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Abstract 

This paper explores the interrelationship between plant selection, planting design, and landscape 

construction in achieving ecologically sustainable and aesthetically pleasing outdoor environments. 

Plant selection involves choosing species that are well adapted to site conditions, ecological functions, 

maintenance regimes, and visual preferences. Planting design refers to the arrangement, composition, 

and spatial organization of plant materials to meet functional, aesthetic, and environmental objectives. 

Landscape construction encompasses implementation—from site preparation and planting through 

establishment, with attention to soil, irrigation, and construction quality. After reviewing relevant 

literature, types and models of plant selection and planting design are categorized, with examples from 

campus landscapes, roadside plantings, park cities, and rain gardens. Key criteria that influence plant 

selection include structural form, climatic adaptation, ecological identity, maintenance effort, economic 

cost, and visual and sensory qualities. In planting design, principles such as unity, repetition, contrast, 

scale, texture, colour, seasonal interest, and spatial hierarchy are recurrent. The literature also 

highlights the importance of site analysis, matching plants to micro‐climates and soil conditions, and 

designing for low maintenance. Several case studies underscore successful integration: an examination 

of planting design criteria for visual landscape quality on campuses; roadside plant selection weighted 

toward structural and ecological criteria; and methods of low maintenance plant landscape 

construction under the “Park City Concept.” Challenges include balancing aesthetic ambition with 

maintenance budgets, ensuring plant survival under adverse site conditions, and integrating ecological 

sustainability into design and construction phases. The paper concludes that a holistic approach—one 

that begins with careful plant selection based on rigorous site assessment, follows through with 

thoughtful planting design and high‐quality construction—yields landscapes that are both beautiful and 

durable. Keywords: plant selection; planting design; landscape construction; sustainable landscapes; 

ecological adaptation; visual aesthetics. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Landscape architecture, horticulture, and ecology 

converge in the tasks of plant selection, planting 

design, and landscape construction. These three 

domains, while distinct in focus, are co‐dependent: 

poor plant selection undermines planting design; 

weak design limits the expression of plant material; 

deficient construction or implementation impedes 
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both survival and aesthetic outcomes. In recent decades, there has been an increasing focus on 

sustainability, low maintenance landscapes, and ecological identity, in addition to traditional aesthetic 

and functional goals.[1-2]Plant selection involves identifying plant species or cultivars that match site 

conditions—such as soil type, moisture regime, light exposure, wind exposure, and pest/disease 

pressures—while also satisfying design goals, maintenance capacity, ecological contributions 

(biodiversity, habitat), and sometimes cultural or regional character. Criteria for effective plant selection 

include structural criteria (form, size, growth habit), economic and ecological factors, adaptability to 

climate and site stress, maintenance requirement, and visual qualities such as colour, texture, seasonal 

variation. For example, in roadside planting, “structural criteria” are often elevated in importance, along 

with indigenous species that help reflect local identity, and climatic tolerance. [3] 

 
Planting design is the process of arranging selected plants in space and time to achieve a desired 

