
        By Sue Gwise, Horticulture Educator 

A diversity of native flowering plants is essential to support our native pollinators.  But recent studies have 

shown that hybrids or cultivars of native plants may not be the best choice. 

Cultivars are the result of intentional breeding to produce 

offspring that are selected for novel or beneficial 

characteristics.  Among other things, plant breeding can give 

us larger fruit, disease resistance, improved vigor and 

interesting flower shapes and colors. But some of the 

cultivars that result from breeding have flowers that lack 

qualities that are important to pollinators. 

A good example of this are double flowers.  Many bedding 

plants and perennials are bred to have flowers with a high 

density of petals.  Large, showy flowers are very popular with 

gardeners!  Unfortunately what appeals to us is not so good 

for pollinators. 

When double flowers are bred, often times the male parts of 

the flowers are lost.  This means the flowers are sterile, and 

pollen, which is a food source for many insects, is NOT 

produced.  Nectar (another food source) may still be 

produced at the base of the flower, but since the petals are 

densely packed it is difficult for insects to access the nectar.  

To the insect the plant may look and smell the same, but 

energy is wasted by visiting plants that hold no pollen or 

have nectar that is unavailable. 

The Penn State College of Agricultural Sciences made direct 

comparisons of 14 wildflower species and a cultivar of each 

of those species.  Pollinators preferred the straight species 

over the cultivar 50% of the time.  

Don’t panic if your garden is populated with double flowers and cultivars!  Just plant more straight species to 

even things out.   
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Clustered Mountain Mint  (Pycnanthemum 

muticum) 



Also in the Penn State study, 86 species of native plants were evaluated as per their popularity with pollina-

tors.  Species that were most visited by pollinators, are native to the eastern US, and hardy to Zone 4 are 

listed below.  Adding these species to your 

gardens will definitely increase pollinator 

activity and support:  

Clustered Mountain Mint (Pycnanthemum 

muticum) 

Stiff Goldenrod (Solidago rigida) 

Gray Goldenrod (Solidago nemoralis) 

Boneset (Eupatorium perfoliatum) 

Swamp Milkweed (Asclepias incarnata) 

Wild Bergamot (Monarda fistulosa) 

Tall Tickseed (Coreopsis tripteris) 

New England Aster (Symphyotrichum no-

vae-angliae) 

 

Wild Bergamot (Monarda fistulosa) 
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