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A B S T R A C T   

Concerns about food sovereignty in western nations have increased in recent years, as incidents of food-borne 
pathogens are highlighted in the popular press, and calls for locally-sourced food have increased. Wild food 
foraging has emerged as a response by some segments of the population under the twin rubrics of food sover-
eignty and food justice. However, virtually all studies looking at these activities focus outside of the U.S. South 
and contain little information on African American involvement. We investigate both perceptions and partici-
pation in urban foraging by African Americans in Atlanta’s Browns Mill-Lakewood community and smaller 
sections of adjacent communities, with attention to the role of collective efficacy as a predictor of foraging and 
foraging as a precursor of collective efficacy. A modified proportionate, census guided, systematic random 
sampling method was used to administer a door-to-door, household survey in the study area to gather these data. 
Twenty percent of the nearly all African American sample indicated that they had foraged in their neighborhood 
in the past five years, but not being aware of wild food locations was the most-cited barrier to participating. 
Results from ordered, logistic regression models also indicated that women were significantly less likely than 
men to forage, other factors equal; and those who foraged were more likely to have higher collective efficacy 
scores. Recommendations are made for increasing awareness of wild food locations in southeast Atlanta com-
munities. This involves partnering with a local foraging non-profit group, Concrete Jungle.   

1. Introduction 

Urban and community forests are components of urban food systems 
throughout the United States (Park et al., 2019). In addition to com-
munity gardens and urban farms, recent research demonstrates that 
foraged plants and mushrooms from urban and community forests are a 
potential source of micronutrient, dense food for city residents (Bunge 
et al., 2019; McLain et al., 2014; Phillips et al., 2014). While results of 
research on urban foraging are provocative, several gaps remain. All U. 
S. studies to date have focused on cities outside of the U.S. South (e.g., 
Seattle, WA; Baltimore, MD; New York, NY; Philadelphia, PA), and the 
foragers studied are predominantly European American populations or 
immigrant groups (principally European, Asian, and Latin American) 
(Poe et al., 2013, 2014; Hurley et al., 2014; Synk et al., 2017; Balick 

et al., 2000; Charnley et al., 2018). There is no data specific to urban, 
African American food/medicinal foraging anywhere in the country, 
although a number of studies have examined African American artisans 
from various Gullah communities in the South Carolina “Low Country,” 
who harvest “sweetgrass” for basket making (Muhlenbergia spp. 
[M. capillaris, M. expansa, M. sericea) (Hart et al., 2004; Hurley et al., 
2008; Grabbitan et al. (2011); Hurley et al., 2008; Hurley and Halfacre, 
2011). 

We address this gap in the literature with an exploratory study 
examining urban foraging in predominantly African American commu-
nities in southeast Atlanta, GA. This part of the city was selected as a 
research site because a 7.1 acre food forest, the “Urban Food Forest at 
Browns Mill” (UFFBM), (UFoodForest@BrownsMill) was established in 
the area’s Browns Mill-Lakewood community. The edible landscape was 
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installed in response to the dearth of accessible fresh food outlets for 
area residents. The UFFBM is the largest public food forest in the country 
and like the Picasso Food Forest in Parma, Italy, provides a unique take 
on urban food systems because of its inclusion of fruits from woody 
vegetation as food sources (Riolo, 2019). According to McDonald 
(2020), the now city-managed but community-led UFFBM takes a 
seven-layered approach to food provision, which includes cultivation of 
nut producing canopy trees, small fruit trees, berry bushes, ground cover 
foods such as strawberries, muscadine vines, herbs, and root vegeta-
bles–which as a system, captures forest growth patterns. 

Public agencies and non-profit organizations—including the Con-
servation Fund, the City of Atlanta Office of Resiliency, USDA Forest 
Service—in tandem with community members, began envisioning and 
planning the site in 2017. Since then, UFFBM has gained considerable 
traction. In fall 2019, 2200 additional fruit and nut trees were planted at 
the site (GardenCultureMagazine). School children and staunch sup-
porters of food justice and equity interests from across metropolitan 
Atlanta regularly visit the site. UFFBM is also featured on tours for in-
ternational delegations to Atlanta, as an exemplar of the city’s 
commitment to both sustainability and social justice. However, very 
little is known about residents who would most likely benefit from the 
food forest (i.e., those living within a one-mile radius of UFFBM), 
whether they have prior experience with wild food gathering or what 
views they hold about the appropriateness of foraging activities. UFF 
UFFBM staff familiar with neighborhood residents’ visits to the site the 
site note that most of these visits are limited to the cultivated portions of 
the site containing raised bed gardens. Very few locals venture into the 
heavily canopied portions of the site to harvest naturally regenerated 
wild foods or herbs although there are now trails and signage identifying 
some of the vegetation. 

Given that the site is intended to provide fresh, whole foods primarily 
benefiting surrounding neighborhoods, it is important to gauge com-
munity familiarity and engagement with both the concept and practice 
of foraging. We examine these issues considering the broader social 
context of the Browns Mill-Lakewood community and other nearby 
neighborhoods, drawing from the sociological literature on place- 
making and place-based meaning. Poe et al. (2014, p.1) argue that 
there is a necessary responsiveness on the part of humans to their sur-
roundings, defined as “relational ecologies of belonging.” People’s 
presence in places is interactive, both with other humans and 
non-humans aspects of place: “…the contingencies and negotiations 
between people and the more-than-human interlocutors, and the 
meaning-making and place-making engagements of these relations are 
often overlooked” by political ecologists or others focusing mostly on 
daunting social structures (Poe et al., 2014, p.4). While we certainly 
acknowledge macro-level circumscriptions of place, we maintain that 
within these boundaries (and sometimes despite them), human actors 
have the agency of both awareness and communication and can use 
these proactively within spaces, more or less. This efficacy or perception 
of the power to do, to effect, can in turn, influence people’s confidence, 
interest, and willingness to engage positively with that place, including 
their willingness to situate themselves in local, out-of-doors spaces for 
foraging. 

