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Small gardens, big ideas - How to make the most of your outdoor space this 

summer 

 

Most of us aren't working with rolling lawns and kitchen gardens the size of a tennis court. For a huge chunk of 

the country, especially younger homeowners, the average garden runs to about 12 square metres. That's roughly 

the size of a large bathroom. And yet, with a bit of thought, even that can become somewhere you actually want 

to spend time. The team at British Garden Centres has put together some straightforward advice for anyone 

looking to get more out of a small plot this summer. 

 

Pots are your best friend 

If you've got a patio, balcony, or a strip of decking with no soil in sight, containers are the obvious starting point, but 

they're also one of the most flexible things you can do in a garden of any size. You can move them around, change 

what's in them each season, and if you ever move house, they come with you. 

 

Terracotta is still the classic choice and holds up well if it's been fired at high temperature. Fibreclay is worth 

knowing about too; it looks similar but weighs a lot less, which makes a real difference when you're rearranging 

things on a third-floor balcony. Mix up your sizes rather than buying everything in the same pot; grouping tall and 

short containers immediately makes a display look more interesting. 

 

The thriller, spiller, filler trick 

This is one of those planting tips that sounds like jargon until you try it, and then you wonder why you ever did 

anything differently. The idea is simple: in each container, plant something tall and dramatic in the middle (the 

thriller), something that trails over the edges (the spiller), and something bushy that fills the gaps (the filler). It 

sounds formulaic, but the results rarely look it, as the combination of heights and textures does most of the work for 

you and will instantly create a focal display in your small space. 

 

The only way is up 

A wall, fence, or balcony railing covered in climbing plants looks far better than a bare one and takes up almost no 

ground space at all. Jasmine, honeysuckle, clematis, and roses are the classic climbers, all reliable, all fragrant. A 

trellis or two is usually all you need to get them started. 
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Living walls have become genuinely practical in recent years too. A panel of succulents or hardy perennials fixed to a 

fence is low maintenance, looks great year-round, and turns what's usually blank space into something worth 

looking at. 

 

Make it sensory 

There's a difference between a garden that looks nice and one that actually feels good to be in. Scent makes a big 

difference; think plants like lavender, rosemary, thyme, and jasmine all work well in containers and kick in properly 

on a warm evening, no matter the size of your plot. Grasses and bamboo add sound, which sounds like a small thing 

until you notice how much calmer a garden feels when there's something moving gently in the breeze. Lamb's ear 

and moss are worth including just for the texture; small gardens that engage more than one sense tend to be the 

ones people linger in and make them a more appealing space. 

 

Grow your own 

Kitchen gardens used to feel like they needed space, but they don't. Tomatoes, salad leaves, dwarf beans, 

cucumbers, radishes, and most herbs are perfectly happy in pots on a sunny balcony, and there's something 

genuinely satisfying about cooking with things you've grown yourself, even if the harvest is modest. It's also one of 

the easiest ways to get children interested in outdoor space, so grow your own food, even if you have a small yard, 

as it's very rewarding. 

 

Light and mirrors  

If your garden is on the darker or smaller side, a well-placed outdoor mirror on a fence or wall can change the feel of 

the whole space by reflecting greenery at you and making everything feel a bit less hemmed in. String lights and 

solar stake lights along pathways cost very little and make a garden usable after dark, effectively doubling the time 

you get out of it in summer and framing it as a serene space. 

 

 Don't just plant for now 

It's easy to buy everything that looks good in June and end up with a garden that's peaked by August and looks bare 

by October. With limited space, every plant needs to pull its weight for as much of the year as possible. Spring bulbs, 
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summer perennials, autumn-interest grasses, and a couple of structural evergreens, like a bay or a conifer, will keep 

things looking great all year rather than just for one good month, which is good if you have a small space. 

 

Somewhere to sit 

It sounds obvious, but a lot of small gardens end up as display-only spaces that nobody actually uses. Even a single 

chair or a small bistro set makes an outdoor space feel like a room rather than a feature. If storage is tight, folding or 

stackable furniture is well worth considering and means you can sit alfresco, rather than indoors on a summer night. 

 

Julian Palphramand, Head of Plants at British Garden Centres, said: “Small space gardening has genuinely come into 

its own over the last few years. People are more creative with limited space than ever before, and the range of 

plants and products available to them has never been better. Whether you're working with a balcony or a compact 

patio, there's no reason your outdoor space can't be somewhere you're really proud of.” 
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