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For thousands of years, humans have appreciated the sometimes-small, 
sometimes-bumbling bees that pollinate our crops and craft our honey. We’ve 
raised them in hives, featured them in art, and launched all-out campaigns to 
protect against colony collapse disorder, in which adult honeybees abandon the 
hive. Whether you’re a fan of the fuzzy, buzzing pollinators or happen to suffer 
from apiphobia (the fear of bees), these facts will give you a glimpse into their tiny 
yet fascinating world. 

  

https://www.shutterstock.com/g/TravelPhotoSpirit
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/relationship-between-humans-and-honeybees-goes-back-9000-years-180957245/
https://www.epa.gov/pollinator-protection/colony-collapse-disorder
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Bees Have Assigned Jobs 
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Wild honeybee colonies vary in size, but the average hive managed by human 
beekeepers includes anywhere from 20,000 to 80,000 bees, so it makes sense that 
these productive creatures have their own version of a chore chart. Each bee has its 
own role: Queens can lay thousands of eggs per day, while the worker bees cycle 
through various roles depending on their age. Some act as architects — using their 
wax glands to build honeycombs and more — and some will become foragers, who 
leave the hive to scout for nectar. Some bees even have the job of insect 
undertaker, removing dead residents to keep the hive clean and healthy. 
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Most Bees Are Female 

Credit: Gaurav Kumar/ Unsplash 

https://www.istockphoto.com/portfolio/knape?mediatype=photography
https://bees.techno-science.ca/english/bees/life-in-a-hive/life-in-a-hive.php
https://www.hobbyfarms.com/9-hive-jobs-of-honey-bees-2/
https://www.hobbyfarms.com/9-hive-jobs-of-honey-bees-2/
https://unsplash.com/@gakb96


 

Bees can be incredibly cooperative. Those that live in hives (like Apis mellifera, aka 
the honey bee) work together to build their homes, produce honey, and perform 
other necessary tasks. But most of these jobs are assigned to worker bees, who are 
all female and greatly outnumber drones, who are male and don’t actually do any 
work. In an efficiently running hive, drones are as little as 10% of the population. 
Another downside for male bees? Among most species, they can’t sting. Yet the 
drones play their part by leaving the community to mate with other queens, an 
important task for species biodiversity. 
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Bees Love Caffeine (Just Like Humans) 
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If you’re over-caffeinated and overworked, you might be more like a bee than you 
realize. Research into how bees handle caffeine suggests that the stimulating 
chemical may help them pollinate more quickly and efficiently. In one study, 
caffeine-fed bees located and pollinated flowers faster than those working without a 
perk-up, which could be why some plants produce small amounts of caffeine to 
attract pollinators. But apiologists — bee scientists — have determined that caffeine 
also caused confusion among bees: They were more likely to rank caffeine-laced 
nectar as a better food source, even though it has no nutritional benefits over plain 
nectar. 

  

https://www.nationalgeographic.com/animals/article/honey-bee-job-queen-hive-animals
https://askentomologists.com/2015/09/23/why-cant-male-bees-or-wasps-sting/
https://www.shutterstock.com/g/John+Arehart
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/caffeine-boosts-bees-focus-and-helps-them-learn/
https://www.interestingfacts.com/fact/61f85991e504fe0008c65d13?s
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/10/19/science/the-caffeinated-lives-of-bees.html
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Most Bees Are Solitary 
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Not all bees are social creatures; some live their entire lives as solo pollinators that 
burrow their homes in the ground instead of living in hives. Solitary bees are 
actually more common than hive bees, making up around 75% of all species. And 
these lonesome workers are incredibly important for ecosystems worldwide. Native 
bees are mostly solitary, and pollinate about 80% of the world’s plants — more 
than any other insect. (There are about 4,000 native bee species in the U.S.; 
notably, honey bees aren’t one of them, since Apis mellifera were introduced from 
Europe.) 
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Bees Can Vote 

Credit Lorenzo Bernini 0/ Shutterstock 

https://unsplash.com/@borisworkshop
https://ucanr.edu/sites/PollenNation/Meet_The_Pollinators/Bees_496/#:%7E:text=In%20North%20America%2C%20only%20the,nests%20tunneled%20into%20the%20soil.
https://www.biologicaldiversity.org/campaigns/saving-the-insects/native-bees.html
https://www.discovermagazine.com/planet-earth/the-fragile-future-of-solitary-bees
https://www.usgs.gov/faqs/how-many-species-native-bees-are-united-states
https://www.shutterstock.com/g/TravelPhotoSpirit


Despite their microscopic brains — smaller than a grain of rice — bees are able to 
grasp complex social concepts like voting. Although hives are led by a queen, some 
decisions are made by the entire swarm, including relocating the hive to a new 
home. Older bees first scout for new real estate, sharing their top picks with other 
bees by dancing (their “waggle dancing” actually gives other bees directions to the 
site). More scouts will observe the recommended spot, then return to the hive to 
vote either for or against it with their own dance. With each wave of research, more 
and more bees vote by performing enthusiastic dances that give feedback until the 
entire hive agrees — displayed in a large-scale dance that signals consensus. 
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Carpenter Bees Don’t Actually Eat Wood 

Credit: Zety Akhzar/ Shutterstock 
 

Big, bumbling carpenter bees resemble bumblebees in size, but they leave behind 
holes in wooden siding, benches, and other timber structures. Known for their 
ability to chew through wood, carpenter bees are often considered a nuisance. But 
they don’t eat wood the way termites do (they eat nectar instead). Amazingly, 
these bees bore holes purposefully and efficiently, creating tunnels that can be 
reused year after year for hibernation and other purposes. Female carpenter bees 
drill through wood, excavating chambers that act as nurseries for bee eggs; adult 
bees stock each tunnel with “bee bread,” a doughy food for new hatchlings, before 
sealing off the tunnel. Young bees emerging from their home will spend the 
summer feeding on nectar before returning to the tunnels they were born in to 
survive the winter. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/09/15/science/bees-brains.html
https://www.npr.org/sections/krulwich/2011/05/24/136391522/natures-secret-why-honey-bees-are-better-politicians-than-humans
https://www.shutterstock.com/g/Zety+Akhzar
https://extension.psu.edu/carpenter-bees
https://ucanr.edu/blogs/blogcore/postdetail.cfm?postnum=8049
https://extensionentomology.tamu.edu/insects/carpenter-bee/
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Humans Have Observed Bees for a Long Time 

Credit: santypan/ Shutterstock 
 
Thanks to honey, humans have had an interest in studying bees for some time, 
though some of our earlier observations were rather outlandish. Take, for example, 
Aristotle’s first writings about bees, which show the Greek philosopher 
believed they were created by flowers and that the queen bee was actually a king. 
And in the 1600s, beekeeping guides recommended making new bees by leaving 
slain livestock in a closed room to generate a new swarm. Today, we know that 
these theories are untrue, but also how incredibly important bees are to our 
habitats and food systems — which is part of why scientists work to keep 
uncovering new details about our pollinating partners. 

https://www.shutterstock.com/g/nunezimage
https://www.theguardian.com/culture/2014/jul/04/the-10-best-famous-beekeepers
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0960982207009943
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