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How Do Insects Feed 
 
 
How do I tell the difference between an insect problem and other problems on plants? 
 
An insect-related problem is usually confined to a branch or two or will be uniformly distributed 
over the whole plant. Patterns straying from these two are likely to be something else. 
 
Can I narrow down what group of insects might be doing the damage by the way they feed? 
 
YES.  Insects feed in several ways.   
 
Chewing: you will see notches on leaves  

Narrow and on the edge = weevils  
Larger = beetles, caterpillars, grasshoppers, saw flies, leaf cutter bees. 

 
Skeletonizing or rasping one side away = beetles, caterpillars, sawflies, thrips 
 
Chewing at the crown or underground = weevils and beetle grubs remove roots and girdling 
plants by nibbling the bark away from the entire circumference of the stem 
 
Bore into the stem = beetles, wasps, caterpillars 
 
Mine in the leaves = flies, wasps, sawflies, caterpillars 
 
Gall makers = wasps, aphids, adelgids  
 
 
Can I tell whether a hole or a notch is really insect damage? 
 
Possibly.  A hole or a notch without a brown margin is often fresh insect feeding.  A hole or a 
notch with a brown margin or holes that are arranged symmetrically inside the margins of the 
leaf are strong indicators that the tissue died by disease or environmental issues such as frost and 
that the browned areas dropped out leaving the hole or notch. 
 
What is the most common feeding damage that I may see? 
 
Piercing and sucking of plant sap is the most common landscape insect issue. You may see tiny 
yellow flecks or dots, yellow leaves and leaf drop with this kind of feeding.  This is the way true 
bugs, mites, scales, aphids, white fly, adelgids, psyllids and leafhoppers feed.  Insects that feed 
this way often are also found along with a black, sticky residue on leaves called sooty mold.  The 
sticky part is “honeydew” which is sap that leaks out of the insect’s back end onto leaves.  The 



sap then grows the harmless mold.  When you see sooty mold, look up.  The insect causing it is 
usually right above you on leaves or bark.  Leaves may also be twisted or deformed. High 
nitrogen fertilizing favors all piercing, sucking pests.   
 
So is sooty mold really an insect or a disease? 
 
It is a non-harmful fungus that grows on an excretion of insects.  Although it is not a disease, it 
can when heavy cause yellowing by blocking out the light on areas leaves use to 
photosynthesize. 
 


