
List B

Key ID Points

1. Five petals 
with notched 
margins

2. Pale staminate 
flowers and 
pinker pistillate 
flowers

3. Three parallel 
veins in leaves

4. Opposite 
leaves fused at 
the base with 
swollen nodes

Bouncingbet (Saponaria officinalis L.) 
is a perennial forb in the Caryophyl-

laceae family, also known as soapwart or 
sweet William. 

Mature plants grow up to three feet tall.  
Like other plants in the Carnation family, 
the leaves are opposite and smooth, 
about 2 to 4 inches long, and have an 
ovate to elliptic shape. Leaves have three 
very distinct deeply cleft parallel veins, 
with smaller lateral faint veins. They 
are fused at the base around the stem, 
which forms swollen nodes, similar to 
carnations. Like the leaves, the stems 
are smooth and erect. They are sparingly 
branched.

Showy bouncingbet flowers form at the 
end of an upright stem to form a cyme. 
Flowers are usually in pairs. Each flower 
has five petals per corolla; cultivare pet-
als vary. The petals have a distinct notch 
on the petal margin, making it bi-lobed. 

Petals are usually pink to white and are 
recurved to reflexed, which makes the 
stamens exposed and the two styles 
centrally protruding. Within one sea-
son, flowers transition from a smaller 
paler staminate-phase to a larger pinker 
pistillate-phase, likely to avoid self-polli-
nation (Davis et al. 2014). The five sepals 
are fused at the base to form a tube-like 
calyx. In Colorado, bouncingbet greens 
up in April, flowers emerge starting in 
June, and sets seed through October. 
Bees and wasps pollinate bouncingbet 
flowers (Davis et al. 2014). The fruits are 
capsules with dull black roundish to 
kidney-shaped seeds. Seed longevity is 
unknown. Bouncingbet forms densely 
thick taproot and rhizomes. With its 
robust root structure, bouncingbet can 
form dense colonies. It spreads by root 
and seed.

Originally, bouncingbet was introduced 
from Europe as a garden ornamental. In 
Colorado, bouncingbet occurs mainly 
municipal areas as a cultivated orna-
mental and escapee, such as in residen-
tial gardens, abandoned lots, exurban 
areas, and other sites that offer moist, 
well-drained soil, full to partial sun, such 
as roadsides and wetlands (EDDMapS 
2018). 

Bouncingbet contains saponin, which 
when wet produces lather, and thus 
was cultivated for this purpose (Chal-
linor and De Voss 2012). Other chemi-
cal compounds in bouncingbet are 
investigated for “cytotoxic activity 
against human cancer cell lines” and 

other pharmacological or 
homeopathic uses (Chal-
linor and De Voss 2012). 
While generally unpalat-
able to livestock, in large 
doses bouncingbet can be 
poisonous to livestock.  The 
sapogenic glycosides can 
cause gastrointestinal irrita-
tion and destroy red blood 
cells when absorbed in the 
blood streams of grazing 
animals. In humans, it can 
be toxic when overdosed, 
however may be a culinary 
additive in some cultures 
(Wikipedia 2018). 

Bouncingbet Identification and Management

© Davis et al. 2014

© Ellen Rathbone

© Mike LeValley

Bouncingbet
Saponaria offi

cinalis L.



Rev.
2/19

Colorado Department of Agriculture - Conservation Services 
305 Interlocken Parkway

Broomfield, CO  80021
(303) 869-9030

www.colorado.gov/ag/weeds

List B

Effective integrated management means using a variety of eradication methods in the same site along with restoration, 
prevention of seed production and dispersal, and monitoring. Maintain robust healthy native landscapes. Restore 
degraded sites. Avoid soil disturbance. Prevent seed production and seed dispersal, e.g. on contaminated equipment. 
Rest sites until restored. Modify land use practices. Use methods appropriate for the site, including land use practices.
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Integrated Weed Management Recommendations 

MECHANICAL
Mechanical methods are best for residential areas or small 
infestations, and best applied in early season or newly 
established plants. Completely remove all roots and root 
fragments in addition to above ground biomass. Repeat 
through the season. Mowing, chopping and deadheading 
leaves roots behind, stimulates more flower production; 
these methods require consecutive years of season-long 
treatments and only control but not eradicate it. Mowing 
when plants are flowering or producing seed disperses 
flowers and seeds, which expands the size of the infested 
area. Collect, bag, and dispose of or destroy flowers; 
seeds could mature and germinate if left on the ground. 
Low severity prescribed fires may damage above ground 
vegetation, leaving roots and seeds unaffected. High 
severity prescribed fire may not damage native plant 
roots; pile slash on bouncingbet to increase fire temps.

CHEMICAL
NOTE:  Herbicide recommendations to control 
bouncingbet in pastures and rangeland are found at:  
https://goo.gl/TvWnv9 Rates are approximate and based 
on equipment with an output of 30 gal/acre. Follow the 
label for exact rates. Consult local turf and ornamental 
experts for herbicides appropriate for residential settings. 
Always read, understand, and follow the label directions. 
The herbicide label is the LAW!

BIOLOGICAL
Bouncingbet is not palatable to sheep, cattle or horses 
because of its saponin chemical content. If grazed, 
bouncingbet may resprout. Properly managed grazing 
can improve vigor of desired species and indirectly 
prevent bouncingbet. There are no biological control 
agents for bouncingbet authorized in Colorado that 
would effectively control it. For more information about 
biological control agents, visit the CDA Palisade Insectary 
website at:  www.colorado.gov/ag/biocontrol

CULTURAL
Most bouncingbet seeds remain close to parent plants; 
spread is mainly by root or ornamental introductions. 
Cultural methods should follow other methods.  Maintain 
or restore a competitive assemblage of shrubs, forbs, 
cool and warm season grasses that form large root 
biomass to crowd out bouncingbet roots. Implement 
whole site restoration of soils, plants and water regimes 
where dense colonies exist. Use locally adapted species 
that are ecologically appropriate for the site to improve 
competitiveness, including annual and perennial 
species. Incorporate soil amendments, soil microbes 
and mycorrhizal fungi in restoration efforts for natives. 
Minimize soil compaction and disturbance, especially in 
wetlands and moist soil. 
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