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Using annual flowers is one way to make a colorful impact in the garden.  The term “annual” describes 
plants that go through their entire life cycle, from germination to flowers to seeds, all in a single growing 
season.  Once they start blooming most annuals will flower all season long, until a frost puts an end to 
their display. 
 
One of the best things about flowering annuals is their incredible diversity and versatility for landscaping.  
Using them allows you to compose exciting combinations of color, form and texture that will last all season 
long.  And you can change the colors you use year to year.  Since there are hundreds of species of annuals 
to choose from you can find pretty much any color you can think off.  Varieties within a species may even 
differ in flower color, size, disease resistance, or other characteristics. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Flowering annuals have many uses in the garden.  Plant annuals among perennials or shrubs in a new 
flower bed where you need to fill space or to add color when perennials are not blooming.  Use annuals to 
add accent in planters, window boxes and urns.  Plant them over fading spring flowering bulbs as they can 
add summer color without damaging the bulbs.  Grow annuals in a cutting garden or for drying to make 
flower arrangements.  Create a border of annual plants along a foundation.  Annual vines can be used to 
cover trellises, provide shade and hide fencing. 
 
There are annuals that are tall, medium, short or climbing.  Just like perennials there are annuals that 
prefer either full sun or partial shade.  You can also find annuals that are very fragrant or have attractive 
foliage. 
 
To keep annuals flowering and looking good, you will need to perform some simple but easy maintenance.  
If you planted your annuals in the ground and fertilized at planting time with a granular, slow-release 
fertilizer you should not have to fertilize again during the season.  Over fertilizing can lead to lush foliage 
growth and less flowers. 
 
Annuals are prolific bloomers.  A weekly walk through the garden removing old, faded blooms 
(deadheading) will keep many annuals flowering longer and more profusely.  If you leave spent flowers, 
the plant puts its energy into developing seeds rather than producing more flowers.  Some annuals have 
fruits or seeds that are ornamental so you want them to develop.  There are newer varieties of “self-
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cleaning” annuals that do not require deadheading.  Other annuals need to be cut back severely midseason 
to encourage a new flush of growth and flowering in late summer and fall.  A few annuals, such as 
begonias, do not benefit from deadheading. 
 
Annuals have shallow root systems so adequate moisture is essential to their growth.  Try to avoid 
overhead watering as it can stain some types of flowers, such as petunias.  Too much water can also lead 
to an outbreak of botrytis fungus.  For best results, use a soaker hose, a drip irrigation system, or water 
with your watering can at soil level. 
 
Container gardening is ideal for anyone with limited gardening space or for those 
unable to work in a traditional garden.  It can bring a garden to pretty much any 
location such as a doorway, balcony, terrace, rooftop, or window.  Annuals are 
great to use in containers but they do need some special care.  Most importantly, 
make sure that you have adequate drainage.  If the container does not have 
drainage holes you can insert a smaller container (with drainage) inside of it.  Use 
a premium potting mix that provides good moisture retention while remaining 
porous.  Too much water can be just as fatal as not enough. 
 
Containers dry out more quickly than plants in the ground so you may have to 
water them daily.  How often you need to water your containers depends on 
many factors, including container size, sun, wind and other weather conditions.  
A small pot in full sun may need water 2 or 3 times a day when the weather is 
really hot.  A medium or larger pot in a shady spot may only require water every 
couple of days during the same period.  Check the potting soil with your fingers 
to see how dry it is.  During the summer most containers will need water at least once a day. 
 
Because of frequent watering, nutrients soon wash out of the pot.  To keep annuals growing and putting 
on a colorful show you will need to fertilize.  Adding a time-release fertilizer (14-14-14 or similar blend) is 
easy.  Mix it into the soil at planting time to fertilize your plants all season.  Or you can use an all-purpose 
water-soluble 15-30-15 or similar fertilizer every two weeks.  Be sure to follow the manufacturers’ 
directions.  When it comes to fertilizing, more is not better. 
 
All plants in containers need regular grooming to look their best.  Deadhead regularly and prune vigorous 
growers to keep them under control.  Check your containers weekly for insects and disease and treat as 
needed. 
 
There is still time to add annuals to your garden for a burst of summer color.  Properly cared for annuals 
will brighten the landscape from spring until a fall frost. 
 
Sources for this article include:  Purdue University, Cornell University, Gardeners Supply Company, White 
Flower Farms, Rutgers Cooperative Extension and University of Georgia Cooperative Extension. 
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