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February 2012 – When Should I Water 
My Potted Plant? 
 

A frequently asked question when a 

person buys a potted plant is, “When 
should I water it?” The short but rather 

flippant answer would be, “When it needs 
it.” It’s the honest answer because 

providing the right amount of water at the 
right time is crucial to the health of the 

plant. Below I will explain many of the 
factors involved in knowing when to 

water your potted plant. 
 

 

 

Pot material 
Clay pots dry out quickly 

 Plastic pots dry slower 

 Wood containers dry out quickly 
 Sphagnum-lined baskets dry out very quickly  

 
A plastic liner with holes in it will help keep airy containers from 

drying out too fast. 
  

Pot size 
The smaller the pot size, the faster it will dry out. Repot plant 
into increasingly larger pots as it grows or know how big the 

plant will get when full grown and choose a pot that will 



accommodate that size. Plants in smaller, more porous 

containers may need to be watered twice a day, every day, for 
long periods of time. 

  

Pot location 
Locations in full sun, on concrete, and on the South or West side 

of your home will dry out faster than those on cooler, shadier 
sites. To slow down water loss in pots, place pots where they 

will receive some shade in the afternoon, or arrange the pots so 
the pot itself is in the shade but the plant is in the sun. 

 

Plant needs 
Each plant has its own particular needs for water and sun. Plants 
that have some degree of drought tolerance will usually do better 

in pots that are hand-watered. For example, succulents do better 
in clay pots and foliage plants do better in plastic pots.  

 

Plant size 
A newly planted plant will have a smaller root system that will 

absorb available water less quickly. As the plant grows, the root 
system will use up the available water more quickly. Conversely, 

a baby plant has less ability to handle drying out than an 
established plant. 

 

Holes in bottom of pot 
Make sure the pot has drainage holes to allow excess water to 
drain out. Oxygen in the potting soil is as important as water. If 

the soil has too much of one, it will not have enough of the other. 
  

Saucer 
A saucer under the pot can help you manage your watering 
system. Add water slowly to the pot until water just begins to 

drain into the saucer. Watch to be sure the saucer doesn’t 

overflow. If water is not reabsorbed by the soil within a couple of 
hours, dump the excess water onto another plant that needs it. 

 

 



Cachepot 
A cachepot (pronounced “cashpot”) is a decorative container 

with no drainage holes into which you put your potted plant. It is 
hard to know how much to water a potted plant in a cachepot. If 

you add too much water, it will sit in the extra liquid and the 
plant will suffer. The water will also become smelly. If you just 

add a bit so it doesn’t accumulate in the bottom of the cachepot, 
you won’t know whether you gave it enough. To water, take the 

plant out of the cachepot and water it in the kitchen sink, or set 
the pot onto a saucer and water according to the directions in 

the preceding paragraph. 
 

Drip system 
Installing a drip system in pots will ensure a regular, consistent 

supply of moisture. Monitor the watering system to make sure it 
is always working and to increase or decrease the amount of 

water, as needed, according to changes in temperature and 
growth of the plant. 

 

Water gels 
There are products on the market that contain granules that 

absorb and release water in the soil. These granules, called 
polymers, have benefits such as reducing water usage 

http://www.soilmoist.com/products/landscapers.php, but they 
also have disadvantages such as being an unnecessary expense 

and having potential negative health effects for people and the 
environment. According to research done by Dr. Linda Chalker-

Scott (http://www.puyallup.wsu.edu/~Linda%20Chalker-Scott/) 
polymers do not work well in clay, saline soils, which are 

common in this area. Fertilizer, also, decreases their efficiency. 
So in the end you would be buying a product that has limited 

positive benefits and potential negative effects. Consider using 

mulch and making careful plant and pot selection decisions 
instead. 

 

 

 



DriWater 
DriWater is a safe alternative to the polymers mentioned above. 

It is often used in reforestation work done by environmental 
groups in planting in the ground rather than in pots. DriWater 

tubes are placed under the soil next to a newly planted tree. The 
DriWater is usually used in places where there is no access to a 

watering system, although it can be used in containers in a home 
situation. The following link contains a very easy-to-understand 

chart on the difference between DriWater and polymers. 
http://www.driwater.com/index.php?option=com_content&view=a

rticle&id=88 
 

Mulch 
Put a layer of mulch on your potted plants, even the ones in the 

house. You can use typical garden mulch such as straw, small or 
chopped brown leaves, grass clippings, or finished compost. You 

can also use decorative rocks or shells. The best mulch is an 
inch or two of finished compost because it will feed the plants 

and add to the soil as it naturally sinks down in the pot.  
 

Dry spot in soil or fully dried out soil 
If you find that even though you are adding water to your pot, the 
plant is still showing signs of water distress, it’s possible that 

there is a dry section in the soil ball or the water could be 
draining between the soil ball and the sides of the pot. If you’re 

not sure your root ball is getting completely wet, gently take the 
plant out of the pot, if possible, and inspect for dry sections. 

Sometimes when soil dries out too much it is hard to rewet, 
which causes the water to run off the side rather than into the 

soil. Also, root-bound plants can repel water. To thoroughly 
saturate your soil ball, place the pot in a saucer, bucket, or other 

water-holding container. Add enough water so that the pot 

stands in several inches of water. Allow the plant time to absorb 
the water fully. This could take a few hours or overnight. 

 

 

 



How to tell if your potted plant needs water: 
 

Sight 
Wet soil is a darker color than dry soil. 

 
Weight of pot 
Familiarize yourself with the difference in the feel of the weight 
between a fully watered pot and a dry pot. 

 
Characteristics of plant 
Plants that need water will droop, look less shiny, and thick 
succulent leaves will become thinner. 

 
Feel of soil 
Touch the soil to see whether it feels dry or wet. The rule of 
thumb (your green one, of course) is to feel whether the soil is 

dry below the surface about 1–2 inches (more for drought- 
tolerant plants). Add water if the soil feels dry. 

 
Water moisture meter 
A moisture meter can be used by pushing it into the pot to 
determine the moisture level in the soil. With low-water-needs 

plants you would push the moisture meter farther down than with 
higher-moisture-needing plants. Meters come in a range of styles 

and prices. If you make good use of the above factors, you 
probably won’t need to buy a meter, but they can be an additional 

tool in your garden kit. 
 

So in the end, water your potted plant when it needs it. Now you 
know how to tell when it needs it. 

 
Happy Gardening. 

 

Check back next month for the March gardening tip! 
 


