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Introduction

Coleus is used for its brightly colored leaves that 
come in many colors, often with multiple colors on 
each leaf. in addition, leaf margins may be entire, 

serrated, or lobed. Although technically a tender perennial, 
even the slightest frost causes plant damage or death, so 
coleuses are most often considered an annual plant by 
growers and seed producers. different coleus cultivars are 
adapted to different amounts of light from shade to full sun, 
and they have many different growth habits from dwarfs 
fewer than 10 inches tall to 36-inch tall giants. Growth habit 
may vary from taller than wide to wider than tall. sprawling 
types may spread up to 3 feet or more and are suitable 
for hanging baskets and wall planting. With such wide 
variability, coleuses can be used in most applications from 
landscapes to containers and even as indoor foliage plants.

the scientific name is Solenostemon scutellarioides 
(syn. Coleus blumei), and the plant goes by the common 
names coleus or painted nettle. the species is native to 
southeastern Asia. Although coleuses are a member of the 
nettle family, they do not have the stinging properties of 
true nettles.

Cultivars
because coleus is grown primarily for its colorful 

foliage, the flowers are undesirable. by removing the flower 
spikes as they develop and keeping the plant pinched 
back, plants can be kept in a perennial state indoors for 
many seasons. most gardeners remove the flower spikes 
when plants are in the landscape; therefore, late flowering 
is a desirable characteristic when choosing cultivars to 
produce. A summary of commonly available coleus series 
and cultivars for greenhouse production is in table 1.

Propagation
Cuttings

rooted or unrooted terminal cuttings of vegetatively 
propagated coleus cultivars can be ordered from specialist 
propagators. When in-house propagating unrooted cuttings, 
use a well drained substrate with an electrical conductivity 
(eC) of 0.75 to 0.8 mmhos/cm (2:1 extraction method) and 
a pH of 5.6 to 5.9. When cuttings arrive, immediately open 
the boxes and stick them in propagation within 24 hours. 
the cuttings can be stored overnight at 45 to 50 degrees F 

if necessary. the propagation cell size to use for the 
cuttings is cultivar vigor and leaf size; a rooting hormone 
is generally unnecessary. After sticking cuttings, the soil 
temperature should be kept at 68 to 74 degrees F until roots 
are present. Avoid over applying leaves in intermittent-
mist propagation. Once roots have formed, keep the soil 
moderately moist and avoid saturation. At this time, begin 
fertilizing with 75 to 100 parts per million nitrogen using 
a 20-10-20 fertilizer formulation. As the cuttings develop, 
high light and moderate air temperatures will reduce the 
need for plant growth retardants. some cultivars of coleus 
require pinching, while others do not but can be pinched 
to increase branching. Pinch coleuses 5 to 7 days before 
transplanting. Coleuses should be ready for transplant into 
final containers 21 to 24 days after sticking.

Seed
Stage 1

seed coleuses in plug trays with an appropriate cell 
size for the cultivar. maintain the soil temperature at 72 to 
75 degrees F, and keep the soil moist but not saturated. 
light is not required for seed germination; therefore, cover 
the seed with a thin layer of vermiculite to retain moisture 
next to the seed. soil pH should be between 5.5 to 5.8, 
and eC should be less than 0.75 millimhos per centimeter. 
Coleuses are sensitive to high eC and high ammonium 
during germination. this stage requires 4 to 5 days.

Stage 2
Once the radicles emerge, allow the soil to slightly dry 

out between watering for the best root development. Keep 

ARCHIVE



2 Alabama Cooperative extension system

ammonium levels at less than 10 parts per million, and 
fertilize with a low ammonium fertilizer such as 14-0-14 at 
50 to 75 parts per million nitrogen once cotyledons have 
fully expanded. Apply fertilizer every third irrigation cycle. 
to prevent foliar diseases, water early in the day, allowing 
the foliage to dry before nightfall. Keep the eC at less than 
1.0 millimhos per centimeter.

Stage 3
Once the first true leaves form, allow the medium to 

dry moderately between watering to promote root growth 
and control shoot growth, but avoid wilting. increase 
the fertilizer rate to 100 to 150 parts per million nitrogen 
alternating a 20-10-20 with a 14-0-14 formulation. Keep 
fertilizing every third irrigation cycle.

