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Pruning shrubs might seem like an overwhelming task, but with practice can be easy. Plants are 
very	resilient	and	forgiving,	it	will	grow	back.	Knowing	the	natural	structure	and	bloom	time	is	the	
first step in successful pruning. By understanding how a plant grows, you will learn how to prune 
and shape a plant with confidence. 

WHY PRUNE:

Health:

•	 Removing dead, diseased, damaged parts to prevent insect infestation and  
 diseases.
•	 To	open	the	plant	up	to	sunlight	and	air	circulation,	which	encourages	interior		  
 foliage growth for a fuller look.
•	 To	recover	from	storm	and	mechanical	damage.
•	 To	recover	from	transplant	shock.

Aesthetics:

•	 To	maintain	the	shrub’s	natural	shape	and	form	as	mounded,	cane	or	tree-like.
•	 To	enhance	the	plant’s	flowering	and/or	fruiting	display.
•	 To	reduce	the	plant’s	overall	size	while	maintaining	its	natural	look.
•	 To	rejuvenate	shrubs.	As	trees	and	shrubs	mature,	their	forms	may	become	 
 unattractive. Pruning can restore vigor, and enhance the appearance of these plants.

1. WHEN TO PRUNE:

A. For summer or fall flowering shrubs, prune in late winter or early spring when new  
 tissue will form rapidly.

B. For spring flowering shrubs, prune after the flowers fall off.

C.	 To	rejuvenate/severe	a	shrub,	prune	in	late	winter	or	early	spring;	you	will	lose	that	 
 spring’s flowers, but gain a more vigorous shrub.

Proper Timing

Spring-flowering shrubs, such as these, should be pruned immediately after blooming:

•	 Azalea	 	 	 	 	

•	 Roses

•	 Viburnum
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•	 Quince

•	 Forsythia
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Shrubs that bloom in summer and fall, and shrubs grown primarily for their foliage, can 
be pruned in early spring, before growth starts:

•	 Abelia

•	 Hydrangea

•	 Butterfly	Bush

•	 Summersweet

PRUNING	TOOLS:		 	 	

•	 Hand shears.  
•	 Lopper for larger branches. 
•	 Hedge shears.
•	 Pruning saw. 
•	 Pole saw. 
•	 Pole pruner.
•	 Power shears, saws.

Pruning Cuts

Get to know the anatomy of a plant and you will begin to understand the proper way to make a 
cut. 

The shrub is pruned to promote branching and flowering. Remember that growth will begin from 
the stem that is cut. The bud below the cut will become active and begin to grow. The cut you 
make today could be with you for the life of the shrub, so it is important to make good cuts. If you 
cut a bud on the outside of the branch the growth will be upward and outward. This is ideally the 
way in which you want the growth to spread. However some shrubs have buds that grow directly 
opposite to each other. In this case you should prune the branch just above the double buds and 
snip or rub off the inside bud.
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The slant of the cut is important as it helps to shed water and dry out quickly.

  

Basic Rules before Starting to Prune

The following general guidelines apply to most plants in your garden: 

1. Study your plant from all angles before you make any cuts. Have a plan.

2. The first order of business is to remove all dead, diseased, insect-ridden,  
 storm-damaged, and winter-killed wood. 

3. Once this is done, you can spot undesirable branches: crossovers, suckers, sprouts,  
 branches that are too low or too long. These should be removed. 

4. Never leave stubs. All cuts should be made back to or just above some growing  
 point, preferably to some outward growing point. If you always prune to some  
 growing point, you won’t go too far wrong. New growth will continue to originate  
 from cut areas.
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Choosing the Branches

Start by removing any of the branches illustrated below that don’t belong.

Next, look at your shrub with a critical eye while considering the following questions:

•	 What	is	this	shrub’s	natural	size	and	shape	(rounded,	arching,	tree-like)?

•	 What	is	the	design	purpose	of	this	shrub	(hedge,	foundation	planting,	 
 specimen plant)?

•	 Does	the	plant	growth	need	to	be	influenced	to	achieve	that	purpose?

•	 Is	the	shrub	healthy	and	growing	evenly?

