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hrubs are an important group of ornamental 

plants used in gardens, parks, institutional 

campuses, residential landscapes and public 

spaces. They are generally woody or semi-woody 

perennial plants with several branches arising near the 

base. Many ornamental shrubs grow in an erect, bushy 

form, while others have spreading or prostrate growth 

habits. Their variation in height, foliage, flower colour, 

flowering season, form and fragrance makes them 

suitable for a wide range of landscape applications. 

Shrubs provide both aesthetic and practical benefits. 

They can form shrubbery borders, serve as specimen 

plants on lawns, line pathways and entrances, provide 

backgrounds for seasonal flowers and divide large 

gardens into smaller sections. They also reduce the 

visual monotony of open lawns and create a gradual 

transition between buildings and surrounding green 

spaces. Proper selection, planting and maintenance 

allow shrubs to remain attractive and functional for 

many years. 

 

Figure 1: A mixed shrubbery border in a landscaped 

garden. 

1. Understanding Shrubs and Their Main 

Characteristics 

A shrub is commonly described as a multi-stemmed 

woody plant that is generally shorter than a tree. 

Ornamental shrubs are woody or semi-woody 

perennial plants whose branches usually arise near the 

base. Many commonly cultivated shrubs reach heights 

of up to approximately four metres, although their 

mature height varies considerably with species, variety 

and growing conditions. 

Shrubs may be evergreen or deciduous, flowering or 

foliage-oriented, and compact, upright, spreading or 

prostrate. Their landscape value depends on several 

characteristics, including: 

• Mature Size: The height and spread of a shrub 

determine its suitability for a particular location. 

• Growth Habit: Upright, rounded, spreading and 

prostrate forms serve different design purposes. 

• Foliage Characteristics: Leaf colour, shape, size 

and texture contribute to the overall appearance of a 

landscape. 

• Flowering Features: Flower colour, size, fragrance 

and flowering season influence ornamental value. 
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• Seasonal Interest: Evergreen foliage, colourful 

leaves, flowers and fruits can provide visual appeal 

throughout the year. 

Some shrubs are grown mainly for their flowers, such 

as hibiscus, ixora and gardenia, while others are valued 

for colourful or variegated foliage. Fragrant shrubs, 

including night-blooming jasmine (Cestrum 

nocturnum), add fragrance to outdoor spaces. 

2. Importance and Uses of Shrubs in Landscape 

Design 

2.1 Shrubbery Borders and Garden Division 

Shrubs planted in groups or rows create attractive 

shrubbery borders and help organise a landscape. They 

can separate different garden sections, define planting 

beds and provide a gradual transition between lawn 

areas and taller trees. A well-planned shrubbery border 

combines plants of suitable heights, foliage textures 

and flowering periods to create a balanced appearance. 

2.2 Hedges, Edging and Privacy Screens 

Closely planted shrubs can form hedges that mark 

boundaries, screen unwanted views and provide 

privacy. Low, clipped shrubs may be used as edging 

around pathways and flower beds, while taller shrub 

borders can separate neighbouring areas. 

The species should be selected according to its mature 

spread, growth rate and response to pruning. Duranta 

species and some Acalypha species are commonly used 

for hedges and ornamental boundary planting. 

2.3 Specimen and Accent Plants 

A specimen shrub is planted individually or in a 

prominent position so that its distinctive shape, foliage 

or flowers attract attention. Shrubs can also be placed 

near gateways, entrances, staircases and other 

landscape features to emphasise their importance. 

Plants with unusual growth forms, attractive flowers or 

colourful foliage are especially suitable for specimen 

and accent planting. 

2.4 Foundation Planting and Building Integration 

Shrubs planted near the base of buildings can soften the 

visual junction between walls and the ground and 

connect buildings with the surrounding garden. They 

can also improve the appearance of entrances, 

boundary walls and open spaces. 

Their mature size must be considered carefully so that 

they do not obstruct doors, windows, pathways or 

access for maintenance. Adequate space should be 

provided for their natural growth. 