Growing on
use a well-drained substrate with a pH of 5.5 to 5.8. 

Keep night temperatures between 68 and 70 degrees F 
and day temperatures between 75 and 85 degrees F. night 
temperature can be used to control the progress of the 
crop because cool night temperatures will extend crop 
duration, and warmer night temperatures will shorten crop 
time. light level depends on the cultivar requirements, 
but low light level causes stretching, poor branching, and 
poor foliage color. Allow soils to dry moderately between 
watering and fertilize every fourth substrate watering with 
150 to 200 parts per million nitrogen using a 20-10-20 
formulation. recommendations for tissue analysis nutrient 
levels in coleus are in table 2. Pinch plants 7 to 14 days 
after transplant as needed to promote branching.

Plant size and branching can be controlled by selecting 
compact cultivars and by providing the correct light and 
temperature for those cultivars during production. However, 
plant growth retardants can be used to reduce plant height 
and increase branching. the following are recommended 
plant growth retardants applied as a foliar spray to coleus: 
b-nine at 2,500 to 5,000 parts per million (0.38 to 0.75 
ounces per gallon), b-nine at 2,500 to 3,500 parts per 

million (0.38 to 0.53 ounces per gallon) plus Cycocel at 
1,000 to 1,500 parts per million (1.09 to 1.63 fluid ounces 
per gallon) tank mix, bonzi at 5 to 45 parts per million (0.16 
to 1.44 fluid ounces per gallon), Cycocel at 1,000 to 3,000 
parts per million (1.09 to 3.26 fluid ounces per gallon), or 
sumagic at 10 to 20 parts per million (2.56 to 5.13 fluid 
ounces per gallon). Grower experience has indicated that 
many coleuses are not very sensitive to growth retardants 
and that their growth control effects are fleeting. many have 
found that sumagic works better than other choices.

Scheduling
because of the wide variation cultivar vigor and 

different propagation starting points, crop timing only can 
be generalized. Coleus started from seed requires 4 to 5 
weeks before transplant in plug flats and an additional 4 
to 6 weeks after transplant to 36-cell market flats to finish. 
Keeping accurate records of prior crops and talking to 
other growers in your area can be the best sources of 
information. table 3 contains general scheduling guidelines 
for coleus cutting propagation.

Problems
• diseases cause the collapse of seedlings or cuttings 

in propagation because the substrate is wet for an 
extended period.

• small plants and premature flowering are caused by 
environmental stress such as extreme temperatures. 
stretched plants are caused by low light.

• excessive vegetative growth with poor leaf color can 
be caused by high ammonium concentration in the 
soil, overfertilization under low light conditions, or low 
light and overfertilization.

• nitrogen deficiency or low night temperatures can 
cause leaf chlorosis.

• Common insect pests include aphids, mealybugs, and 
whiteflies, while common diseases are Alternaria, 
Botrytis, Verticillium, Rhizoctonia, and Pythium.
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Table 1. Series and Cultivars of Coleus for Bedding Plant and Pot Culture in Greenhouse Production.1

Series / cultivar2 Company 
source

Propagation Garden 
height  
(inches)

Comments

‘Alabama’ ball FloraPlant Cutting 26 to 36 lime green wizard-type leaves mature to 
russet burgundy; sun or shade

Aurora™ series ball FloraPlant Cutting 10 to 12 4 colors; well-branched; late flower; strong 
vigor; shade

‘black dragon’ PanAmerican 
seed

seed 12 large, serrated leaves; deep red with a 
purplish-black edge; shade

‘black Knight’ euro American Cutting 30 to 36 Widely fingered pine green leaves with large 
splashes of maroon; sun

‘Carefree mixture’ PanAmerican 
seed

seed dwarf basal-branching plants with small, deeply 
lobed, 1½-inch leaves; shade

ducksfoot series ball FloraPlant Cutting 18 to 24 2 colors: deep burgundy or green and yellow 
border; sun or shade

Fairway series sakata seeds seed 4 10 colors; extra dwarf; heavy  basal 
branching; cell packs or  4-inch pots; shade

Festive dance s&G seeds seed 12 to 15 Fiery orange heavily bordered with dark 
bronze; shade

‘Fishnet stockings’ euro American Cutting 24 to 36 bright green leafs painted in deep burgundy; 
sun

