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Pruning Shrubs



• Light, corrective pruning can be done any time 
of the year

• Late summer pruning can promote new growth
• Not enough time to become conditioned for cold 

weather, cause damage to or death of plant

• Time of pruning based on when a plant flowers:
• Spring pruning - it flowers before May
• Summer pruning - it flowers after May

Prune According to    
Season of Bloom



• Spring flowers form on 
wood from previous 
summer (one year old) 

• If pruned in early spring 
the flower buds will be 
removed

• Prune as soon as 
flowers start to fade

• Forsythia - Honeysuckle
• Lilac  - Nanking cherry
• Spirea (some) - Viburnum
• Weigela

When to Prune
-Spring

Image source: fictionistas.blogspot.com



• Summer flowers form on 
new growth produced in the 
current growing season.  
Prune in spring before 
new growth begins.

• Blue mist spirea
• Butterfly bush
• Cistena plum (pictured)
• Potentilla
• Rose of Sharon (Hibiscus)
• Snowberry

When to Prune
-Summer

Image source: Goodnewsgardening.com



Match Shrub with 
Pruning Method

• Thinning
• Similar to tree pruning. Cutting unwanted branches off. Goal is 

to stimulate new growth below the cut.

• Heading Back
• Trimming a shrub by shortening branches. 

• Shearing
• Should be restricted to creating formal hedges.

• Renewal
• For older shrubs, removal of oldest and largest stems

• Rejuvenation
• Extreme form of thinning, all branches of shrub are cut off to 

the ground. Shrub specific.



• Thinning involves 
removing branches to its 
point of origin, lateral side 
branch or the ground

• A more open plant

• Keep the plants natural 
shape, height and spread

• In mature shrubs, remove 
the oldest, tallest stems 
first

• May not need to be done 
every year

Thinning



Heading Back
• Heading Back

• Trimming the shrub to shorten the branches
• Encourage vigorous new growth
• Reduce the overall shrub size

• Temporarily reduces the size of the shrub
• Encourages vigorous new growth below the cut
• May need to be done annually

• Cuts can be made anywhere on the stem but made 
to outside bud

• Prevents new growth clogging up the shrub interior



How to Head Back

• Prune to an outside bud to encourage a spreading form 
and allow for air circulation 

• Do not leave a stub-it may encourage rot in the stem
• Do not prune too close or the bud may dry out

Image source: Johnson’s Nursery website



• Shearing is cutting back 
all the stems of a plant to 
follow a predetermined 
shape 

• Reserved for hedges and 
topiaries 

• Works with boxwood 
juniper, privet, and yew 

• Over time shrubs become 
woody with lots of dead 
branches and few flowers

• Is unfavorable for most 
shrub species including 
lilac, Cistena plum and 
dogwood

Shearing



Good Shearing



Bad Shearing

Willow (really?!?)
Wrong species, wrong place

Cistena plum –
Dead wood



Wrong Way versus Right Way

Always Prune to Green, Never to Brown



• Renewal
• Used for older shrubs 

• Leggy, Overgrown, Poor Bloomer, Misshapen

• Plant must be healthy

• Can be done over a period of a couple of years
• Depends on how leggy, overgrown…

• When completed, up to 1/3 of oldest branches 
(canes) will be removed

• Leave the younger, more vigorous branches

• New shoots will develop and cam be trained into 
strong branches

Renewal



Common Lilac - Remove oldest and biggest canes to the 
ground to allow room for sprouts

Renewal



Renewal

Forsythia Curl leaf Mountain Mahogany - Remove oldest and tallest canes



• Rejuvenation
• The shrub is cut entirely to the ground in the early 

spring, before growth starts

• Shrub regrows from its roots, giving a compact, 
youthful plant with maximum bloom

• Has a major effect on size. Starts shrub over with 
every reoccurrence

• Depending on the species, it can be done when shrub 
begins to look leggy and woody, 3-5 years, or it can 
be done Annually

• If done in cycles, the initial rejuvenation should be 
followed by thinning of new canes to several strong 
ones over the next several years

Rejuvenation



Russian Sage - Remove all stems to ground. Will re-
sprout this spring.

Rejuvenation



Best blooms come from younger wood

Rejuvenation
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