To operationalize these relations between residents and other, non- 
human life forms occupying urban neighborhoods, we draw from 
Sampson et al.’s (1997) theory of collective efficacy, which holds that 
people perceive themselves to be effective agents in their communities 
when they believe that: 1) the neighborhood is socially cohesive and 2) 
they can exercise informal social control over neighborhood streets and 
other public spaces. We posit that when these conditions are met, 
neighborhood residents are more likely to engage in pro-social ways 
with each other and with surrounding flora. 

Although we focus on people’s ability to effect positive interactions 
with place, we also acknowledge that foraging is influenced by broader 
structures that commodify both human bodies and nature. These, in 
turn, influence cultural norms and the social acceptability of 

foraging—that is, whether the act of foraging is perceived as being 
consistent with self-identify and community mores. This is an important 
consideration because the public presentation of self is influenced 
strongly by others’ reactions to that presentation (Goffman, 1956). For 
instance, findings from a recent climate change case study of Atlanta’s 
predominantly black Cascade community suggested that the voluntary 
use of alternative transportation modes to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions wass not widely-practiced by African Americans because of 
stigmas associated with both public transportation use and being black 
in American society (Johnson Gaither et al., 2016). Study participants 
relayed that as racially visible minorities, African Americans seek to 
minimize stigmas via status signaling—which involves the oftentimes 
ostentatious display of higher priced consumer goods to mitigate racial 
stereotypes, and that these displays are mostly for the benefit of other 
African Americans [Related, see Charles et al. (2009) study of consumer 
purchases by race and ethnicity]. For adult African Americans, wild food 
foraging may be perceived as being inconsistent with norms that reify 
consumerism and branding as a means of mitigating stigma. Interest-
ingly, the media characterizes foraging as “a source of luxury com-
modities and experiences,” but these “luxuries” may be viewed by 
African Americans as “white” accouterments sourced in mostly white 
spaces (Sachdeva et al., 2018, p.977). Alternatively, foraging under-
taken by working-class African Americans in working-class neighbor-
hoods may be viewed by urban African Americans as a display of need or 
desperation. City-dwelling African Americans have a long history of 
growing and consuming foods from household gardens (Reese, 2019), 
but foraging for wild foods differs in that the places where these re-
sources are located are not planned or cultivated but can occur spon-
taneously on public or unoccupied property across a community. Thus, 
the lack of wild foods commodification may stigmatize foraging 

Fig. 1. Mike McCord, a Food Forest Ranger with Trees Atlanta, points out 
naturally regenerated wild edibles at the Urban Food Forest at Browns to 
a visitor. 

C.J. Gaither et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                               
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(Figs. 1–4). 

1.1. Literature review 

Early architects of the urban park concept in the U.S. envisioned 
municipal parks and greens as anecdote to the disease, anomie, and 
mechanization of urban living; however, human visitors to these places 
were assumed to be passive beneficiaries of the healing aesthetics of 

urban greenry rather than active participants gleaning foods, fibers, or 
medicinals (Kowsky, 1987; McLain et al., 2014). Rummaging for wild 
foods in cities was nearly antithetical to the urban idyll. Indeed, the 
literature on urban foraging is still limited, although as indicated, it is 
growing, in large part to the activities of more recent immigrants and 
others with few inhibitions about the safety or propriety of wild food 
harvesting (McLain et al., 2012a). 

In the United States, most of this research focuses on gathering ac-
tivities in the northeastern or Pacific Northwest regions (McLain et al., 
2012b; Synk et al., 2017). Extant studies are rooted in political ecology 
and critique the governance structures that prohibit local gathering 
(Galt et al., 2014; Hurley et al., 2014; Konijnendij, 2008; McLain et al., 
2012a; 2014; Nordahl, 2009), with some articulating an explicit envi-
ronmental justice framing (Poe et al., 2013). Again, with the exception 
of rural and peri-urban gathering by Gullah basket makers in South 
Carolina (Hart et al., 2004; Hurley et al., 2008; Hurley and Halfacre, 
2011), Hodges and Bennett’s work on salvia gathering and use in Florida 
botánicas (2006), and research on non-timber forest products (NTFP) 
gathering in the southern Appalachians (Chamberlain, 2006; Cham-
berlain et al., 2013; Connor et al., 2015; Emery et al., 2007), this liter-
ature offers little to no data from the southeastern U.S. Also, none of 
these studies investigate African American collecting in the urban 
neighborhoods and communities where they live. This lack of focus may 
be rooted in commonly held assumptions about the appeal of foraging to 
African Americans. For instance, Poe et al. (2014, p.9) relayed that a 
colleague responded to their urban foraging work with the blanket 
statement: “Black folks don’t forage,” despite the research team’s fa-
miliarity with African American foragers in Seattle. Also, Arrington 
et al.’s (2017) finding of a positive association between percent African 

Fig. 2. Celeste Lomax, herbalist and Food Forest Steward with Trees Atlanta, 
displays comfrey plants from the Urban Food Forest at Browns Mill’s 
herb garden. 

