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Pruning is an art and a science. The science is easy; one simply needs to take the time to study it. The art comes with 

experimentation, observation, and experience. Some plants do really well without pruning. Others need an occasional 

pruning "tune-up" to remove crossing branches and dead/diseased wood. Make sure you have sharp, clean pruning 

tools and study up before hand to help ensure success. 

 

Most pruning problems begin when the wrong plant species is planted in a space that is too small. You may see this 

with red tip Photinia and Texas ranger. These plants grow fairly fast and can get big. Being human, we try to control the 

growth by shearing them down to the perfect 3-foot shrub. The first shearing causes branching to double or triple as 

the lateral buds begin growing in response. The next shearing simply compounds the problem by causing more lateral 

buds to break. Pretty soon, you have a bunch of little broom-shaped branch tips and unhealthy plants with bare patch-

es in the canopy. 

 

To revitalize a sheared shrub, look inside the plant and remove the broom-shaped growth and dead branches. Follow 

the bad branch to the point where it is attached to a larger branch and remove it. Do this with hand pruners, loppers, or 

even a saw if necessary. Be careful not to flush cut; always leave the branch collar (swollen area near where the 

branch attaches) intact, as this tissue will regrow and cover the wound. Try to remove the old, weak stems. Continue 

until you have corrected the problem but never remove more than 1/4 to 1/3 of the total live canopy during one growing 

season. Finally, if the plant is too large for the space, remove it and plant something that grows slower and/or stays 

smaller. 

 

Another common mistake is winter pruning spring-blooming plants like lilac, Spirea, Pyracantha, Forsythia, redbud, and 

Wisteria. Winter pruning simply removes the flower buds causing the spring bloom to be lost. These shrubs should be 

pruned lightly, if at all, and then only after flowering has ceased. Summer flowering shrubs, such as Vitex (chaste tree), 

crepe myrtle, Nandina, Abelia, and Rose of Sharon should be pruned in spring before growth begins. Like trees, shrubs 

should never be topped. This causes weak branching, lots of water sprouts, and leaves behind dead stubs. 

 

Older shrubs can be maintained by completely removing the oldest wood at ground level and leaving younger, healthi-

er wood. This technique is especially well-suited to deciduous shrubs such as Forsythia, Spirea, and Nandina. This 

approach also works well with native shrubs such as mountain mahogany and silktassel. However, some plants such 

as oleander and butterfly bush can be completely cut back to the ground every 5 to 7 years. 

 

Pruning tips: 

1. Pruning is an invigorating process, stimulating regrowth in proportion to pruning severity. Light annual pruning is 

better than periodical severe pruning. Do not removing more than 1/3 of the  shrub at a time is a good rule of 

thumb. 

2. If the plant must be drastically reduced in size, reduce it over a 3 to 4 year period. 

3. Fast growing plants such as butterfly bush can be pruned to within 6 inches of the ground and will re-sprout rapidly 

4. Pruning time should be dictated by specific requirements or characteristics of the plant such as flowering date, sus-
ceptibility to cold weather, etc. Some spring/early summer shrubs flower on last year’s growth, e.g. Forsythia, Spi-
rea, Potentilla, Lilac, Barberry, Sumac - prune 1 month after flowering is finished.  Summer flowering shrubs can be 
cut back in the spring. 

5. All too often, improper pruning techniques seriously damage or kill woody plants. If you wish to have woody plants 

properly pruned, supervise the worker or conduct the pruning operation yourself  
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6. The two basic types of pruning cuts are heading and thinning. Thinning cuts are the least invigorating type of cut 

and are the most effective pruning cut for maintaining woody plants in their natural form. Heading promotes 

branching and increased growth. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7. Wounds heal fastest when pruning does not disturb important areas of cambium such as the bark ridge and branch 
collar. Wound dressing does not promote healing and can lead to disease problems 

8. Don't shear anything, but if you must, limit it to wax-leaf privet (Ligustrum), boxwood (Buxus) and other plants with 
short internodes.  

 

Additional Resource: 
 
University of Arizona 
Pruning Evergreen Shrubs , AZ1661 

Pruning Hedges to Provide Screening, AZ1660 

https://extension.arizona.edu/sites/extension.arizona.edu/files/pubs/az1661-2015.pdf
https://extension.arizona.edu/sites/extension.arizona.edu/files/pubs/az1660-2015.pdf

