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F O U N TA I N H E A D
G A R D E N S

C l a s s i c a l l y - I n s p i r e d  G a r d e n s  &  O r n a m e n t

Mowing is the most basic practice for maintaining lawn turf.  Mowing performed at the correct height and 
frequency is essential to the health and density of the stand.  Removing leaf tips induces plants to form new 
sprouts, increasing stand density.  Mowing can affect water quality, also.  A healthy stand can withstand more 
pest pressure and needs fewer pest control inputs.  The denser turf cover also helps prevent soil erosion, which 
is an important pollution problem for the water in the Great Lakes basin.

Height of Cut
Turfgrasses are well adapted to frequent mowing, but mowing too short will reduce the vigor of the plants by 
reducing their ability to manufacture food.  Also, there is a direct relationship between cutting height and the 
amount of roots a grass plant can maintain.  Lowering the mowing height reduces the root system.  This 
restricts the ability of the plant to absorb water and nutrients.  Current standards suggest a height between 2 
and 3.75 inches.  Higher cut lawn grasses are more stress tolerant.  This is especially important during the 
summer heat period.  Taller grass plants with higher density have a profound shading effect on the soil surface, 
which reduces germination of weed seeds, particularly crabgrass.  This is an excellent way to reduce herbicide 
use, especially where the lawn is properly fertilized and watered to maintain vigor.

Mowing Frequency
A general rule of thumb is not to remove more than one-third of the total leaf surface when mowing your 
lawn.  This may require mowing every four to five days during rapid growth in the spring.  Higher cutting 
heights allow more time between mowing cycles.  This is desirable during periods of rapid growth.  Removing 
more than one-third of total leaf surface can severely injure the grass plant by decreasing its ability to support 
its underground portions.

Dealing With Clippings
Return clippings to the lawn whenever possible.  When the lawn is mowed so that less than one-third of the 
total leaf surface is removed, grass clippings can easily be returned to the lawn.  Excessive accumulation of 
clippings from infrequent mowing may smother the turf and should be removed.  A common misconception is 
that clippings left on the lawn will promote thatch buildup.  This is not true.  Clippings do not make significant 
contributions to thatch and should be returned to the lawn whenever possible.  These leaves contain mostly 
water and break down rapidly, releasing nutrients back into the system.  Mulching mowers are now available 
that chop the clippings into small pieces and distribute them back to the turf surface.

Mowing Tree Leaves
Mowing tree leaves in the autumn and returning them to the turf system is an outstanding alternative to raking 
and bagging.  Homeowners interested in an alternative to raking leaves might want to try mowing them.  A 
couple of passes with the mower will break the leaves down into small pieces.  The leaf residue will be evident 
after mowing, but it will sift into the turf within a few weeks and will be unnoticeable in the spring.  You can 
even rake leaves that accumulate in planting beds, fence lines or other areas out into the lawn and mow them.  
For best results, raise your mowing height to better accommodate the tree leaves, and mow when the leaves 
are dry.

Mowing Equipment
The key to a quality cut with any style mower is to use a sharp, well adjusted mower.  Dull, poorly adjusted 
equipment tears rather than cuts the grass, leaving a ready site for disease invasion and giving the lawn a frayed, 
brownish look.  An easy way to accomplish this task is to purchase an extra mower blade for your machine so 
you can always keep a sharp blade on hand.  The frequency of changing the blade is up to you.  Many 
professional turf managers change blades daily, but once a month would be a good start.  For best results, mow 
when the turf is dry; this will also eliminate clumping.  Varying the mowing direction from time to time can 
reduce wear patterns.  Recent industry advances in mulching mowers have made them increasingly popular.  
They differ from the side discharge and reel mowers by recirculation the grass within the mowing chamber to 
produce smaller pieces.

Mowing Your Lawn

The following information was taken, with permission, from Michigan State University Extension Bulletin E13TURF May 2002.  
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