aesthetic, functional and ecological outcome. Key design principles include unity, repetition, contrast, 
scale, proportion, balance, rhythm, sequence, texture, form, colour, seasonal interest, and spatial 
hierarchy. Additionally, planting design must respond to functional requirements such as privacy, 
shading, screening, wayfinding, microclimate, and ecological services (erosion control, habitat). The 
design process typically follows site analysis—including evaluation of soil, light, moisture, 
topography—followed by conceptual/functional planning, master plant listing, then detailed layout. For 
instance, the “Right Plant, Right Place” approach emphasizes matching plant requirements to site 
conditions, reducing maintenance and enhancing longevity of the planting. [4-7]Landscape construction 
is the means by which planting design and plant selection are realized. This includes site preparation 
(grading, soil amendment, drainage), procurement of plant material (quality, form, size), planting 
techniques (pit size, root ball treatment, spacing), irrigation or water management, post‐planting care 
(mulch, pruning, pest/disease control), and maintenance over time. Construction quality strongly 
influences the survival and performance of plantings. Also, construction is a cost centre and often where 
design intentions are compromised due to budget, time, or contractor expertise.There is increasing 
recognition in literature of the importance of integrating these three processes from the outset. A holistic 
approach ensures that plant selection is informed by design intent and construction feasibility; design 
takes into account maintenance and ecological function; construction supports both aesthetics and plant 
health.Several studies illustrate different aspects. One study focusing on campus environments analysed 
criteria of planting design for visual landscape quality; it found that arrangement was the most 
influential attribute and that texture was less considered. [0] Another, dealing with roadside planting, 
used decision‐making models showing that structural, economic, ecological criteria are dominant, and 
within them, growth dimensions, indigenous species, and climatic requirements rank high. [3] Research 
on low maintenance plant landscape construction under the “Park City Concept” highlights ways in 
which plant selection, scientific design, and management technology can reduce long‐term maintenance 
cost. [8]Purpose and scope of this paper: this paper reviews types and models of plant selection and 
planting design, summarizes literature on criteria, evaluates challenges, and proposes integrative 
strategies for sustainable landscape construction. The rest of the paper is organized as: Types and 
Literature Review (various models/types), then a discussion of how integration may be achieved, 
followed by conclusion. 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

1. Types / Models of Plant Selection 

• Structural criteria‐centred selection: Emphasis on plant form, size, growth habit (height, 

diameter, canopy spread), branching or canopy architecture. In roadside planting, the 

structural criteria are often the top priority. [3] 

• Ecological / indigenous / native species selection: Selecting species native or adapted to the 

local climate and ecological identity. Prioritized for their tolerance, lower maintenance, 

contribution to biodiversity. Especially significant in urban design and roadside plantings. [3] 

• Low‐maintenance / maintenance cost‐aware selection: Species that require less watering, 

less pruning, fewer pest treatments. Indigenous species often play a role. The “Park City 

Concept” study shows selecting plants based on low maintenance as a core method. [9] 
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• Visual and aesthetic criteria: Colour, texture, seasonal interest, bloom period, foliage, 
contrast. Studies on perennial landscapes show that plant form and species richness 
significantly influence aesthetic perception and gaze behaviour. [10] 
 

2. Types / Models of Planting Design 

• Conceptual / functional planning: Beginning with site analysis to determine functional zones 
(shade, privacy, aesthetic focal points), then creating master plant lists followed by detailed 
plans. The “Landscape Design: Drawing a Planting Plan” model outlines steps: site 
inventory, functional plan, master plant list, layout. [2] 

• Composition and visual quality in campus settings: In campus landscapes, planting design 
criteria such as arrangement, unity, pattern, and visual preference have been evaluated using 
photo surveys and Likert scales. For example, arrangement was rated highest. [0] 

• Design for biodiversity in rain gardens and herbaceous landscapes: Study on rain gardens 
in China finds that biodiversity, species richness, and herbaceous plant use improve 
functional and ecological outcomes.  

• Design with low maintenance in park cities: Approaches that integrate design with 
maintenance planning—choosing plant palettes and layouts that minimize future effort and 
cost.  
 

LITERATURE REVIEW: KEY FINDINGS AND COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS 

The selection of appropriate plant species for landscape development—whether along roadsides, 
within academic campuses, or in urban green spaces—has been extensively studied across different 
contexts. A critical evaluation of past research reveals that multiple criteria must be simultaneously 
considered, ranging from structural and ecological suitability to economic feasibility and visual appeal. 
This section reviews and synthesizes key findings from the literature, highlighting comparative 
perspectives and identifying recurring challenges in plant selection and landscape design. 
 
Criteria Weighting in Plant Selection 

In roadside plantation projects, studies consistently report that structural and functional attributes of 
plants are prioritized above other factors. Roadside environments are unique due to their exposure to 
pollution, vehicular emissions, dust, and fluctuating microclimatic conditions. Hence, the ability of 
plant species to withstand stress, provide shade, and contribute to erosion control becomes a dominant 
criterion. Within this framework, attributes such as growth rate, stem diameter, crown spread, and root 
stability are frequently cited as key parameters. Plants that can grow quickly and develop adequate 
biomass are considered favorable because they provide ecological services—such as dust filtration and 
noise attenuation—within shorter time frames. 
 

