
Pruning Ornamental Shrubs 
 
Shrubs are your plants that are smaller than trees and generally have rounded shapes. 
Watering, fertilization, and weed control are important for their health, but pruning is essential as 
well.  
 
Pruning, the removal of select parts of a plant, is something people often neglect. For some, 
cutting a plant back seems counterintuitive to promoting its growth. Others may lack the proper 
tools and know-how or might fear damaging or killing the plant. Seeing pruning as a huge task is 
something else that serves as a roadblock. 
 
The longer one puts pruning off, though, the bigger the task really will become. As your shrubs 
get overgrown, they can actually become weaker. In some cases, they can even pose risks to 
people or property. There will also likely be a negative effect on the aesthetic quality of the lawn 
and garden. 
 
Regular pruning done correctly, like changing a car’s oil routinely, avoids these major issues 
and keeps shrubs looking neat and pretty. Once one knows the reasons for pruning, when to 
prune, and how to do it correctly, it’s not the Herculean task it might have seemed to be. 
 
Reasons Pruning Is Necessary 
 
There are many different reasons to prune your shrubs. Not all of them apply to every plant, and 
they can range from healthy growth to appearance to safety. 
 

● If a shrub overgrows its space in the lawn or garden, it can crowd out other plants and 
hinder their growth. Maintaining or even reducing a shrub’s size can allow other plants to 
grow under or around it. Pruning to maintain a desired size is a way to remove unwanted 
growth. 

● Overgrown shrubs may also stop growing properly. Good pruning may help bring good 
growth patterns back. 

● There may be dead or diseased parts that you want to remove for both the health and 
appearance of the shrub. 

● After a shrub has flowered and the flowers have wilted, removing the old buds clears the 
way for new ones to appear the next year. 

● Sometimes a person wants to cut a shrub into a particular shape for decorative 
purposes, and that requires proper pruning. 

● Pruning to avoid injuries and property damage mostly applies to trees, but it can be 
necessary with shrubs as well. Overgrown shrubs encroaching on sidewalks and 
driveways can scratch people and cars. 

 
The Best Times To Prune  



 
Although you can prune most shrubs at just about any time of the year, it’s better to do so at 
certain ideal times. This usually requires an understanding of the peak times for flowering or 
growth. Especially in the cases of shrubs planted for their floral displays, pruning at the correct 
time is important. Pruning at the wrong time can mean missing out on the flowers that year. 
 

● For shrubs that bloom before summer, pruning should take place right after flowering. 
This year’s buds started developing last year, so if you prune before the shrub blooms, 
you will remove the new buds. The plant won’t die, but it won’t bloom that year, either. 
Pruning immediately following the bloom will ensure that you don’t interfere with the 
development of next year’s buds. 

● For summer-flowering shrubs, the time to prune is winter or early spring. The buds for 
these shrubs start to develop in the spring, so you want to do your pruning before the 
new growth starts. 

● There are certain shrubs that can be pruned before and after they bloom. Pruning these 
plants multiple times can lead to more flowers and, in some cases, an additional bloom 
that season. 

● When the main objective of planting a particular shrub is not its floral display, then 
pruning should occur when recovery will be fastest or when damage has occurred. This 
usually means pruning in early spring before the new growth starts; the wounds pruning 
creates have sufficient time to heal so that disease does not develop.  Immediately after 
damage from, say, a storm occurs, you should prune the damaged parts in order to 
prevent harm or disease from spreading to healthy areas. 

 
How To Prune Properly 
 
Pruning properly requires understanding the basic techniques and having the right tools. 
 
The four basic ways to prune: 
 

● Pinching-- This is a good technique for controlling the size of the shrub, and you can 
often do this by hand. Pinching is the process of removing growth points at the end of a 
stem. 

● Thinning-- This is the removal of whole branches. It’s a selective process that removes 
only the parts you want gone. For shrubs with trunks, it is important not to cut all the way 
to the base, which can allow infections to spread into the shrub. Thinning is commonly 
used when growth is dense but weak, as it provides more room for strong growth by 
reducing overcrowding. You also perform thinning when there are dead or diseased 
parts to prevent those problems from spreading. 

● Reduction-- In this process, you are not removing entire branches or stems but instead 
are cutting back their length. It’s important to leave enough of a stub above a bud so that 
the stub can’t die back and take the bud as well. However, it’s also important not to leave 
too much of a stub. Usually, cutting a quarter of an inch above a bud does the trick. 



● Renewal-- When a shrub is old and overgrown, renewal pruning may be necessary. 
Over successive seasons, you remove up to a third of the older, mature stems to make 
way for the newer ones. Often, the larger and older parts near the ground are the ones 
you’re going to take out. 

 
Other considerations for how to prune can involve a shrub’s species, age, health, and whether it 
is deciduous or evergreen. It is critical to do proper research first or consult with a professional 
in order to get all this right. 
 
It’s also important to have the right tools. Don’t improvise; you might harm the shrub or injure 
yourself. 
 
Here are some dos and don’ts regarding tools and other equipment: 
 

● Hand pruners are easy to use and effective. The scissor-style varieties are better 
because they cut without crushing and bruising plant tissue. Hand pruners can 
specialized for small hands and for left- and right-handed people. 

● Lopping shears are useful on shrubs that have larger stems or branches up to 1.5 inches 
in diameter. They allow you to prune what is difficult or impossible for a hand pruner. 

● Pruning saws are really for tree branches larger than an inch in diameter but may 
occasionally come in handy for shrubs. 

● Hedge shears are not for general pruning but instead are for clipping hedges into 
particular shapes. 

● Chainsaws are not a good tool for pruning shrubs. Pruning shrubs requires precision that 
a chainsaw cannot provide, and chainsaws are dangerous to use and control when 
pruning shrubs. Just don’t. 

● Wear gloves to help protect your hands. 
● Use eye protection when pruning in close quarters. 
● Always wear closed, solid shoes as protection against dropped tools. 

 
Quality Professional Service 
 
Hopefully, you now have a basic understanding of how to go about pruning on your own. Still, 
it’s a lot of work to do with a lot of considerations, and no one could blame you for not feeling 
too eager to get out there and get to it. 
 
Sharp Lawn Care provides selective pruning as part of our Landscape Maintenance services, 
which also include weed removal, replacing displaced rocks and mulch, and picking up trash on 
the property. We are experienced and credentialed, and we will do the job right. If you’d like to 
learn more about the services we provide and how we can make lawn care much easier on you, 
contact us for a free quote! 
 
 

https://www.sharplawncare.com/get-a-quote/


IMPORTANT: This written material has been prepared based on sources which you 
provided. Neither Flocksy or the creative who wrote the copy makes any claims whatsoever 
as to the accuracy of the information contained within, and they are not responsible for any 
legal or financial difficulty resulting from the use of this written material. We encourage you 
to review it thoroughly before disseminating it or using it in trade. 
 
SOURCES USED: 
 
 https://www.extension.purdue.edu/extmedia/HO/HO-4-W.pdf 

https://www.extension.purdue.edu/extmedia/HO/HO-4-W.pdf

