Plant Care Guide
(excerpted from Green Thumbs for a Cause: A plant
care manual for therapeutic horticulture)
This excerpt available free from
The Northeast Horticultural Therapy Network (NEHTN)
donated by NEHTN member Alan Eddy (the author)
Note: This document written for eldercare facilities can be adapted to other situations.
The term “resident” means “resident of a long-term care facility.”
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A1.

Water

The tap water available for watering your plants is probably municipal water treated with
chlorine and fluoride. Letting the water sit in jugs for 24 hours or more accomplishes
two things: it lets the chlorine bubble out and lets the water reach room temperature.
Most indoor plants are tropical or subtropical in origin and they do not like cold water
right from the tap. If you cannot let the chlorine bubble out, then you may be able to mix
cold and hot water from the tap to make room-temperature or lukewarm water for
watering. The temperature issue applies to both municipal water and well water.
Taking care of chlorination and temperature create the best-case scenario, but the
essential thing is to water the plants! At times I have watered plants with a hose
connected to cold tap water and it worked out fine (air temperature was 65-85 degrees
and drainage in the pots was good).
Frequency of watering. This will vary for plants of different types. In one volunteer
setting in a small greenhouse, I used small wooden stakes with color-coding dots.
Red dot
Yellow dot

Green dot

Water once a month (cacti).
Water thoroughly every two weeks (jade plants and other
succulents, agaves, aloes, snake plants, clivias, wax plants,
bromeliads, and other plants that like to be dry).
Water every week (most foliage plants and most flowers —
this was the largest category).
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Blue dot

Give special watering attention, every 2-3 days (seedlings,
papyrus, ferns, areca palms, and croton)

This system allowed for watering by volunteers on a rotating duty roster. If you use a
color-coding system, be sure to post a legend prominently.
If you need the decision-making about watering to be faster and more accurate, you can
purchase a moisture meter. For more information on moisture meters, see
SUPPLIES01: www.gardeners.com .
Drainage. This is a significant issue (see full discussion “Potting soil and internal
drainage” B2 in Green Thumbs for a Cause). Many years ago a graduate student in
Horticulture told me that when watering a potted plant, one must be sure that at least
10% of the water comes out of the hole at the bottom of the pot (into the saucer).
Depending on the amount of drainage material in the bottom of the pot, it may be
necessary to come back and dump the excess water out of the saucer under the pot (a
few minutes to an hour after watering). Dumping the excess water prevents root rot but
is not necessary for all plants. If the air is dry and the excess water evaporates in less
than a day, then dumping the water may not be required. Sometimes limitations of time
and personnel make it impossible to dump the saucers. In that case, there are two
sensible strategies: grow plants that are not prone to root rot, or use a 2 or 3 inch layer
of gravel in the bottom of the pots.
I have often seen recommendations for putting potted plants in a tray of pebbles. In this
case, water flows out of the pot into the pebbles. The pebbles prevent too much water
from being taken back up into the pot, and the evaporation of water provides humidity
for the plants. I have seen this strategy fail due to accumulation of algae and mold in
the pebbles, and thus I do not recommend it. In place of pebbles you can try using
“capillary matting” which prevents water from being absorbed back up into the pot
(SUPPLIES01: www.gardeners.com ). The Connecticut mail-order company White
Flower Farm has a product called “Humidi-Grow tray” (see photos provided by the
author, Figure 1 and Figure 2, manufacturer’s info at www.humidigrow.com ). This
plastic grid that supports the pots can be removed and cleaned periodically — the tray
holds water under the grid. This product comes in three shapes. You may be able to
purchase a less expensive version of this locally. If none of these strategies are viable,
you can select plants that tolerate low humidity — there are plenty of them (including
“Plants that get watered every two weeks” C3 and “Succulents” in Section E of Green
Thumbs for a Cause).
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Figure 1 The grid supports the pot over a tray of water.

Figure 2 The grid can be removed for cleaning.