At the same time, economic and ecological considerations remain secondary yet essential. 
Maintenance costs, availability in the local nursery market, and long-term adaptability to climatic 

variability strongly influence final decisions. Indigenous species are often given preference due to their 

resilience, lower input requirements, and ecological harmony with existing biodiversity. Sub-criteria 
that emerge strongly in comparative analyses include indigenous nature of plants, climatic adaptability, 

and low water demand. Together, these considerations form a hierarchy where structural strength and 
resilience come first, followed by economic affordability and ecological sustainability. 

 

Importance of Site Conditions 

The literature strongly emphasizes the principle of “Right Plant, Right Place” (RPRP) as a guiding 

framework for sustainable landscape planning. This model advocates that plant performance and 

survival are directly tied to their compatibility with the prevailing site conditions. Soil type, drainage, 

nutrient availability, light intensity, wind exposure, and water quality emerge as fundamental 

determinants. For example, species that thrive in sandy soils may fail in clay-dominated zones without 

adequate soil management. Similarly, certain shade-tolerant plants deteriorate rapidly in high-sun 

environments, underscoring the significance of microclimate-specific selection. 
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Further, plant health is highly susceptible to biotic stressors, including pests and diseases, which 

differ across regions. Studies recommend that pest-resistant varieties should be prioritized, particularly 

in urban roadside settings where pesticide application may not always be feasible. Moreover, climatic 

stress factors such as heat waves, droughts, and heavy rainfall events demand that species should be 

screened for tolerance to extremes of temperature and moisture variability. Failure to align species with 

these local environmental conditions often leads to poor survival rates and increased maintenance 

burdens. 

 

Visual Preference and Aesthetic Considerations 

Landscape design extends beyond functional resilience; it must also cater to visual quality and user 

preferences. Surveys conducted in university campuses and urban parks highlight that visitors respond 

positively to landscapes with diverse plant arrangements, harmonious color patterns, and seasonal 

variation. Elements such as arrangement, repetition, and contrast are regarded as critical visual features, 

while texture—though relevant—tends to have comparatively less influence on overall preference 

ratings. 

 

Designs that incorporate species richness, variation in plant form, and year-round visual interest often 

outperform monotonous arrangements. Seasonal flowering cycles, foliage changes, and structural 

layering (e.g., shrubs under trees, groundcovers in open spaces) are shown to enhance user satisfaction. 

Importantly, aesthetic appeal also has indirect benefits, such as fostering psychological well-being, 

encouraging outdoor activity, and reinforcing institutional identity in campus settings. 

 

Trade-offs and Implementation Challenges 

Despite advancements in plant selection methodologies, the literature identifies several practical 

trade-offs and implementation challenges. Aesthetic quality frequently competes with maintenance 

affordability. For instance, high-ornamental exotic species may provide immediate visual appeal but 

require intensive watering, pruning, and pest management, thereby inflating maintenance budgets. In 

contrast, native species—though ecologically sound—often establish more slowly and may initially 

lack the dramatic visual impact demanded by stakeholders. 

 

Another challenge is the availability of plant material in the supply chain. Nursery stock may not 

always include the desired indigenous or resilient varieties, leading to compromises in design execution. 

Climatic extremes further complicate implementation, as unpredictable weather events can damage 

young plantings or delay project timelines. Additionally, budgetary constraints during construction 

frequently lead to the downscaling of original design concepts, which creates a gap between planning 

expectations and actual on-ground execution. 

 

In summary, the literature underscores that successful landscape planning requires a balanced 

integration of structural, ecological, economic, and aesthetic criteria, all while navigating practical 

constraints of supply, climate, and cost. 

 

CASE STUDIES 

The application of these principles can be observed in multiple real-world projects across different 

contexts. Selected case studies highlight how plant selection strategies, design philosophies, and 

ecological models are being implemented in practice. 

