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THE RIGHT TIME TO PRUNE SHRUBS          
By Nanette Londeree, Marin Master Gardener  
Excerpted from the Arizona Cooperative Extension Master Gardener Manual on-line  
 
Timing is everything when it comes to pruning your plants. If you prune at the wrong time of year, you may 
lose all of next season’s blooms. Before you whip out your pruning shears, here are some things to consider:  
 
DECIDUOUS SHRUBS  
The pruning recommended for most deciduous shrubs consists of thinning out, gradual renewal, and  
rejuvenation pruning. In thinning out, a branch or twig is cut off either at its point of origin from the parent 
stem, to a lateral side branch, to be “Y” of a branch junction, or at ground level. Thin out the oldest 
and tallest stems first, to allow for growth of vigorous side branches. This method of pruning results in a 
more open plant and does not stimulate excessive new top growth. 
Considerable growth can be cut out without changing the plant’s natural 
appearance or habit of growth. Plants can be maintained at a given 
height and width for years by thinning out. This method of pruning is 
best done with pruning shears, loppers, or a saw (not hedge shears).  
 
In gradual renewal pruning, a few of the oldest and tallest branches are 
removed at or slightly above ground level on an annual basis. Some 
thinning may be necessary to shorten long branches or maintain a 
symmetrical shape.  
                   
To rejuvenate an old, overgrown shrub, one-third of the oldest, tallest branches can be removed at or 
slightly above ground level before new growth starts.         
        
 
When the shrub to be pruned is grown for its flowers, the pruning must be timed to minimize disruption of 
the blooming. Spring flowering shrubs bloom on last season’s growth and should be pruned soon after they 
bloom. This allows for vigorous growth during the summer, to provide flower buds for the following year. 
Examples of shrubs that bloom on last season’s growth are forsythia, rhododendron and azalea, mock 
orange, early white spirea species, lilacs and weigela.  
 
Some shrubs that bloom after June usually do so from buds which are formed the same spring. Such shrubs 
should be pruned in late winter to promote vigorous growth in the spring. Examples of shrubs that bloom 
on current season’s growth - glossy abelia, butterfly bush, Japanese beauty bush, crape myrtle and 
snowberry.  
 
EVERGREEN SHRUBS  
For most evergreen shrubs, thinning is the most desirable procedure. Some evergreens can be sheared 
when a stiff, formal appearance is desired; however, they will still need to be thinned occasionally. Both 
evergreen and deciduous shrubs grown for foliage should be pruned in late winter before new growth 
starts. Minor corrective pruning can be done at any time.  

THINNING 	


