
    

      
    

Skip to main content

  
	        
    
	[image: Oregon State University]

	
								OSU Extension Service

							

						


  


    	
			

	      
	  
  
    
  
          
  
  
  
  
  

  
  
  

Search








      







    


	
		    
    
            Main navigation


      
		
      Topics
        	
      Animals and livestock
        	
      Beef cattle
    
	
      Bees and pollinators
    
	
      Commercial fishing, crabbing and clamming
    
	
      Dairy
    
	
      Horses
    
	
      Poultry and rabbits
    
	
      Sheep and goats
    
	
      Swine
    


  
	
      Business and economics
        	
      Business management
    
	
      Business marketing
    
	
      Estate and succession planning
    
	
      Finance, budgeting and taxes
    
	
      Rural economic development
    


  
	
      Community vitality
        	
      Agritourism
    
	
      Community science
    
	
      Community disaster preparedness
    
	
      Community planning
    
	
      Health outreach
    
	
      Local, regional and community food systems
    


  
	
      Crop production
        	
      Berries, table grapes and kiwifruit
    
	
      Field crops
    
	
      Fruit trees
    
	
      Hazelnuts and nut crops
    
	
      Hemp
    
	
      Nursery and greenhouse
    
	
      Organic agriculture
    
	
      Pastures and forages
    
	
      Soil
    
	
      Vegetables and specialty seeds
    
	
      Wine grapes
    


  
	
      Food
        	
      Commercial food processing
    
	
      Farm food safety
    
	
      Food security
    
	
      Home food preservation
    
	
      Home food safety and storage
    
	
      Nutrition and healthy eating
    
	
      Recipes
    
	
      Wine, beer, cider and spirits
    


  
	
      Forests, woodlands and rangelands
        	
      Christmas trees
    
	
      Cutting and selling trees
    
	
      Fire
    
	
      Forest health and management
    
	
      Non-timber forest products
    
	
      Rangeland conservation and management
    
	
      Tree care
    
	
      Wood processing and products
    


  
	
      Gardening, lawn and landscape
        	
      Monthly garden calendars
    
	
      Bees and pollinators
    
	
      Berries and fruit
    
	
      Flowers, shrubs and trees
    
	
      Garden soil and compost
    
	
      Gardening techniques
    
	
      Garden vegetables and herbs
    
	
      Lawn and turfgrass
    
	
      Urban forestry
    
	
      Wildlife
    


  
	
      Outdoors and environments
        	
      Climate change
    
	
      Environmental education (PreK-12)
    
	
      Fish and aquatic life
    
	
      Sustainability
    
	
      Wildlife
    


  
	
      Pests, weeds and diseases
        	
      Healthy homes
    
	
      Insects
    
	
      Integrated pest management
    
	
      Invasive species
    
	
      Nuisance wildlife
    
	
      Pesticide safety and education
    
	
      Plant diseases
    
	
      Weeds
    


  
	
      Water and watersheds
        	
      Fish and aquatic life
    
	
      Irrigation
    
	
      Ponds
    
	
      Residential water and wells
    
	
      Riparian areas
    
	
      Water management and conservation
    


  
	
      Youth, families and health
        	
      Family emergency preparedness
    
	
      Food security
    
	
      Healthy aging
    
	
      Healthy homes
    
	
      Nutrition and healthy eating
    
	
      Parenting
    
	
      Physical activity
    
	
      Youth education resources
    


  


  
	
      Get involved
        	
      Programs
    
	
      Projects
    
	
      Events
    


  
	
      About
        	
      About us
    
	
      Our leadership
    
	
      Program areas
    
	
      Diversity, Equity and Inclusion
    
	
      Our history
    
	
      Our impact
    
	
      Get involved
    
	
      Donate
    
	
      Latest content
    
	
      News
    
	
      Career opportunities
    
	
      Advisory and advocacy groups
    


  
	
      Contact us
        	
      Find a location near you
    
	
      Faculty and staff
    
	
      Ask Extension
    


  





  

  


		  
	      
  
    

      

  
    
      
  
          
        
      

  
    
      
  
          
      



  
    
      
  
          
      


    

    




  


  



	
			
			    	
                  Home
              
	
                  Gardening, lawn and landscape
              
	
                  Flowers, shrubs and trees
              



						
				
										Perennials: How to dig and divide!									

			

		

		




		
			      
    


  


		

		
						
				    
    
  
  
        	
              English
          
	
              Español
          



  

  
  
      
	
		
		
		                  

            Perennials are one of the many treasures in the garden. These plants perform best when they are younger and have room to grow where they are planted, but in time they may outgrow their spot or lose vigor.


Don't despair! Even the oldest perennials can be rejuvenated by dividing the plant. Here are 10 tips on how to divide and when.