2.5 Background for Seasonal Flowers 

Shrubs provide a permanent or semi-permanent green 

background for seasonal flower beds. Their foliage 

makes the colours of annual and seasonal flowers more 

prominent and creates visual contrast. 

Combining shrubs with different flowering periods can 

also extend the period of ornamental interest in a 

garden. Evergreen shrubs are particularly useful for 

maintaining a consistent background throughout the 

year. 

2.6 Colour, Texture and Seasonal Interest 

Flowering shrubs contribute colour, while foliage 

shrubs add texture and visual contrast even when 

flowers are absent. A suitable combination of 

flowering and foliage shrubs creates an attractive 

landscape throughout different seasons. 

Examples of commonly cultivated ornamental shrubs 

include: 
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• Hibiscus (Hibiscus species) 

• Ixora (Ixora species) 

• Gardenia (Gardenia jasminoides) 

• Golden dewdrop (Duranta species) 

• Oleander (Nerium oleander) 

• Bougainvillea (Bougainvillea species) 

• Lantana (Lantana camara) 

Plant selection should be based on the intended 

landscape design, local growing conditions and 

maintenance requirements. Some species, such as 

oleander and lantana, can be toxic or invasive in certain 

situations and should be planted with appropriate 

precautions. 

2.7 Mass Planting and Ground Coverage 

Groups of shrubs can fill broad planting areas and 

create a unified appearance. Spreading or low-growing 

shrubs can cover bare ground in suitable locations, 

while taller shrubs provide structure and visual depth. 

Planting density should allow individual plants to 

reach their expected mature size without excessive 

competition. Proper spacing also improves air 

circulation and reduces the need for frequent corrective 

pruning. 

 
Figure 2: Flowering shrubs used along a pathway or 

as a hedge. 

3. Classification of Shrubs for Landscape Planning 

Shrubs can be classified in several ways to help with 

their selection and placement in landscape design. 

Classification based on height, flowering season, 

sunlight requirements and ornamental value is 

particularly useful. 

Basis of 

classification 

Groups Landscape relevance 

Height Tall, medium and dwarf shrubs Helps position plants in the background, 

middle layer and foreground 

Flowering season Spring, summer/rainy season and 

winter/cool-season flowering shrubs 

Helps plan seasonal colour and maintain 

visual interest 

Sunlight 

requirement 

Full sun, partial shade and sun- or semi-

shade-tolerant shrubs 

Helps match plants to the light conditions of 

the site 

Ornamental value Flowering shrubs and foliage shrubs Helps balance flower colour with foliage 

texture and colour 

Growth habit Upright, rounded, spreading and prostrate 

shrubs 

Helps select plants for hedges, borders, 

ground coverage and accent planting 
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4. Selection of Shrubs for Different Landscape 

Situations 

Shrub selection should begin with an assessment of the 

site and the purpose of planting. Important 

considerations include available sunlight, soil type, 

drainage, water availability, planting space, mature 

height and spread, growth rate, flowering or foliage 

interest and maintenance requirements. 

Plants should be selected according to the conditions in 

which they will grow rather than relying on appearance 

alone. 

Landscape purpose Suitable examples 

Fragrant flowers Cestrum nocturnum, Gardenia jasminoides 

Hedges or clipped planting Duranta species, Acalypha species 

Colourful flowers Hibiscus species, Ixora species, Bougainvillea species 

Foliage interest Acalypha species and variegated foliage forms 

Specimen or accent planting Shrubs with distinctive growth habits, flowers or foliage suited to the site 

Background planting Evergreen shrubs with dense foliage and suitable mature height 

Ground coverage Low-growing and spreading shrubs suited to local conditions 

5. Planting and Maintenance of Landscape Shrubs 

Proper planting and maintenance are essential for 

healthy growth, attractive appearance and long-term 

performance of ornamental shrubs. 

5.1 Site Preparation and Planting 

Before planting, the site should be assessed for 

sunlight, soil condition, drainage and available space. 

The soil should be prepared by removing weeds, stones 

and unwanted materials. Well-decomposed organic 

manure or compost may be incorporated where 

required to improve soil structure and fertility. 