Fig. 3. Urban Food Forest at Browns Mill volunteers Doug Hardeman on left 
and Harold Newell on right tend raised bed plants. 

Fig. 4. Wild food map ranking Land Use/Land Cover classifications as high, 
medium, and low potential for containing edible plants and fruit/nut bearing 
trees and shrubs within a one-mile buffer surrounding the Urban Food Forest at 
Browns Mill. 

C.J. Gaither et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                               
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American and crowd-sourced, foraging locations counter the argument 
that blacks are absent from the urban foraging scene. 

As discussed, an important consideration for our study is people’s 
perceptions of their neighborhoods and their sense of command in these 
contexts, specifically the degree to which residents feel that they have 
control over outdoor, urban environments and the cohesion or trust that 
they have with each other. An extensive literature exists on African 
Americans’ perceptions of safety and well-being in black, urban com-
munities and how this awareness influences their navigation of urban 
spaces (Kuo et al., 1998; Brownlow, 2006; Roberts-Gregory and Haw-
thorne, 2016). That literature is too broad to review here. Suffice it to 
say, simply being outside in one’s immediate environment or neigh-
borhood can be overlaid with fears of crime and related concerns for 
personal safety, especially among women and the elderly (Foster and 
Giles-Corti, 2008). These worries are elevated for women living in pre-
dominantly lower income African American neighborhoods (Loukai-
tou-Sideris, 2004). 

Conceptually, Sampson et al.’s (1997), Sampson and Raudenbush’s 
(1999) “collective efficacy” theory captures the sense of power, control, 
or ease that people may feel as a resident of a place. This overall feeling 
of command consists of two components, social cohesion/trust and so-
cial control. To the extent residents feel that they can rely on their 
neighbors and believe that the things they care most about are similar to 
their neighbors’ concerns, is the degree to which social cohesion and 
trust exist. Collective efficacy is also reflective of people’s willingness to 
act, to exercise control and intervene for the common good of the 
neighborhood when problems arise. However, Sampson et al.’s (1997) 
social control is informal in nature. It is not the same as official controls 
exerted by policing agents but rather arises because of people’s famil-
iarity and trust in the everyday activities that occur in a community. 
When both social cohesion/trust and willingness to intervene are high 
(other factors equal), this empowers individual residents and increases 
their positive views of the community. Importantly, when collective 
efficacy is high, this also enhances or facilitates “relational ecologies of 
belonging” or interactions between people and the non-human occu-
pants of place. That is, positive relations among human actors in a 
neighborhood, for instance, instill confidence in people, such that they 
are more willing to explore their material surroundings and to perceive 
or derive actual benefits from that materiality, including plant life. 

Collective efficacy derives from Sampson et al.’s (1997), Sampson 
and Raudenbush’s (1999) seminal study examining the relationship 
between concentrated poverty and crime in Chicago, which indicated 
that both subjective and objective measures of violent crime at the 
community level were reduced when people felt that collective efficacy 
rates were higher. In terms of human health, research also suggests that 
collective efficacy is inversely related to obesity (Cohen et al., 2006). 
Cohen et al. (2008) also tested the idea that built or environmental 
features of place were precursors of collective efficacy rather than the 
other way around, and found that urban parks were positive predictors 
of collective efficacy; and Tieg et al.’s (2009) qualitative study looking at 
the influence of participating in community gardens on collective effi-
cacy indicated that this kind of participation enhanced participants’ 
sense of efficacy. These findings suggest that collective efficacy may be 
both a cause and an effect of positive neighborhood features. 

Research objectives are to: 

1 Identify factors that influence foraging, specifically collective effi-
cacy and sociodemographic characteristics  

2 Identify factors that influence collective efficacy, specifically 
foraging and sociodemographic characteristics 

1.2. Foraging potential 

Before describing the study area and results, we present findings 
from a land use/land cover assessment to evaluate foraging potential in 
the Browns Mill-Lakewood community and adjacent neighborhoods. If 

our aim is to understand resident foraging activities and perceptions, 
then we need first to establish that these opportunities exist. Land Use/ 
Land Cover (LULC) classification maps within a one-mile radius of 
UFFBM were created using visual interpretation of high-resolution aerial 
imagery in Google Earth and ArcMap 10.7.1. Manually delineated 
polygons were identified as primary LULC and vegetation types. The 
classes include three types of forest fragments (deciduous, coniferous, 
and mixed), along with shrubs, kudzu, wetlands, and open grass as lo-
cations of potential wild food sources. Land uses including residential, 
developed, golf course, and cemetery were also identified. 