1. If a plant is looking good, it’s time to divide


If you have had a perennial in the ground several years and it is still looking top-notch, it is best to divide it at the end of the season before it starts going downhill in the coming seasons. Perennials are harder to divide once they have gotten too large, also if they have become so lackluster it is hard to rejuvenate them back to life. Watch for early signs of trouble such as weak blooming stalks in the center, fewer than normal flowers, or smaller leaves. If your plant is starting to show these symptoms it’s time to divide.


2. Dig around the root zone, not in it


To ensure minimal root damage, it is best to dig around the outermost drip line of the plant. Ceate a trench around the clump and then with a shovel go under the clump at several points until you can lift the perennial out of the hole.


To avoid damage to any new or current growth, divide early in the spring before growth really takes off or in the fall once you can cut the stems back.


3. Cool weather is better


You can divide most perennials at any time of the year. However the best time is when the soil temperature is staying warmer than the air temperature. This allows for a lot of root growth in the ground to get the division good and established before they set on a lot of top growth. Also, fall tends to be a preferred time to dig and divide because the new plants have more time to grow a new root system before the heat of summer.


4. Hold 'em cool and hold 'em moist


If you can’t get your divisions back into the ground right away, or into a container, it is best to hold the plants in an area where they stay cool and moist. They can be placed in a bucket or box in a cool, shady place and covered with newspaper to help prevent excess loss of moisture. If the roots happen to dry out before you get to replant them, we recommend soaking them in a bucket of water for about an hour to replenish their moisture before you transplant them back in the ground.


5. Put in what you take out!


If you take out a bucket full of soil, replace the bucket full of soil! Help maintain soil structure, fertility and nutrients by replacing the soil and perennial mass you moved with compost and organic matter. This will ensure that any transplants or new plants are off to a healthy start!


6. The best transplants are the most vigorous transplants


Once you have dug your clump and are ready to divide, it is best to divide your clump into about four to six sections depending on size. Perennials multiply fast — one stem can grow three or four times that size each season. By dividing into healthy, somewhat smaller divisions, you will get a more vigorous plant that will tend to have stronger growth and bloom the coming season.


7. If in bloom, be extra gentle


Some would say that you shouldn’t divide a perennial when it is in bloom, however it can successfully be done. Some plants such as early spring bloomers or fall bloomers will fare just fine if you keep the roots healthy and hydrated.


8. Healthy pieces are the way to go


If you are dividing a perennial plant that is on the decline, ensure you only transplant healthy divisions. If you transplant divisions that are weak and declining, you could end up with a plant that is more susceptible to pests and disease. If a plant has become crowded and weak before you got around to dividing it, chances are the center section is what has been hit the hardest and the outer edges are the healthiest. Take divisions from the outer part, but be sure to watch for discolored stems and/or roots.


9. Give ‘em room to grow


When you replant your divisions, make sure your transplant's hole is as wide as its spread-out roots. With many divisions, it is easiest to make a mound in the hole in which to spread the roots over. This ensures that the tips are growing down as they would naturally and that your plant gets off to a running start.


10. Know your roots


Perennials can be grouped in to five basic root types. Before you divide, it is best to determine what root type you have (clumps/offsets, surface roots, underground running roots, taproots, or woody roots). This lets you know how to proceed with the dividing of the clump.


Root Types


	Clumps/offsets: Perennials that form clumps or offsets (small plants that grow at the base of a larger plant) should be divided by snapping the connection between any of the sections. Make sure you get plenty of nice roots and at least three or more growing points. Examples of this type would be echinacea, asters, hosta, and coreopsis.
	Surface roots: Perennials with surface roots tend to run on or just below the soil surface. When the plant reaches an open space or new soil they form a crown and roots. These plants can be divided by simply cutting between and of the stems leaving you two separate plants with roots and shoots. Examples of these plants would be Sedums, Rudbeckia, and Monarda.
	Underground running roots: This type of root may also be referred to as a sucker. The ‘suckers’ can easily be cut away from the mother plant to be transplanted, or you can dig up the mother plant to separate into pieces with suckers already forming. Examples of these plants are geraniums and anemones.
	Taproots: Perennials with taproots can be divided quite easily using a knife. Think of them like a potato — you just want to make sure you get a good eye or two with some viable looking roots. Examples of these plants would be euphorbia and papaver.
	Woody roots: Perennials with woody roots tend to form roots when a woody portion of the plant rests on the ground or becomes slightly buried in soil. These plants can be divided by simply cutting between the newly rooted plant and the mother plant. Examples of these plants would be candytuft, lithodora, phlox, and lavender.

 


Some information sourced from: Fine Gardening. September 2010.
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							Wildflowers give gardens a charming, relaxed look
							
					

		Put aside an area of the garden for the beauty of wildflowers.
				