Location of plants. Growing plants on the windowsills of residents’ rooms or the ends
of corridors presents special challenges for watering. In this case, having good trays or
saucers under the plants is critical to preventing damage to the windowsill, furniture, or
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heating/cooling equipment under the pots. Also, arranging personnel to water plants
scattered in many locations can be difficult.
Note to the HT professional or head volunteer. Putting the resident in charge of
watering the pots on his or her own windowsill is great but be cautious of failure due to
over- or under-watering. Perhaps the best strategy is to recruit volunteers with empathy
and patience to take charge of coordinating plant care with residents. Volunteers can
visit with residents and check on plants on a regular basis. There are plants such as
jade plant, wax plant, agave, and aloe that can survive on water every two weeks (see
“Plants that get watered every two weeks” in C3 and “Succulents” Section E in Green
Thumbs for a Cause). Be creative.
Hanging plants. For watering hanging plants, it is possible to purchase a plastic
squeeze-bottle with a long hooked tube to put water up into the pot without a ladder.
(See photo by the author, Figure 3.) Water dripping onto a waxed floor can be a slip
and fall hazard, and water dripping onto a carpet can cause mold. Plastic hanging pots
usually have a built-in saucer under them, but these saucers often overflow and spill
water down below. One method is to take down hanging plants, water them in a sink,
work area, or outdoors, dump the saucer, let them drip, and then hang them up again.
Another method is to have a pulley system to lower and raise the hanging pots.

Figure 3 On the left is a sprayer for misting plants. On the right is a "hanging plant waterer."

Salinity. This can be an issue with potted plants. A soil with high salinity means it has
large amounts of salts that prevent water from being absorbed by the roots. A plant in
saline soil will appear stunted, discolored, and perhaps a bit wilted. Salts can build up
when water does not drain all the way through the pot and out the drainage hole. When
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water evaporates from the pot or is taken up by the roots, salts can be left behind in the
soil. Even plant food can contribute to salinity if it builds up too much in the soil. Tap
water that has gone through a water-softener will be more likely to contribute to salinity
due to higher amounts of sodium and lower amounts of calcium. If you have a choice of
using softened water or unsoftened water, choose the latter. I once visited a farmer in
Indiana who had a separate tap of unsoftened water in his kitchen sink — water for
drinking and cooking. His well water was high in calcium and he used a water softener
to prevent soap scum build-up in sinks, bathtubs, and appliances.
Salinity is rarely a problem in therapeutic horticulture, and there are only two things you
need to remember: leaching and distilled water. To leach a plant, put the pot in a sink
or basin and water the plant several times so that water drains all the way through the
pot. If water drains through the pot at every watering, then leaching may not be
needed. The best remedy for excess salts is distilled water. Distilled water gives the
plant a boost by helping roots take up sufficient water in spite of salt accumulation. In
one place where I volunteered, the supply department of the skilled nursing facility was
willing to deliver a case of six gallons of distilled water to the small greenhouse on
request (about every three months). If plants are growing in a pot that has no drainage
at all, then watering with distilled water on a regular basis will prevent salt buildup. Note
that with the distilled water you will need to add small amounts of plant food periodically.
I was recently taking care of a small gardenia in a 4-inch pot. The tips of the leaves
were brown. I gave it distilled water several times and it put out new growth that was
solid green (no brown tips).
Method A: Water with distilled water every time, and every month or two months as
appropriate put a small amount of soluble plant food in the water and mix it well. Once
or twice a year use a soluble plant food that has trace nutrients (which may be called
“trace elements” or “trace minerals” or “micronutrients”). This watering method is good
for terrariums, dish gardens, bonsai planters, and pots with no drainage. Orchids do
well with distilled water but need orchid food every third watering. See special orchid
nutrient spray at PLANTS01: www.logees.com .
Method B: Same as Method A above, except that regular tap water is used for two
thirds of the waterings and distilled water for the other third. This method is easier and
less expensive for situations where Method A is not needed.
A2.

Light

Light requirements differ for each type of plant. Only certain types of light may be
available in your facility, so the trick is to match the plants with the available light. Light
may be the most limiting consideration in your selection of what to grow.
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Shade paint. In one volunteer setting, I was in charge of a small greenhouse that had
a four-story building on the east side and a low wooded hill on the west side. When the
obsolete four-story building was demolished, we suddenly had too much light! We
implemented a solution of applying “shade paint” to the exterior of the glass
greenhouse. (See photo by the author, Figure 4.) To purchase this product, you will
have to contact a company that sells supplies to the greenhouse industry — garden
centers and home improvement stores do not have it.
In this greenhouse (at the Masonicare Health Center in Wallingford, CT), we had to reapply the shade paint every year, usually about the first week of April. The shade paint
weathers throughout the year and becomes very thin after eight or ten months. This
was not a concern in the Connecticut climate because we needed less shading in the
winter anyway. We found it was important not to delay the April application, because
the plants can be cooked by streaming sunlight as the days get longer. When the time
came for the new application, the shade paint from the previous year was almost gone.

