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Plant Propagation Protocol for Phlox diffusa 
ESRM 412 – Native Plant Production 

URL: https://courses.washington.edu/esrm412/protocols/2026/PHDI3.pdf 
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TAXONOMY 
Plant Family  
Scientific Name Polemoniaceae Juss. 

Common Name Phlox family 

Species Scientific 
Name 

 

Scientific Name Phlox diffusa Benth. 

Varieties  No recognized varieties. 

Sub-species Phlox diffusa Benth. ssp. diffusa 
Phlox diffusa Benth. ssp. longistylis Wherry 
Phlox diffusa Benth. ssp. scleranthifolia (Rydb.) Wherry 
Phlox diffusa Benth. ssp. subcarinata Wherry 

Cultivar No common cultivars. 

Common Synonym(s) Phlox azurea Glad. L. Sm. 

Phlox cyanea Eastw. 
Phlox scleranthifolia Rydb. 
Phlox diffusa Benth var. longistylis (Wherry) M. Peck 

https://burkeherbarium.org/imagecollection/profile.php?Name=David%20Giblin
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Common Name(s) Spreading phlox, diffuse phlox, loosely spreading phlox, mat phlox, western 
moss-phlox, cascade phlox 

Species Code (as per 
USDA Plants 
database) 

PHDI3 

GENERAL INFORMATION 
Geographical range 

 
United States (left) and Pacific Northwest (right) distribution of P. diffusa. 
Sourced from USDA PLANTS Database.12 

 
Distributed broadly from the central plains out to the western US coast.3-4 

 

Ecological distribution Commonly occurs on rocky slopes and outcroppings, openings and clearings.3-

4,7,13-14  Grows on dry, well-drained, medium- to coarse-textured, gravelly and 
sandy, soils.3-4,7,12-13 
 
Prefers full sun.13 

 

Climate and elevation 
range 

Often grows as an alpine or subalpine species9 on an elevation range from 
4,000-8,000 ft.7 

 
Tolerates a broad range of climatic conditions. Generally described as needing 
120 frost-free days,7,12 but known to persist on sites with only a 30-60 day 
frost-free growing season.9 Requires 20-40” precipitation and can withstand 
temperatures down to -13 °F.7,12 

 

Local habitat and 
abundance 

With a large distribution, P. diffusa is present within a wide variety of plant 
communities including conifer-dominated forests and woodlands, subalpine 
and alpine meadows and fell-fields, and dry to dry-mesic alpine systems.5,9,13 It 
is often very abundant in these communities and is the dominant forb in some 
associations.13-14 Associated with a high abundance of mosses.14 

 

A few associates include subalpine larch, subalpine fir, whitebark pine, 
mountain hemlock, western white pine, foxtail pine, limber pine, huckleberry 
oak, Idaho fescue, and Pennsylvania sedge.13 
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Plant strategy type / 
successional stage 

A stress-tolerating species. P. diffusa has a high drought tolerance and is 
prominent in stressful habitats such as exposed alpine outcroppings and sites 
with unstable pyroclastic material.7,12-14  

 

Characteristic on regularly disturbed sites such as avalanche chutes.13,14  P. 
diffusa was notably one of the first vascular plants to re-establish on Mount 
Saint Helens and the surrounding region following the 1980 eruption.13  

 
P. diffusa is a slow growing species with a slow vegetative and seed spreading 
rate, despite its common name ‘Spreading Phlox’.3,12 

 

Plant characteristics P. diffusa is a perennial forb with a moderate lifespan.7,12 
 
It has a decumbent growth form, reaching less than 0.5’ at maturity, and a 
single crown with numerous branches.7,12  Roots grow to a minimum of 15” 
deep, with one prominent taproot.3,7,12 

 
Leaves are opposite, narrow (20 mm length to 2 mm width), and glabrous.4,7 

 
Flowers in May to August.4 Flowers are solitary and sessile, grow at branch 
tips.4 5-lobed flowers are showy, bright white to light pink or blue coloration, 
with long tubular base.4 

 
Fruit is a capsule with one seed per cell.4 

 

PROPAGATION DETAILS: FROM SEED 
Propagation details primarily sourced from Flessner, T., & Trindle, J. (2003)3 