							Kym Pokorny |
										Apr 10, 2020 |
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							Fire-resistant Plants for Home Landscapes
							
					

		Home landscaping is an important part of a community's resistance to wildfire. Learn what plants can help you create an attractive environment and reduce the risk of fire.
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		Learn how to protect trees from emerald ash borer in areas where the pest has become established in Oregon. This guide is for residential and professional landowners and land managers in urban and natural areas where the pest has been detected.
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							Emerald ash borer resources
							
					

		Learn how to identify the emerald ash borer (EAB) beetle and ash trees, what you can do and ways Oregonians are planning for and preventing the spread of this destructive insect.
				
										Aug 2022 |
						Collection
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							How drought stress affects landscape trees
							
					

		Drought creates stress on trees that isn't always obvious until it's too late. It's often difficult to connect the dots between a lack of water and a problem. Here's a look at how drought stress affects trees.
				
							Nicole Sanchez |
										Jul 2019 |
						Article
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							How to recognize, treat and avoid lilac bacterial blight
							
					

		Blackened, wilted shoots on lilac mean trouble.
				
							Kym Pokorny |
										Mar 31, 2023 |
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							Sweet Cherry Cultivars for the Fresh Market
							
					

		Describes dark red and blush sweet cherry cultivars, including harvest timing, color when ripe, suggested pollinizers and rootstocks, size, firmness, yield potential, and other traits. Includes color photo of each cultivar.
				
							Ashley Thompson, Matthew Whiting, Lynn Long |
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						Extension Catalog publication
							
											Peer reviewed (Orange level)
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							Cherry Training Systems
							
					

		 This   publication   describes   the   seven   major   pruning   systems   used   in   commercial   cherry   tree   orchards   in   Oregon,   Idaho,   Washington   and   Michigan.   Cherry   growers   around   the   world   use   many   training   systems,   both   supported  ...
				
							Lynn Long, Gregory Lang, Stefano Musacchi, Matthew Whiting |
										Jun 2015 |
						Extension Catalog publication
							
											Peer reviewed (Orange level)
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							Conserving Water in Your Yard and Garden
							
					

		Save water by improving your soil, selecting appropriate plants and watering wisely.
				
							Ann Marie VanDerZanden, Brooke Edmunds, J. McNeilan |
										Nov 2015 |
						Extension Catalog publication
							
											Peer reviewed (Orange level)
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							How to stop the deer from grazing on my garden?
							
					

		We live in a rural setting, with deer coming through twice a day. Can you recommend a good physical structure/repellant plant combination to be able to grow a garden?
				
							Donald Lauer |
										Feb 2014 |
						Featured question
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							Spruce up older camellias with a late spring trim
							
					

		Here’s how to give your old camellia a makeover.
				
							Kym Pokorny |
										May 26, 2023 |
						News story
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							Let annuals go to seed in the fall
							
					

		Good seed setters include sweet peas, sunflowers, calendula, borage, nasturtiums and annual delphiniums.
				
							Tiffany Woods |
										Aug 29, 2014 |
						News story
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							Plant growth and development
							
					

		Photosynthesis, respiration and transpiration are the three major functions that drive plant growth and development.
				
							Ann Marie VanDerZanden |
										Jan 2008 |
						Article
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							Growing Hazelnuts in the Pacific Northwest: Integrated Pest Management
							
					

		This publication provides an overview of insect, disease, and vertebrate pest management in hazelnut.
				
							Jeff L. Olsen, Jay W. Pscheidt, Vaughn Walton |
										Nov 2013 |
						Extension Catalog publication
							
											Peer reviewed (Orange level)
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							High Desert Garden Tour 
							
					

		Come and explore several gardens at this self-guided event. The High Desert Garden Tour is July 20, 2024 in Powell Butte area featuring several sites. Click here for more information.
				
										Mar 2024 |
						Educational document
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							$1 billion Oregon nursery industry benefits from OSU plant trials
							
					

		Oregon State University Extension Service has a long history of assisting the state’s nursery industry.
				
							Neil Bell |
										Sep 2020 |
						Impact story
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							Many water-wise trees are available for home gardens
							
					

		Need help finding a drought tolerant tree?
				
										May 4, 2007 |
						News story
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							How to care for my poinsettia?
							
					

		 I   kept   a   poinsettia   over   from   last   year.   It   was   outdoors   in   the   shade   all   summer   and   fall   until   yesterday.   I   brought   it   into   the   unheated   garage.   It's   looking   healthy,   with   new   growth   and   a   couple   small   leaves   that   are  ...
				
							Jean R. Natter |
										Nov 2018 |
						Featured question
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Have a question? Ask Extension!

      
				
		

            Ask Extension is a way for you to get answers from the Oregon State University Extension Service. We have experts in family and health, community development, food and agriculture, coastal issues, forestry, programs for young people, and gardening.


      
					
			Ask us a question
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