Figure 4 Photo of the greenhouse in August when the shade paint is starting to wear off.

In your facility, you may have sunlight from windows, picture windows, or a solarium on
only one side. The geographic location of your facility and the direction the windows
face are both critical issues.
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Phototropism. One of the problems of sunlight from only one direction is permanent
bending of plants toward light (phototropism). You can rotate plants one-quarter turn
every month or so to prevent this. Seedlings are most prone to deformation from
unidirectional light and require special attention in this regard. Experiment and see
what works in your facility. Also, bear in mind that sunlight coming through glass differs
from outdoor sunlight, and foliage plants can be scorched by direct sun.
Artificial light. Perhaps the only light available in your facility is institutional artificial
light. The plants that tolerate the existing artificial light are often the least interesting
from the perspective of therapeutic horticulture. You may wish to purchase “light carts”
made specifically for plants, which will broaden your scope of plant material. Fullspectrum bulbs and other plant-specific lights are expensive but well worth the
investment. LED grow lights may not be appropriate for an eldercare facility due to
adverse effects on the eyes of residents. Be sure your grow lights comply with “IEC
62471: Photobiological Safety of Lamps and Lamp Systems.” This international
standard replaced the older American standard ANSI/IESNA RP-27. Selecting grow
lights suitable for both plants and elderly residents is a complex issue worthy of your
research time — talk to a supplier who specializes in grow lights. For more information
on grow lights, see SUPPLIES01: www.gardeners.com .
If plants are sitting on windowsills in residents’ rooms or the ends of corridors,
conditions can vary widely. Be sure to identify the directions that windows face, and
whether light is blocked. Carry a floor plan in your pocket or in your head labeled
“north, east, south, and west.” When in doubt, experiment. In these situations, the
cause of plant death is usually lack of water (or too much water), not lack of light. See
discussion about watering plants on windowsills (“Water,” A1 above).
One successful strategy is to rotate plants from windowsills to a favorable location such
as a light cart, greenhouse, or solarium. The timing of the rotation will depend on the
personnel available and can be done when plant appearance indicates a need for a
move to a better location for a while. If possible, involve residents in the decisionmaking process – e.g. “your plant needs a vacation.” Bear in mind that this strategy
needs to be customized since some plants do not like to be moved at all, such as the
weeping fig Ficus benjamina which is well-known for dropping leaves when moved.
African violets don’t like to be moved, either. If plants go outdoors to a patio for the
summer, be sure to acclimatize them. Put the plants out for a few hours a day for a
week before they go out full-time (gradually increasing the length of time). This can be
a participatory activity. When the plants come back indoors, check for insects.
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A3.

Temperature and drafts

Usually the indoor temperature of any facility will be fine for indoor plants. If plants need
to be transported outdoors in cold winter weather, they will need some kind of
temporary protection. If a window is opened in the winter, the plants near the window
can be moved temporarily to a warmer location.
Holiday cactus, cyclamen, and certain orchids will flower better with night temperatures
in the range of 50 to 63 degrees F. Herbs need temperatures in the 50s and 60s
(Fahrenheit).
In one facility where I volunteered, there was a large solarium in a dining and recreation
area. (See photos by the author, Figure 5 and Figure 6. These are photos of the
Geriatric Extended Care Unit of the Department of Veterans Affairs Medical Center in
West Haven, CT, taken about 1995.) In the middle of a winter cold snap, the heating
system failed in that area and half of the plant collection died (after these photos were
taken). Fortunately, no sleeping areas were affected. This was a mechanical problem
beyond the control of the recreation staff and the horticulture volunteers.

Figure 5 Solarium at VA in West Haven, CT, view one.
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Figure 6 Solarium at VA in West Haven, CT, view two.

When I was a student at Michigan State University the undergraduate Horticulture Club
conducted “plant clinics” for the students. There was something we observed that we
called “dormitory disease.” This phenomenon occurred when a potted plant was put on
a window sill with a heating unit on one side and a large single-glazed window on the
other. The plant would experience warm air rising on the interior side and cold air
descending on the window side. Most plants do not like these kinds of drafts and will
not do well under these conditions. These conditions may be beyond your control, but
try to select suitable locations for plants.
A4.