After LULC classes were identified, the classes were ranked in terms 
of their potential for containing wild, edible plants and fungi. Previous 
vegetation mapping experience, ground-level observations, and photo-
graphs of vegetation surrounding UFFBM, along with literature such as 
McLain et al. (2014) and Thayer (2010), informed our classification of 
the LULC polygons into high, medium, and low classes of potential wild 
foods. Included in the high potential category are shrubs, deciduous 
forest fragments, wetlands, and residential areas with trees and shrubs. 
Species such as blackberry (Rubus allegheniensus), elderberry (Sambucus 
canadensis), burdock (Arctium lappa), kudzu (Pueraria montana), and 
stinging nettles (Urtica dioica) are common in abandoned clearings, 
shrub areas, road edges, and backyards. Residential plantings often 
include prickly pear cactus (Opuntia sp.), bamboo (Bambusoidee spp.), 
yaupon holly (Ilex vomitoria), sweet gale (Myrica gale), pecan (Carya 
illinoinensis) trees, and various fruit trees. Deciduous forests in urban 
areas of the southeast may include pecans, hawthorns (Crataegus spp.), 
black cherry (Prunus serotina), white mulberry (Morus alba) and red 
mulberry (Morus rubra) trees, and mushrooms such as chanterelles 
(Cantharellus cibarius), while cattail (Typha latifolia), arrowhead (Sag-
ittaria latifolia), water lily (Nymphaea odorata), and marshmallow 
(Althaea officinalis) appear in wetlands. Areas of medium potential for 
wild plants are mixed forest and open grass clearings that contain edible 
forbs but are often managed by mowing and fertilizer applications. The 
classes of low ranking included areas of coniferous forest (mainly pines) 
and developed areas including the managed landscapes of a golf course 
and cemetery. The reclassified wild food potential map and tallied 
percent area of high (47 %), medium (31 %), and low (22 %) potential 
for edible plants, fungi, and trees bearing fruit and nuts are in Fig. 5. 

1.3. Study area 

The City of Atlanta categorizes communities into 25 units or 
Neighborhood Planning Units (NPUs) labelled A to Z (omitting U) that 

Fig. 5. Wild food potential ranking within a 1-mile radius of the Urban Food 
Forest at Browns Mill. 

C.J. Gaither et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                               
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serve as citizen advisory councils to city government. Our study area is 
in a subsection of in NPU Z and is defined as a one-mile radius around 
UFFBM. Again, we are interested in assessing impressions and engage-
ment with foraging for residents within UFFBM’s immediate service area 
and assume UFFBM will be most relevant and of practical benefit to 
those within this distance. Importantly, our LULC analysis also showed 
ample ecological potential for foraging within one mile of the food 
forest. 

According to the City of Atlanta 2010 Census Summary Report, 93 % 
of NPU Z residents are African American, and 43 % of households are 
headed by a female, no husband present (City of Atlanta Department of 
Planning and Community Development, 2017). There has been signifi-
cant out-migration of residents from this part of the city over the past 
thirty years. The population density is just 2.8 persons per acres for NPU 
Z, compared to 5 persons per acre for the city; also, decennial census 
2010 data indicated that the unemployment rate was 22 %, nearly 
double the rate for the city (12.4 %); median household income was $26, 
354, compared to $46,146 for the city, and more than one-third of the 
population was below the poverty line. 

2. Methodology 

2.1. Survey administration 

For data gathering, we used a modified proportionate, census-guided 
(PCG), systematic random sampling method to gather data from resi-
dents living within a one-mile radius of the food forest (Palardy et al., 
2018; Boley and McGehee, 2014). We administered the survey 
door-to-door. The survey received United States Office of Management 
and Budget approval (number 0596− 0243) in December 2018. It was 
first pre-tested with ten graduate students at the University of Georgia in 
May 2019. We also pre-tested the survey in a community just outside the 
study area on 8 June 2019, intending to use the unmodified PCG 
method. The standard PCG methodology specifies that the survey be left 
at the home after the surveyor obtains a commitment from the house-
holder that the survey will be completed. Of the twenty houses con-
tacted for the 8 June pre-test, five occupants agreed to complete the 
survey and leave it outside the door for later pickup; however, none did. 
Two surveys were administered by surveyors at the door to accommo-
date the respondent’s preferences for participation. Factors contributing 
to the low response rate were the high number of apparently unoccupied 
homes and occupants not being home or not answering the door. We also 
encountered many homes with security doors but no doorbells, which 
made it difficult to connect with occupants. The field testing provided 
sobering feedback on household accessibility and responsiveness to the 
standard PCG methodology. We decided that a better way to receive a 
response was to ask that the survey be completed while we were at the 
door, hence the modified methodology. 

For the actual survey, data were collected from seven census tracts 
(comprising fifteen block groups) within the study area. Most of the 
study area was comprised of tracts intersecting the Browns Mill and 
Lakewood communities, along with smaller portions of the Thomasville, 
Norwood Manor, Rebel Valley Forest, and Jonesboro Road Corridor 
communities. To identify households for sampling, we first calculated 
the proportion (acres) of each census tract and block group, respectively, 
that fell within the study area, then multiplied each block group pro-
portion by the number of occupied houses (obtained from U.S. Census) 
in each block group. This number represented the universe of houses (N) 
for that block group. The total N was 405. The estimated number of 
occupied houses in each block group was divided by 405 to estimate the 
proportion of occupied housing units for each of the fifteen block 
groups. We then multiplied our sample size target (n = 100) by each 
proportion to determine the number of households to contact in each 
block group. 

Two to three teams of two persons each, administered the survey. 
Survey teams included University of Georgia students and faculty and a 

USDA Forest Service researcher. We randomly selected a street within 
each block group to begin data collection and commenced until the 
quota for that block group was met. If no one answered the door, we 
proceeded to the next home. Sampling was conducted at both single 
family and multi-family (apartment complex) residences. 