Florida sun series ball FloraPlant Cutting 20 to 36 4 colors, wizard-type and saber-type leaves, 
burgundy with other colors, sun or shade

‘Freckles’ ball FloraPlant Cutting 48 dark green, saber-type leaves highlighted 
with red, gold, and deep burgundy; sun or 
shade

Giant exhibition series Grimes seeds seed 20 9 colors; vigorous with large leaves; shade

‘Grimes rainbow mix’ Grimes seeds seed 12 to 15 brightly colored foliage; shade

Jazz series Grimes seeds seed 8 to 10 10 colors; clear colors on dwarf plants; shade

Jumbo series Grimes seeds seed 16 to 18 6 colors; large plant with larger, smoothed-
edge foliage; shade

 Kaleidoscope mix s&G seeds seed 10 to 12 small, lightly serrated leaves on dwarf plants; 
mix of ten colors; shade

Kong mosaic Grimes seeds seed 12 to 14 large leaves; red with yellow and green 
streaks; shade

Kong series sakata seed seed 18 to 22 5 colors; extremely large leaves and unique 
color patterns; shade 

lava™ series ball FloraPlant Cutting 8 to 10 2 colors: green and rose 

Proven Winners series Proven Winners Cutting 8 to 36 54 colors, huge range of colors, shade to sun

‘Quarterback’ euro American Cutting 30 to 34 lime green, lobed leaves edged and spotted 
in deep burgundy; sun

‘rainbow Florist strain 
mix’

bodger seeds seed 12 to 15 bedding, container, hanging baskets, borders, 
and windowsill plant; shade

‘rainbow select Formula 
mix’

PanAmerican 
seed

seed 12 to 15 large, broad, heart-shaped leaves on bushy 
plants; shade

rainbow series sakata seeds seed 12 to 15 7 colors; large, wide, and vividly colored 
leaves; shade

rainbow volcano Grimes seeds seed 10 to 12 large, serrated leaves; deep red color range; 
shade
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‘red ruffles’ ball FloraPlant Cutting 18 red rose, saber-type leaves with 
burgundy-black spots; edged in lime green; 
shade

‘royal Glissade’ euro American Cutting 24 to 30 Flecks of dusty rose on light green leaves; sun

‘rustic Orange’ ball FloraPlant Cutting 24 to 36 dark salmon-orange, wizard-type leaves with 
yellow-green margins; shade

‘saturn’ ball FloraPlant Cutting 30 to 36 Golden lime, wizard-type leaves with 
burgundy edge; lime green scalloped margin; 
sun or shade

‘vaughan’s rainbow mix’ s&G seeds seed 12 to 15 many colors; uniform height and leaf size; 
shade

‘Wild lime’ ball FloraPlant Cutting 20 Yellow, carefree-type leaves with ruffled, dark 
lime green border; sun or shade

Wizard™ series PanAmerican 
seed

seed 12 to 14 11 colors; compact, medium-sized leaves; 
tolerant of heat and humidity; shade, except 
Coral sunrise, Golden, velvet red and sunset 
especially suited to full sun

‘Zen moment’ euro American Cutting 20 to 26 bright green leaves with flame-shaped centers 
of pastel yellow, sun

1 this table is not exhaustive but includes series and cultivars widely available on the u.s. market.
2 names enclosed in single quotes are single cultivars. names without quotes are series of cultivars.

Table 2. Recommendations for Tissue Analysis Nutrient Levels in Coleus.
Percent

n P K Ca mg s

2.95 to 3.88 1.05 to 1.26 3.66 to 4.74 1.48 to 1.65 1.27 to 1.48 0.76 to 1.01

Parts per million

Fe mn Zn Cu         mo b

49 to 79 312 to 352 35 to 48 10 to 13 0.26 to 0.97 29 to 32

Table 3. Schedule for Vegetatively Propagated Coleus in Weeks.

type of cutting 4-inch pot, 1 plant per pot 6-inch pot, 1 to 2 plants 
per pot

10-inch pot, 3 to 4 plants 
per pot

unrooted cuttings 8 to 10 9 to 11 11 to 14

rooted cuttings 5 to 7 6 to 8 8 to 11

Adapted from mills and Jones, 1996ARCHIVE