A well-pruned shrub looks natural, and in most cases doesn’t look like it has been pruned at all. If 
a shrub’s natural shape does not suit your taste or needs, consider moving it and planting one that 
is better suited for that location.

2. SHRUBS (What & How):

Selective Pruning

Often the best technique to use, this method involves what it sounds like: carefully remov-
ing particular branches to achieve the shape you desire. This method can open up a shrub, 
allowing more light through, it can limit the size of the shrub and, done well, it works to 
highlight the shrub’s natural beauty. On most plants you will use a combination of all three 
pruning techniques: pinching, thinning, and heading back. It’s the surest way of shaping 
plants into attractive, healthy specimens. 

A. HEADING BACK:  Removing part of a shoot or limb back to a bud.

1. Make the cut ¼ inch above the bud and sloping down and away.

2. If at a node, cut the downward facing buds too.  Do not leave a stub.

3. Promotes growth of the buds below the cut, making the plant fuller.

4. Hide all your pruning cuts.
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B. THINNING: Thinning cuts involve removing a stem or branch completely. This opens up  
 the canopy and increases light penetration and air circulation.

1. For mounded shrubs, trim the longest stems way down to their ends where they  
 meet the stem. Cut parallel to the stem just above the collar—do not leave a stub.

2. For stems that rise above or out of the natural shape of the shrub (legginess), use  
 the heading cuts reaching to the first node, or all the way down into the plant.

A.	 	SEVERE	REJUVINATION:		the	shrub	is	pruned	by	cutting	off	all	old	branches	at	or	near	
ground level. Healthy shrubs will respond by sending up multiple new shoots, and these will need 
to be thinned to reduce competition and maintain the natural form of the shrub.

1. Pruning all of the stems back to within a few inches of the ground.  

2. Helps the plant recover from damage, die-back, and sometimes disease.  

3. Makes plants more manageable that have overgrown the landscape.

3.  HEDGES (What & How):

•	 SHEARING:  usually just the newest growth, unless it needs to be lowered   
 Promotes thick dense foliage.
•	 Trim	the	hedge	so	it	is	a	bit	wider	at	the	base	and	round	at	the	top.		
•	 Keep	the	hedge	level	and	straight	by	frequently	stepping	back	to	eyeball	it.
•	 Use scaffolding for tall hedges that are too high to reach easily.
•	 Make several passes, taking a bit off each time until you reach the required height.
•	 Create spaces in the hedge for sunlight to penetrate to promote interior growth by  
 clipping an older branch or two from down inside every few feet or so.
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Suggested shrubs for shearing:

•	 Yaupon Holly
•	 Boxwood
•	 Dwarf Burford Holly

4.  Pruning Conifers: The dense growth characteristics of conifers ( juniper, arborvitae, and 
yews) produce a dead interior zone where the twigs and buds are killed from severe self-shading. 
The dead zone limits the extent of pruning. Green foliage should remain on branches that are cut 
back. Avoid cutting back to bare branches --- they seldom are able to develop new growth. Af-
ter locating the dead zone, look in the live zone for limbs that can be completely removed or for 
limbs that are dead, diseased, or broken. If a branch is to be partially removed, make sure to leave 
a green shoot near the cut or else the limb will die. The green shoot will produce vigorous growth 
during the following growing season.

5. Pruning Roses - The optimal time to prune a rose is late winter, which falls within the 
months of January and February. During this time, the last frost should have past leaving it safe to 
cut into the plant without causing any form of cold damage. When the buds have begun to swell, 
it is normally a good sign to begin pruning.

Rose Pruning Basics

1. Look at the overall plant, but begin pruning from the base of the plant. 
2. Prune to open the center of the plant to light and air circulation 
3. Make	your	cuts	at	a	45-degree	angle,	about	1/4	inch	above	a	bud	that	is	facing	 
 toward the outside of the plant.
4. Make sure it is a clean cut (not ragged) 
5. Remove all broken, dead, dying or diseased wood (Any branches that look dry,  
 shriveled or black. Cut until the inside of the cane is white.)
6. Remove any weak or twiggy branches thinner than a pencil 
7. Remove sucker growth below the graft. 
8. Remove any remaining foliage.