We contacted 338 households residing in both single family and 
multifamily dwellings. Of these, we spoke with 123 eligible persons. 
Seventy-one people completed the survey, and 52 refused, resulting in a 
57.7 % participation rate. This rate is comparable to that obtained by 
Palardy et al. (2018) who obtained a 62.7 % response rate from a pre-
dominantly African American community in southwest Atlanta with a 
similar socio-demographic makeup. Palardy et al. (2018) used the 
standard PCG methodology; however, as discussed, the conventional 
technique was less effective in our study area. The most common reasons 
for refusals were lack of time or no interest in the survey. Survey ad-
ministrators were all women. These included two individuals with 
advanced degrees and research experience, a PhD, master’s, and one 
undergraduate student. Three surveyors were visibly “black” or African 
American, one was Latinx, and one was white. 

When administering the survey, we provided respondents with an 
explanation of foraging using common examples such as “picking,” 
“gathering,” or “collecting” things like fruits, nuts, or fungi. We also 
stressed that our interest was on “wild foods,” or those that are not 
intentionally cultivated in gardens. We also measured views on the 
appropriateness of foraging. Responses were entered into an electronic 
version of the survey using SurveyMonkey®. In cases where internet 
connectivity failed, we captured responses on paper copies of the survey 
and afterwards manually entered responses into an electronic 
spreadsheet. 

2.2. Construct measurement 

Foraging participation: 
Three statements measured foraging participation and perception. 

The first was: “In the last five years, have you collected any kind of wild 
growing fruits, nuts, greens, or mushrooms in this neighborhood?”—-
with response options, “Yes, I have picked in the last 5 years;” (3) “Yes, 
but it has been more than 5 years;” (2) and “no” (1). Parenthetical 
numbers are codes used in the analyses. The second variable was: 
“Would you gather wild foods in this neighborhood now if you knew 
about foods that were safe to collect?”—with response options, “yes,” 
(3) “not sure,” (2) and “no” (1); the third item was: “What are your views 
on the Browns Mill Food Forest?”—with response options, “I would 
probably pick or gather food there” (3); “I do not know enough about it 
to make a decision,” (2), and “I am not interested in picking or gathering 
from that place” (1). For those who foraged, we asked them to indicate 
which plants were gathered, referring to a list provided on the survey. 
For those who did not forage, we presented a list of thirteen constraints 
and asked the respondent to indicate which ones inhibited foraging. 
Responses to both foraged foods and constraints were coded yes (1) and 
no (0). 

Appropriateness of urban foraging: 
Respondent views on the appropriateness of foraging were measured 

with four items. The following three had the response options disagree 
(1), neutral (2), and agree (3). These were: 1) “Wild foods can provide a 
good source of healthy foods for people;”2) “I would be embarrassed if 
people saw me picking wild foods in this neighborhood;” and “The 
grocery store or other markets are the best places to get vegetables, 
fruits, nuts, or herbs.” Also, to gauge the consistency of foraging with 
neighborhood mores, we asked respondents how often they saw others 
in their neighborhood gathering, with the statement: “I see other people 
in my neighborhood gathering or picking wild foods.” The response 
options were often (3), sometimes (2), and never (1). 

Collective efficacy: 
The original Sampson et al. (1997) scale contained ten items, five 

measuring social cohesion/trust and five measuring informal social 

C.J. Gaither et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                               
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control/willingness to intervene. We added two items to the social 
cohesion/trust and intervention dimensions, respectively. This was done 
to provide a greater range of options for measurement of each factor. 
Scale items were measured on a five point Likert scale with response 
options for the social cohesion/trust items ranging from strongly 
disagree (1) to strongly agree (5), including a neutral category and 
response options for the social control/willingness to intervene items 
ranging from very unlikely (1) to very likely (5), including a neutral 
category. Also, we in included a “don’t know/refused” option. “Don’t 
know/refused” responses were coded neutral because survey adminis-
trators observed that many respondents appeared to interpret “neutral” 
and “don’t know” synonymously. These responses were combined based 
on our understanding of the original intent of the Likert scale, which is to 
gauge a person’s attitude about a topic, rather than actual knowledge 
about that topic (Likert, 1932, p.7–20). Likert statements are not ques-
tions soliciting factual knowledge from the respondent in the form of an 
absolute response about a topic. Thus, if someone does not have an 
opinion about a Likert statement topic (i.e., “I don’t know), this can be 
interpreted as being either indifferent/don’t know or neutral on that 
topic. The collective efficacy variable used in the models was the mean 
score for each respondent, categorized from one to five. Scores below 1.5 
were assigned a value of 1; those between 1.5 and 2.49, a value of 2; 
2.50–3.49, a value of 3; 3.50–4.49 a value of 4; and 4.50 and above a 
value of 5. 

Sociodemographic characteristics: 
Sociodemographic data were also collected and correlated with the 

foraging variables. Sociodemographic variables measured were: gender, 
length of time in home, homeownership, age, education level, and race. 
Gender was coded female = 1, male = 0; length of time in home: less 
than one year (1) to more than 20 years (5); homeownership (owner = 1, 
renter = 0); age ranging from 18 to 30 years (1) to 65+ (5); and edu-
cation level (less than high school = 1 to graduate degree = 5). Race 
(American Indian or Alaskan Native, Asian, Black or African American, 
Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, White) and Hispanic were coded 
yes = 1, no = 0). Respondents could indicate more than one racial/ 
ethnic category. 