Ecotype Crater Lake National Park, 7,000 foot elevation on pumice flats and open 
gravelly slopes around Rim Village.3 
 

Propagation Goal Plants3 

Propagation Method Seed3 

Product Type Container (plug)3 

Stock Type 43 

Time to Grow 1 Year3 

Target Specifications Healthy branched crown foliage and tap root. 3 

Propagule Collection 
Instructions 

Collection of seeds is difficult and time-consuming. 3,11 
 
Seeds are only present in some collection years and often present in low 
amounts.3 
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Collection must be carefully timed to collect seeds after ripening (seeds will 
wither if collected before full ripeness), but before mature capsules 
dehisce.3,11  
 
For another species in the genus, Phlox gracilis, a less time-consuming method 
that has been used is allowing seed pods to split onto weed fabric, then 
vacuuming up the shattered seed.2 This method may be applicable to P. 
diffusa seed collection on some sites. 
 

Propagule 
Processing/Propagule 
Characteristics 

907,000 seeds/lb.7 

 
Seeds are brown and inconspicuous.12 

 

Pre-Planting Propagule 
Treatments 

CLEANING 
Only processing needed is blowing away chaff/light, empty seeds.3 

 
STORAGE 
Length of possible storage unknown.3 
 
DORMANCY 
Cold stratification is required to break dormancy for P. diffusa.3,6,12 
Stratification between two sheets of moist filter paper (Whatman® No. 1) in 
petri plates, wrapped in aluminum foil, and left at 5 °C for 5-18 weeks.6 17 
weeks suggested.3 

 

Growing Area 
Preparation / Annual 
Practices for 
Perennial Crops 

Seeds sown into standard "1040" flats with a fine, soil-less potting mix (Fisons' 
Sunshine #3 seedling starter); topped with a thin layer of fine vermiculite; 
watered-in and placed in polyethylene bags in a walk-in cooler at 34-36 °F for 
17 weeks.3 

 

Establishment Phase 
Details 

Place flats with stratified seeds in warm greenhouse (approx. 60 °F nights / 70-
85 °F days), and lightly water as needed. 3 50% of seeds germinated achieved 
after 45 days with this treatment.3 Keep seedlings in these flats until large 
enough to transplant, approximately 4-6 weeks.3 

 
Ensure good air circulation and drainage as seedlings are highly susceptible to 
damping-off and other fungal attacks.3 
 

Length of 
Establishment Phase 

12 weeks3 

Active Growth Phase Transplant seedlings to light, fast-draining potting medium (Fisons' Sunshine 
Aggregate 4 Plus) in 4" deep pots. One light fertilization of Peters starter (9-45-
15) given once after transplanting.3 Move outdoors to a lightly shaded area.3 
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Continue to ensure good air circulation and to avoid overwatering.3 Avoid 
excess fertilization.3 

 

Length of Active 
Growth Phase 

3 months: May to July3 

Hardening Phase Wait until P. diffusa plants are fairly dry before watering and drain plants 
quickly after waterings.3  
 

Length of Hardening August to September.3 P. diffusa becomes dormant by November.5 

Harvesting, Storage 
and Shipping 

Plants shipped in late August in a refrigerated van.3 
 
Can be stored in a walk-in cooler with very lightly moistened soil during winter 
dormancy.3 
 
Do not move plants outside in early spring, to avoid soil becoming waterlogged 
and plants becoming overwhelmed by foliar/fungal diseases.3 
 

Length of Storage Winter storage is acceptable. Transplant to deeper containers as necessary in 
spring.3 

 

Guidelines for 
Outplanting / 
Performance on 
Typical Sites 

No information found. 

Other Comments The applicability of vegetative propagation for P. diffusa plant production is 
debated. Spontaneous root spreading is not found to occur in natural 
environments,3 and some propagators have obtained low to no success using 
stem cuttings for propagation.3,12 However, root division has achieved 
satisfactory results in P. diffusa propagation in some restoration projects 
without the need for any specialized methods.7,9 

 
If preferring to direct seed P. diffusa, plant in late fall to winter with 1-3 lbs per 
acre.7,9 If in a climate that snows, seed just before the first winter snow to 
reduce watering needs.9 Cover with excelsior mulch for thermal protection 
and moisture conservation.9 
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