Planting holes should be sufficiently wide to 

accommodate the root ball without damaging the roots. 

Shrubs should be planted at an appropriate depth, 

ensuring that the root collar remains near the soil 

surface. Spacing should be determined according to the 

mature size of the species and its intended landscape 

function. 

Close spacing may help a hedge fill in more quickly, 

but overcrowding can increase competition for water, 

nutrients and sunlight and raise maintenance 

requirements. 

5.2 Watering, Mulching and Manuring 

Newly planted shrubs require adequate watering to 

keep the root zone moist while they establish. Watering 

frequency should be adjusted according to weather 

conditions, soil drainage and the requirements of 

individual species rather than following one fixed 

schedule. 

Mulching with suitable organic materials can help 

conserve soil moisture, suppress weeds and gradually 

improve soil organic matter. Mulch should be kept 
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slightly away from the main stem to avoid excessive 

moisture accumulation around the plant base. 

Farmyard manure, compost or fertilizers should be 

applied according to plant requirements and local 

recommendations. Excessive fertilizer application 

should be avoided because it may encourage unwanted 

vegetative growth and affect plant health. 

5.3 Pruning and Training 

Pruning helps maintain the intended shape, remove 

damaged or diseased branches and encourage suitable 

growth. Hedges may require regular trimming, while 

specimen shrubs often look more attractive when 

allowed to retain their natural form. 

The timing and intensity of pruning should reflect the 

species and its flowering habit so that flower-bearing 

growth is not unnecessarily removed. Shrubs used for 

topiary are clipped and trained into decorative shapes 

and require patience, skill and repeated maintenance. 

5.4 Weed, Pest and Disease Management 

Weeds compete with shrubs for water, nutrients and 

growing space, particularly during establishment. 

Regular inspection, appropriate weeding and good 

plant-care practices help maintain healthy growth. 

Shrubs should also be monitored for insect pests and 

diseases. Management measures should be based on 

correct identification and the use of suitable control 

methods. Healthy planting material, adequate spacing, 

proper drainage and avoidance of unnecessary plant 

stress help reduce pest and disease problems. 

5.5 Aftercare 

After planting, shrubs should be regularly checked for 

establishment, moisture stress, damaged branches and 

weed competition. Newly planted or recently 

transplanted shrubs should be protected from excessive 

drying conditions. 

Continued observation allows watering, pruning and 

other maintenance practices to be adjusted as the plants 

grow and develop. 

 
Figure 3: A neatly maintained hedge or topiary made 

from shrubs. 

6. Importance of Shrubs in Modern Landscaping 

Shrubs are valuable in both large gardens and compact 

urban spaces because they provide structure at a lower 

level than trees and can be used for screening, colour, 

privacy and visual organisation. They make landscapes 

more layered by connecting ground-level planting with 

trees and buildings. 

Their wide range of sizes, growth habits and 

ornamental features makes them suitable for formal 

gardens, informal shrubbery borders, institutional 

campuses, residential gardens and public landscapes. 

They can also contribute to urban biodiversity by 

providing shelter and, depending on the species, food 

resources for birds, butterflies and other beneficial 

organisms. 

Successful landscape design depends on matching each 

shrub to the site and its intended role. Considering 
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mature size, spacing, sunlight, water requirements and 

maintenance needs before planting reduces avoidable 

problems. A balanced selection of flowering and 

foliage shrubs can provide seasonal interest while 

keeping the landscape practical and manageable. 

Conclusion 

Shrubs are essential components of landscape design 

because they combine ornamental value with practical 

functions. They can form borders, hedges, privacy 

screens and edges; serve as specimen or accent plants; 

soften buildings; and provide colour, texture, fragrance 

and backgrounds for seasonal flowers. 

Their usefulness depends on careful selection, suitable 

planting, adequate spacing and regular maintenance. 

By matching shrub species to site conditions and 

landscape objectives, gardeners and landscape 

designers can create attractive, organised and 

sustainable outdoor spaces. 
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