3. Results 

Descriptive frequencies and percentages for foraging variables are in 
Table 1. One out of five respondents indicated that they had foraged in 
one of the neighborhoods within one mile of the food forest in the past 
five years. For those who had not gathered, close to 60 % said they 
would gather given safe conditions, and roughly 80 % would be inter-
ested in foraging at the Browns Mill site. Those who had foraged indi-
cated the foods gathered most often were those typically found in this 

part of the country—pecans and blackberries. 
Table 2 shows a large majority of respondents believe that wild foods 

can be healthy and would not be embarrassed if they were seen foraging; 
however, attitudes about the best sources for fresh fruits and vegetables 
were more varied. Slightly more than not felt that grocery stores were 
the best places to obtain fresh vegetables and fruits. Eighty percent said 
that only rarely did they see others picking or gathering wild foods. 
Table 3 shows that for those who had never collected, or it had been 
more than five years since collecting, lack of knowledge about the 
location of resources was the primary constraint, followed by no inter-
est, not knowing how to forage, and worries about picking either 
poisonous or chemically contaminated foods. 

Because four items were added to the collective efficacy scale, we 
performed explanatory factor analysis to assess the underlying scale 
structure. Factors were extracted using the maximum likelihood 
method. Results supported a two-factor solution considering factor 
loadings, eigenvalues, scree test, and chi-square values. The rotated 
factor pattern suggested that factor 1 loadings measured social cohe-
sion/trust, and factor two indicated willingness to intervene. Table 4 
contains scale items and corresponding factor loadings obtained from 
the rotated factor pattern. Scale reliability was assessed with a stan-
dardized, Cronbach’s alpha (n = 70; α = 0.73). We did not omit any of 
the scale items with low loadings on the expected factors because of our 
low sample size and the exploratory nature of the analysis. 

To further examine the association between collective efficacy and 
foraging, we specified two, ordered logistic models which account for 
the ordinal, discreet nature of the response variables (Green, 2000, pp. 
875–880). The first modelled neighborhood foraging as a function of 
collective efficacy, holding constant sociodemographic factors. The 
second model examined collective efficacy as a dependent variable with 
neighborhood foraging and other covariates as controls. This model 
follows Cohen et al. (2008), where the assumption is that ongoing, 
extant activities in a given place, for instance foraging, increase collec-
tive efficacy. Sociodemographic variables included in both models were: 
length of time respondent had lived in the home, whether the re-
spondent’s home was owned or rented, gender (female), age category, 
and education level. 

Table 1 
Foraging activities.   

frequency percent 

In the last five years, have you collected any kind of 
wild growing fruits, nuts, greens, or mushrooms in 
this neighborhood?   

no 52 74.29 
yes, but it’s been more than five years 4 5.71 
yes, I have picked in the past five years 14 20.00 
Total 70 100.00 
Would you gather wild foods in this neighborhood now 

if you knew they were safe to collect?   
no 6 12.77 
not sure 3 6.38 
yes 38 80.85 
Total 47 100.00 
What are your views on the Browns Mill Food Forest?   
I would probably pick or gather food there 37 58.73 
I do not know enough about it to make a decision 22 34.92 
I am not interested in picking or gathering from that place 4 6.35 
Total 63 100.00  

Table 2 
Appropriateness of wild food consumption.   

frequency percent    

Wild foods can provide a good source of healthy foods 
for people   

disagree 0 0.00 
neutral 4 6.45 
agree 58 93.55 
Total 62 100.00    

I would be embarrassed if people saw me picking wild 
foods in this neighborhood   

agree 1 1.64 
neutral 2 3.28 
disagree 58 95.08 
Total 61 100.00    

The grocery store or other markets are the best places to 
get vegetables, fruits, nuts, or herbs   

disagree 23 37.10 
neutral 15 24.19 
agree 24 38.71 
Total 62 100.00    

I see other people in my neighborhood gathering or 
picking wild foods   

rarely 48 80.00 
sometimes 9 9.00 
often 3 5.00 
Total 60 100.00  
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Table 5, second column, shows parameters for the first model. We 
consider a p-value of 0.10 as indicating significant effect. In cases like 
ours where the sample size is relatively low, higher p-values of 0.10 and 
in some cases up to 0.20 may be appropriate indicators of significance 
because lower sample sizes can negatively affect these values (Stiglar, 
2008). Women were significantly less likely to say they had foraged in 
their neighborhood within the past five years. 

The ordered logit model allows for the calculation of cumulative 
probabilities, such that the probability of the multiple options total to 
one. For instance, the probability of foraging in the past five years for 
someone with a score of 5 on collective efficacy, who had lived in the 
home 6–10 years, owned the home, was age 31–45, female, and with a 
high school education only, would be 0.03; the probability of a woman 
with the same characteristics indicating she had foraged more than five 
years ago would be 0.17 and 0.80 for a woman who responded that she 
never foraged in her neighborhood. The probability for the highest 
foraging score—that is, “Yes, I have foraged in my neighborhood in the 
past five years,” would increase to 0.11 for a male with otherwise the 
same characteristics; would be 0.38 for a male foraging more than five 
years ago, and roughly 0.51 for a male who had never foraged. 

For the second model, both foraging in the past five years and length 
of time in home were significant. Higher scores on each of these vari-
ables correlated positively with collective efficacy. The probability of 
scoring 4 or greater on collective efficacy is 0.90 for a male who foraged 
in the past five years, was a homeowner, had lived in his home more 
than twenty years, was aged 46–64, with a school diploma. 