Humidity

Humidity is a critical issue. Air quality problems other than humidity do not usually
affect plants. If humidity is not controlled by the ventilation system, there may not be
much that the horticulture staff or volunteers can do about it. An old building with an old
heating system may have low humidity in the winter heating season. There are plenty
of plants to select that tolerate low humidity. A plant purchased from a greenhouse may
drop some leaves before it adapts to its new home.
Humidity can be increased for a small area with humidifiers (be sure to follow cleaning
instructions carefully). To avoid mineral build-up in the humidifier, fill it with distilled
water each time. Also, see the “Humidi-Grow tray” and capillary mat information in the
first section above: Water (A1).
Misting plants directly is recommended for many plants, but do not do this when sunlight
is on the plants. Note that misting does not substitute for humidity because it does not
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provide moist air continuously. If specific instructions for a plant suggest misting, then
follow the instructions as given.
A5.

Plant food

Although I am an advocate for organic plant foods, for indoor plants I find the
conventional soluble and liquid plant foods practical and convenient. About once or
twice a year I use a soluble plant food with trace nutrients (which may be called “trace
elements” or “trace minerals” or “micronutrients”). Special plant foods are available for
orchids, African violets, flowering plants, cacti & succulents, and acid-loving plants.
Acid-loving plants include gardenias, hibiscus, ferns, begonias, bird-of-paradise, and
plants of the genus Ficus (fig and rubber plant). Slow-release fertilizer pellets may be
suitable for use when feeding a large plant, but remember not to double up with liquid
fertilizer on the same plant. Also, keep track of when the slow-release food will be
depleted (see package directions). Poisoning from fertilizer pellets may be a risk on a
memory care unit. Reduce or eliminate plant food applications in the fall and winter in
temperate regions. If you give a plant a foliar feeding by spraying the leaves with dilute
plant food, do this outdoors or over a sink to avoid staining. Do not give plant food to
plants in the first six weeks after re-potting.
Overfeeding (overfertilizing). This can be a problem — it can cause too rapid growth
or soil salinity. It can also prevent blooming. If the plant food container says “feed
every two weeks,” I change that to every four weeks or every six weeks. This method
has been successful over many years. Sometimes, due to the slings and arrows of
outrageous fortune, my plant collection has gone without plant food for six months or
more. The plants did not suffer because of this — they were fine. (There were no
orchids in the collection at that time.)
If you run into issues with overfeeding, see the discussion about leaching and distilled
water in the Section “Water” (A1 above).
When I was a member of the Horticulture Club at Michigan State University, I heard a
fellow member describe an encounter with a student at one of the “Plant Clinics” held in
the dormitories. A plant was brought to the clinic and the owner said “What is wrong
with my plant? I give it plant food every day.”
A6.

Cleaning and pruning plants

My favorite method for cleaning dust off of foliage plants is putting them outdoors on a
warm rainy day. This can be a recreational activity for residents (as either participants
or spectators as appropriate). This plan is not appropriate for African violets. Rinsing
plants in a shower might work in certain facilities where that is feasible.
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For some plants, it may be suitable to mist heavily with a spray bottle until the water
runs off the leaves. For leaves that are smooth and durable, you can use a product
called “Leaf Shine” (follow directions carefully).
Pinching or pruning. This can promote new growth and prevent plants from becoming
leggy — best to do this in the spring or summer in temperate climates. Removing dead
blossoms gives the plant more strength for re-blooming. This is especially important
with miniature roses. Removing yellow and diseased leaves is important for
appearance and health. For climbing plants, cut them back after flowering and tie in
stray shoots. Many plants can be pruned in conjunction with taking stem cuttings (see
“Propagation Techniques,” B3 in Green Thumbs for a Cause).
Indoor trees and shrubs may have specific pruning requirements, so do some research
before you prune. Dead branches and branches that cross each other can be removed
any time. The weeping fig, Ficus benjamina, can be cut back severely in late winter. If
you have a small citrus tree indoors, the best time to prune is in late spring after
flowering. See the list of books following “Indoor trees & shrubs, patio tropicals” (C9 in
Green Thumbs for a Cause).
End of Plant Care Guide — be sure to purchase the complete Green Thumbs for a
Cause: A plant care manual for therapeutic horticulture (61 pages) at the following
website:
https://nehorticulturaltherapy.net

Plant Care Guide 28 Mar 2020.docx

Page 11 of 11

