and bird boxes, 

and fishing classes (Atkinson, 2009). Participating in community agricultural programmes has 

been found to help participants to manage their emotional issues (Twill, Norris, & Purvis, 2011); 

and improved  sleep and mood (Adevi & Martensson, 2013). 

Caring for crops was reported as having therapeutic benefits as well. Participants said caring for 

crops had helped them to be calm and to be more patient. Caring for plants was found to result in 

improved self-esteem among participants who had stress disorder in Sweden (Adevi & 

Martensson, 2013). In addition, Kaplan and Kaplan (2001) noted that people are healthier 

psychologically and more reasonable if they have opportunities to explore new environments and 

experience the restorative value of nature. Care farming among USA veterans helped to improve 

self-esteem and offered a restorative environment, that is, an environment that promoted recovery 

from attention fatigue by allowing people to leave customary roles and distance themselves from 

stressors of daily life (Greenleaf & Roessge, 2017). Time spent working on the land was reported 
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as a helpful distraction against terrifying memories of the war. Farming/plots greatly helped to 

reduce redundancy. Similarly, it has been found that spending time outdoors in care farms was 

therapeutic. These environments helped individuals to feel more energetic, active and connected 

with others (Elings & Hassink, 2006; Hassink, Elings, Zweekhorst, van den Nieuwenhuizen, & 

Smit, 2010).  

Conclusion 
The study revealed the therapeutic nature of owning land and growing crops among veterans in 

Zimbabwe. Several psychological benefits were mentioned by the study participants, for example, 

increase in sense of satisfaction and achievement, distraction from war thoughts, land provided 

sense of security and helped to connect with other veterans thereby improving social support. Such 

benefits go a long way in indirectly resolving war related trauma. Findings from this study are 

consistent with outcomes from other structured programs that utilise nature in healing war trauma.  

Implications of the study 
The study points to the therapeutic nature of land ownership and working on the land. It has 

implications for psychologists working with veterans in Zimbabwe to consider the use of care 

farming in healing war trauma and other forms of psychological disorders. This work could be 

done through collaboration with government stakeholders like agricultural extension officers to 

ensure sustainability of programmes. More studies are needed to modify and enhance farm 

ownership into trauma healing sites. 
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