 

Campus Landscape Visual Quality Survey 

In academic settings, green spaces serve not only ecological but also social and psychological 

functions. Surveys conducted among students and staff in campus landscapes reveal that preferences 

lean towards visually diverse plantings with layered arrangements. Respondents showed higher 

appreciation for campuses that integrated flowering trees, mixed shrubs, and seasonal herbaceous 

borders rather than monotonous rows of uniform species. These findings validate the importance of 
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incorporating repetition, rhythm, and contrast in plant design while also ensuring year-round variation 

in form and color. Such results reinforce the need for landscape planners in educational institutions to 

prioritize both ecological functionality and visual satisfaction. 

 

Roadside Plant Selection Using Decision-Making Approaches 

Urban roadside greenery requires careful balancing of safety, resilience, and aesthetics. In one 
documented case, a structured decision-making model was applied to evaluate and rank candidate plant 

species. Criteria such as growth rate, canopy spread, tolerance to pollution, and resistance to pests were 
weighted and analyzed using a multi-criteria decision analysis (MCDA) approach. Results showed that 

indigenous and hardy species consistently scored higher than fast-growing exotics, highlighting the 
long-term benefits of ecological compatibility. Importantly, this case demonstrates how quantitative 

frameworks can enhance the objectivity of plant selection decisions. 
 

Low-Maintenance Landscape Under the “Park City Concept” 

The “Park City Concept,” implemented in certain urban districts, focuses on creating low-

maintenance green landscapes that deliver maximum ecological services with minimal input 
requirements. Plant palettes were carefully curated to include drought-resistant shrubs, native grasses, 

and hardy groundcovers that reduce irrigation and fertilizer needs. The project emphasized naturalistic 
designs that mimic local ecosystems, thus reducing dependency on intensive horticultural practices. 

Findings suggest that such models not only reduce operational costs but also enhance resilience against 
climatic uncertainties. 

 

Herbaceous Biodiversity in Chinese Rain Gardens 

Rain gardens in China provide another illustrative case, where herbaceous biodiversity has been 

integrated into stormwater management systems. These green infrastructures combine hydrological 
functionality with ecological richness by using diverse herbaceous plants capable of withstanding 

alternating wet-dry cycles. The selection process prioritized species that could filter pollutants, enhance 
infiltration, and simultaneously provide seasonal floral diversity. The result is a multifunctional 

landscape that combines aesthetic beauty, ecological value, and engineering performance. This case 
demonstrates the potential of biodiversity-centered plant selection in addressing urban sustainability 

challenges. 
 

Synthesis 

Taken together, the reviewed literature and case studies converge on the idea that successful plant 

selection is a multi-dimensional decision-making process. It requires aligning ecological resilience with 
user-centered design, ensuring compatibility with site-specific conditions, and adapting strategies to 

practical constraints. While structural and ecological factors dominate roadside projects, visual 
preferences and social functions carry greater weight in campus or park environments. Innovative 

approaches—such as decision-support models and ecosystem-based designs—are increasingly enabling 

planners to overcome traditional trade-offs between aesthetics, cost, and ecological sustainability. 
 

CONCLUSION 

Integrating plant selection, planting design, and landscape construction from the early stages of a 

project leads to more sustainable, durable, and aesthetically successful landscapes. Selecting species 
that are ecologically adapted, structurally suitable, and low maintenance reduces long‐term costs and 

enhances survival. Planting design that respects functional requirements (shade, privacy, wayfinding), 
visual principles (unity, contrast, colour, texture), seasonal interest, and species richness contributes to 

human well‐being and environmental quality. Landscape construction that ensures good site 
preparation, proper planting techniques, irrigation, and maintenance enacts design intent and supports 

plant health. Key challenges remain in balancing costs, supply availability, climatic extremes, and 
maintenance capacity. Future research should focus on developing decision support tools that integrate 

plant selection criteria (ecological, structural, aesthetic, economic), and on case studies from diverse 
climates, including semi‐arid and tropical conditions, to further refine guidelines. 
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