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SOME PRACTICAL TIPS ON PRUNING SHRUBS 
  
Pruning has always been a popular topic for authors in the horticulture field. Every year new 
books appear on the shelves and if you are like me, you probably buy your fair share of them. 
Most of these books vary more in layout and graphics than they do in content. Nearly every 
pruning book I've ever looked at approaches the subject in what I call the "classic style". The 
central theme for all of these books is that there is an optimum time and an optimum way to 
prune each different plant. If you understand the plant and prune it in a timely and horticulturally 
correct manner, you will be rewarded with a plant that looks great and flowers prolifically. 
 
The correct way and time to prune flowering and ornamental shrubs is often divided into the 
following three categories. 
 
I. Plants flowering on current years growth: In this case, pruning is done in spring just as new 
growth is starting. The idea is to stimulate lots of new growth which will produce terminal 
flowers during early to mid-summer. Hybrid tea roses fit this category very nicely. The actual 
method varies from plant to plant and is generally detailed in the encyclopedia which should 
make up the bulk of a good pruning book. 
  
II. Plants flowering on old growth: Plants in this group generally flower early in spring then 
grow vigorously through summer and set new flower buds by fall. Overwintered buds flower 
when spring arrives. These plants are best pruned as soon as they finish flowering so they will 
have time to put on new growth and set flower buds for next year. 
 
A variation of this involves plants that flower on spurs. Spurs are simply short shoots which 
grow slightly each year and then set fruit buds. Since spur shoots are often persistent and 
generally look different than vegetative shoots, this group is often listed separately in pruning 
guidelines. 
 
In both cases, buds produced one year flower the next so the actual differences in flower habit 
probably aren't significant. Forsythia is a classic shrub fitting this category. Flowering crab 
apples is an example of a tree that flowers primarily from spurs. 
 
III. Plants grown for special effects: In this case, the goal is to prune to accentuate a quality 
such as twig color. Red twig dogwood, or purple smoketree are good examples of this. Left 
alone, the red twig dogwood is a cluttered mass of branches with a hint of red near the branch 



tips. Pruned back hard each spring, it responds by producing long straight branches with intense 
red color. 
 
In addition to the categories just discussed, most pruning books contain a section on natural 
pruning as opposed to shearing. Most authors prefer natural style pruning because it accentuates 
the best features the plant has to offer. A typical discussion of natural pruning encourages use of 
thinning cuts where entire branches are removed at the point of origin. Shearing uses heading 
cuts where branches are cut indiscriminately in an attempt to shape or control the size of a plant. 
 
Properly and skillfully done, natural pruning will leave you with a plant that just fits its space 
and shows little or no sign it has been pruned. Shearing is viewed as destroying natural form and 
ruining plant appearance. 
 
The contrast between these two styles can be readily illustrated with junipers. Junipers by nature 
are irregular in growth and come in a multitude of colors and forms. Pruned naturally, they retain 
this delightful variation. Sheared, they all look like boxes or pompons. Advocates of natural 
pruning have been known to get physically ill while walking in a neighborhood where junipers 
have been sheared. 
 
Most pruning books also have a section on formal pruning. In it, they illustrate shearing 
techniques and tell how they can be used to create hedges or topiary. Often, they include pictures 
from great British gardens showing miles of hedges framing acres of beautiful gardens. The 
emphasis is on how hedges can help screen and define garden areas and thus enhance the beauty 
of all of your naturally pruned specimen plants. In this setting, formal pruning yields a backdrop 
for other plants via hedges or creates a focal point via topiary which is supported by the rest of 
the plantings. 
 
Problems: 
 
With all of the good advice offered in these many books, why are there so many butchered plants 
in the landscape? Why is it the inevitable fate of all plants to get sheared? Could it be nobody 
reads these books or is it that nobody understands what they've read? Believe it or not, I've given 
a great deal of thought to these questions, and I've come up with some ideas I feel might help 
solve the problem. 
 
It all starts with perspective! Pruning books invariably base all recommendations on the needs of 
the plant. The authors assume we will prune our plants when the plants need to be pruned and in 
the way they need to be pruned. Most people prune when they can fit it into their schedule. Also, 
most people are goal oriented pruners. They have a specific goal such as keeping the juniper 
branches off the sidewalk or raising the crown of a tree to a specific height. In these cases, the 
offending branches are simply obstacles to be removed. Their vision is not of the plant but of the 
sidewalk. Their perspective is different. 
 