4. Discussion 

This study is the first to examine both the concept and practice of 
wild food gathering in a predominantly urban, African American com-
munity. It also differs from other examinations of African American 
gathering in that we surveyed the general population, a community of 
place, rather than a community of interest. Results suggest that there is 
some familiarity with foraging, as 20 % of respondents indicated that 
they had foraged within one mile of the food forest within the past five 
years, and roughly another 6% had done so before that time. This rate is 
consistent with the percentage (26.3 %) of foragers reported by Robbins 
et al. (2008) for residents of four New England states, although the New 
England rate is not specific to urban foraging activities. Also, for our 
respondents, foraging did not appear to be regarded as an inappropriate 
activity, as the overwhelming majority indicated that they would not be 
embarrassed if seen foraging. Also, nearly all indicated that they 
believed wild foods were healthy although results were mixed in terms 
of preferences for fruit and vegetable sources. 

Despite this seeming acceptability, very few said they saw others 
foraging in their neighborhoods. Also, while administering the survey, 
we noted somewhat subtle, yet important practices around food acces-
sibility that may inhibit foraging. For instance, we observed informal, 
outdoor food and beverage markets consisting of impromptu sales of 
foods typically associated with African American culture—fried and 
grilled meats and fish meals with starchy complements and other pro-
cessed sweets. Such sales are often conducted by churches, school aux-
iliaries, booster clubs, or other small, non-profit organizations to raise 
money for targeted projects. Culturally, these street corner food sales 
provide a venue for community gathering, allowing neighbors and 
others to both support community fund raising efforts and obtain 
familiar foods that are not taxed. 

Related, we also encountered a “candy lady” in one neighborhood. 

Table 3 
Foraging constraints. N = 49.   

frequency percent    

If you have never collected wild foods or it has been 
more than five years since you collected, what are 
some reasons that prevent you from doing so in this 
neighborhood?   

don’t know where any wild foods are 27 55.10 
no interest 10 20.41 
don’t know how 8 16.33 
worry about picking and eating poisonous plants 8 16.33 
worry about picking and eating something contaminated 

with chemicals 
7 14.29 

lack of time 6 12.24 
fear wild animals like snakes 5 10.20 
trees or shrubs I used to pick from are no longer there 5 10.20 
places I used to pick or gather from are now locked or gated 3 6.12 
have physical or health limitations 2 4.08 
don’t have anyone to pick or collect with 2 4.08 
don’t like being in nature or outside 2 4.08 
worried about my personal safety 2 4.08  

Table 4 
Collective efficacy. Measured on a Likert scale with values ranging from 1 to 5 
for each statement or question. N = 70.   

Mean Standard 
deviation 

Factor 
1 

Factor 
2 

Collective efficacy 3.43 0.54 – – 
Social cohesion and trust     
This is a close-knit neighborhood 3.65 1.05 0.64 − 0.04 
Most people in my neighborhood can 

be trusted 
3.49 0.97 0.65 − 0.03 

People around here are willing to 
help their neighbors 

3.66 0.96 0.59 0.05 

People on this street do not share the 
same values 

3.04 0.93 − 0.03 0.21 

I can recognize most of the people 
who live on my street 

3.44 1.22 0.53 − 0.13 

People on this street generally don’t 
get along with each other 

3.40 1.18 − 0.02 0.24 

How likely is it that you would 
choose to move from this 
neighborhood in the next five 
years? 

3.14 1.49 0.22 − 0.10 

Intervening/informal social 
control     

If a group of neighborhood children 
were skipping school and hanging 
out on a street corner, how likely is 
it that your neighbors would do 
something about it? 

3.16 1.28 − 0.07 0.20 

If some children were spray-painting 
profane graffiti on a local building, 
how likely is it that people in your 
neighborhood would do 
something about it? 

3.83 1.30 − 0.03 0.83 

If a child were showing disrespect to 
an adult, how likely is it that 
people in your neighborhood 
would correct that child? 

3.70 1.20 0.12 0.69 

I have no influence over what this 
street is like 

2.99 1.14 0.53 0.16 

If a well-known neighbor was short 
of cash to pay bills, how likely is it 
that he or she would be able to 
borrow money from people in this 
neighborhood? 

2.97 1.10 0.34 0.11 

If there was a fight in front of your 
house and someone was being 
beaten, how likely is it that your 
neighbors would break it up? 

3.69 1.20 0.18 .015 

Suppose that budget cuts meant that 
the elementary school closest to 
your home was going to be closed 
by the city. How likely is it that 
neighborhood residents would 
organize to try to do something to 
keep the school open? 

3.81 1.17 − 0.06 0.57 

The collective efficacy scale measures the extent to which respondents believe or 
experience that they are effective, social agents in their neighborhood. It consists 
of two factors, social cohesion or trust and informal social control. 
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The “candy lady” was and perhaps still is, an established figure in 
working class, African American communities, who supplements her 
income and fills the neighborhood food void by selling prepacked snack 
foods and beverages, and in some cases cigarettes or alcohol (Horton, 
2017). When interviewing at this home, we observed a steady flow of 
customers, from small children buying candy and chips to adults 
wanting cigarettes. These informal, extralegal places are embedded in 
African American communities in both small towns and big cities; they 
also provide not only food but gathering places where neighborhood 
bonding and identities are forged. However, we suggest that easy access 
to these places, stocked with processed foods, reduces the need for or 
takes attention away from the importance of nutrient dense whole, wild 
foods, which admittedly, are more difficult to source. And certainly, 
these informal food supplies are compounded by the preponderance of 
licensed, fast food and convenience store foods in African American 
communities, which again, obscure the relevance of wild foods to a 
healthy diet. 

