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Diagnosing plant problems can be challenging.  It requires a basic knowledge of plant culture and 
physiology, how environmental factors influence plant health and the ability to identify the possible 
causes of plant problems. Developing the best solution or remedy for the problem depends on a 
proper diagnosis, a process that first requires recognition of a problem, then determination of the 
cause or causes of the problem. 
 
Symptom recognition 
Before you can recognize symptoms, you must be familiar with the ÔnormalÕ characteristics for a 
particular variety. Characteristics such as dwarf growth habit, or variegated, mottled or puckered 
leaves may be mistaken for disease symptoms unless the observer knows these characteristics are 
normal for that plant variety. 
 
The first step in diagnosing a plant health problem is the recognition of symptoms. A symptom is any 
visible, ÔabnormalÕ condition of a plant caused by living organisms, such as fungi, bacteria, viruses 
and insects; or non-



 
 
If more than one species of plant is affected, the cause is usually due to an abiotic (nonliving) agent. 
If the symptoms are limited to a single plant species, the problem is more likely to be caused by a 
living agent Ð a pathogen or insect. However, bear in mind that a particular species or cultivar of 
plant may be more or less sensitive to chemical injury from fertilizers and pesticides.  Non-living 
agents are the most likely cause of symptoms appearing on only one side of a plant or planting, or in 
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