Another problem is our tendency to be reactionary pruners. We wait until it is too late, and then 
react by butchering or shearing because we don't know what else to do. That twig which could 
have been snipped off with our hand shearers three years ago is now a 4" branch and has ruined 



the shape of the plant. We missed our chance to prune gracefully. If we pruned our plants 
annually, we could control their growth very nicely. Unfortunately, we often forget about them 
until they get in the way, then we react. 
 
At the commercial level, the two factors affecting pruning practices are lack of control and labor 
costs. In most situations, landscape managers have little real control over their landscapes. 
Inherited landscapes are often full of overgrown plants or plants that have been pruned 
incorrectly for a long time. You can't change the plants and it would take more time than you 
have to correct past pruning mistakes. In short, you don't have control over the landscape. Labor 
costs can have a tremendous impact on pruning practices. Shearing is fast and it's easy which 
means you can cover a lot of ground in a hurry. In contract work, I feel it is inevitable that most 
landscapes will end up being sheared just because of the cost factor. 
 
Finally, a big problem is a lack of expertise on the part of people doing the pruning. Pruners need 
a pretty broad knowledge of plants to do a good job. Five minutes of instruction aren't enough to 
become a good pruner. Too often, the people doing the pruning aren't the ones buying all of 
those books. 
  
Solutions: 
 
Maybe we are going about this the wrong way. Perhaps instead of taking the plants perspective, 
we should take a people perspective. We need a system where we can prune more or less at our 
convenience, where we don't have to know a lot about plants, and where pruning techniques can 
be simplified. The pruning techniques I have in mind are shearing and rejuvenation. Shearing 
was discussed under the section on formal pruning. Rejuvenation involves cutting a plant back to 
within a few inches of the ground in the spring. With plants that respond to this approach, the 
result is vigorous growth and a natural looking plant. 
 
The first step is for designers to sit down and ask how and to what extent a site will be 
maintained. If it's going to be maintained on contract and on a small budget, then everything 
should be simplified. As much as possible use mass plants of evergreens well adapted to 
shearing, preferably those that will look good with one thorough shearing per year. Plant accent 
plants in large groups and pick only those that tolerate rejuvenation pruning. The idea here is that 
in a planting of nine Forsythias, each year, three would be rejuvenated. Pruning is simplified and 
fast. You shear the hedge type plants and rejuvenate a portion of the natural type plantings. 
Because of the group plantings, the selective rejuvenations are hardly noticed. In the case of the 
Forsythias, the planting always looks natural, always flowers, and never gets overgrown. The site 
looks tidy and well cared for but doesn't take a lot of time or expertise to maintain. It certainly 
looks better than the shopping center where forty different plants were used and all end up 
sheared into one big hedge. 
 
I imagine there are other plausible schemes for developing attractive landscapes that can be 
economically maintained. The important point is to plan for the inevitable and make the most of 
it. It doesn't do any good to lament the "destruction" of a landscape that could only shine in the 
hands of a skilled professional. 
 



Conclusions: 
 
Pruning in the "classic style" is still the right goal. When feasible, all plants should be pruned 
according to their needs. It's important, however, to recognize most commercial and institutional 
landscapes don't lend them themselves to plant-oriented pruning. For the sake of speed, 
economy, and convenience, other approaches are necessary. Careful choice of plant materials to 
accommodate simplified pruning styles can leave a "cultured" look instead of the "butchered" 
look we see so often today. Our pruning goals should be to get the best appearance possible 
given the resources we have available. This may require use of shearing and rejuvenation 
techniques in many cases. 
 
Note: 
 
If you haven't found a good pruning book, I suggest you try the one listed below. In this book 
Mr. Brown has produced one of the most detailed and extensive pruning encyclopedias I have 
ever found. Information in the first five chapters ranges in quality, and much of his advice on 
wound treatments is outdated. But, he more than makes up for it in chapter six where he details 
needs of specific plants. THE PRUNING OF TREES & CONIFERS by George E. Brown 1972. 
ISBN 0571-11084-3 § 
 

 
Pesticide Use - Due to constantly changing laws and regulations, no liability for the suggested use of chemicals in 
this Newsletter is assumed by the ONW Newsletter. Pesticides should be applied according to label directions on the 
pesticide container.  
Permission to Reprint material appearing in the ONW Newsletter is granted with the request that you credit the 
source: Ornamentals Northwest Newsletter, date, volume, issue, page numbers. Do not excerpt or reprint in such a 
manner as to imply the author's endorsement or criticism of a product or concept.  
Nondiscrimination - The information in the Ornamentals Northwest Newsletter is provided with the understanding 
that no discrimination is intended and that listing of commercial products implies no endorsement by the authors. 
Criticism of products or equipment is neither intended nor implied.  
 


	ARCHIVES
	SOME PRACTICAL TIPS ON PRUNING SHRUBS