Collective efficacy results are also similar to those reported by other 
studies, in particular Cohen et al. (2008) and Cohen et al. (2006) who 
reported a mean of 3.45 and 3.49, respectively. Collective efficacy was a 
significant predictor of foraging in bivariate analyses (not shown) but 
not in our regression model. However, foraging was a significant pre-
dictor of collective efficacy in both bivariate and multivariate models. 
Thus, neighborhood foraging may increase people’s sense of community 
well-being, other factors equal. Our results are suggestive of Riolo’s 
(2019) study of the Parma, Italy food forest, which indicated that the 
range of activities associated with that site also increased community 
cohesion. However, from casual conversations with volunteers tending 
raised bed gardens at UFFBM, we learned that UFFBM volunteering did 
not extend to places outside of the food forest. In other words, we did not 
get the impression that their food forest activism catalyzed a greater 
sense of community stewardship. 

Each of the neighborhoods included in our study area has distinct 
histories and physical structures which may influence both collective 
efficacy and people’s ability to navigate their neighborhood. Some of the 
more interesting revelations and benefits of door-to-door surveying were 
gleaned from remembrances and recollections of place that older 
neighbors shared. Most of the neighborhoods within one mile of UFFBM 
were working class, but one stood out as distinctly middle class. In this 
neighborhood, retired professionals and owners of larger homes on 
streets with neatly manicured lawns and hedges spoke nostalgically 
about how they, as some of the first African Americans to buy homes on 
a particular street, witnessed rapid, white flight out of the neighborhood 
in the early 1970s. This was followed by ten to fifteen years or so of 
relatively stable conditions with residents comprised mostly of middle- 
and working-class African Americans. Some of these residents com-
mented that two crucial factors, the proliferation of Housing Choice 
Voucher federally subsidized housing, commonly referenced as “Section 

8′′ housing and the expansion of housing opportunities for middle class 
African Americans in adjacent, suburban counties, led to the exodus of 
many stable black families out of the community during the 1980s and 
1990s. One older woman lamented, “All my neighbors are gone.” There 
were obviously neighbors living on either side of her, so we asked her to 
elaborate; she then made an exasperated gesture towards the house next 
door and indicated that she had had problems with those particular 
neighbors and more generally that the typically transient occupants of 
homes in her neighborhood nowadays were of a different kind than the 
families that purchased homes decades ago with the intention of 
building community. 

We also observed renovation of some homes in neighborhoods across 
the study area. On some streets, small, ranch homes constructed in the 
1950s and 1960s were being reimaged with twenty-first century styles 
and marketed as rentals but in some cases purchased as owner occupied 
homes by both white and African American professionals enticed by the 
relatively low real estate prices, population, and traffic in this part of the 
city. For instance, one of the two white respondents we surveyed was a 
young professional working with Atlanta’s nascent film industry. Our 
study was not intended to gauge the potential for green gentrification in 
this part of Atlanta, but we did witness some degree of change on streets 
that, just four or five years ago, contained a significant number of vacant 
or abandoned homes. There was no evidence to suggest that UFFBM 
contributed to gentrification. 

5. Recommendations 

It appears that a primary impediment to foraging is lack of knowl-
edge about resources. To get a better understanding of sources in the 
study area, we referenced maps produced by Concrete Jungle, a 
volunteer-based non-profit that inventories, maps, and harvests wild 
edibles across Atlanta (concrete-jungle.org/about-us/) and donates 
these to charitable organizations. Since its inception in 2009, Concrete 
Jungle has documented more than 2800 fruit trees in Atlanta with more 
than twenty varieties. Mapped fruit and other edibles on the site’s map 
show sources in many of the in-town and other downtown-proximate 
neighborhoods but virtually no mapped sources in southeast Atlanta 
although there is mention of one mulberry tree at UFFBM. The website 
fallingfruit.org also does not map locations in our study area, and we are 
not aware of other mappings of wild edibles in the city. Concrete Jungle 
is one of the food forest’s partners. One way that Concrete Jungle might 
enhance this partnership is to inventory wild foods in neighborhoods 
near UFFBM, along with their location at UFFBM and provide this in-
formation to community residents. Locating wild foods across the food 
forest service area would help to expand the concept and location of wild 
foods from a given static location (i.e., UFFBM) to a fluidity that en-
compasses and normalizes these resources and perhaps their harvesting 
throughout the community. 
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Table 5 
Logistic Regression Estimates: Foraging and Collective Efficacy.   

Predictors Forage 95 % C.I. Collective 
Efficacy 

95 % C.I. 

Intercept – – − 5.76*** − 8.49— 
-3.02 

Intercept − 5.78*** − 10.03—1.53 − 1.96* − 4.15— 0.24 
Intercept − 3.74* − 7.80—0.32 1.42 − 0.87—3.70 
Years in home 0.13 − 0.39—0.65 0.40* − 0.06—0.85 
Homeowner − 0.77 − 2.37—0.82 0.64 − 0.67—1.95 
Age category 0.14 − 0.54—0.82 − 0.38 − 0.98—0.22 
Female − 1.33** − 2.59— -0.07 − 0.26 − 1.31—0.78 
Education level 0.13 − 0.51—0.78 0.19 − 0.35—0.72 
Collective 

efficacy 
0.71 − 0.29—1.72 – – 

Forage – – 0.65** − 0.01—1.32 

p<0.01*** p<0.05** p<0.10*. 
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