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 Contents 

This guide is designed to provide you with all of the information needed to help  

you answer questions while doing bee talks and walks. We have drawn 

together the most commonly asked questions about bumblebees, and included 

a few really interesting facts about bumblebees that are sure to impress people 

at your events! You don’t need to be a bee expert, or to be confident with 

identifying bumblebees, but the information here will hopefully make you feel 

more capable of giving a bee talk or walk. Go on, give it a go! We are always 

happy to answer more questions, so just get in touch if there is anything you 

are unsure about.  

 

Interesting facts for Bee Walks—page 3-5 

This section contains some of the most interesting and captivating facts about bumblebees 

that you could mention while giving bumblebee talks. If you are not too keen on 

identifying the different species, feel free to totally rely on the information provided here – 

not everybody wants to learn how to identify bumblebees, but everyone appreciates 

learning a little more about the fascinating lives of these lovely creatures! 

 

Frequently Asked Questions— page 6-9 

This section has some of the most commonly asked questions that we get asked when 

giving talks and walks. However, if you have any other questions you would like us to 

answer, get in touch with us and we will research the answer and get back to you.   

 

The bumblebee life cycle—page 10 

An introduction to the lifecycle of bumblebees. 
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Interesting facts for Bee Walks 
When leading a bumblebee walk, it is useful to be able to identify some of the commonest species of 

bumblebee. There are fewer than 10 species that are common, and we have created a quick guide to 

help you identify these. If you are giving a bee walk, let us know where you will be leading it – if any rare 

bumblebees are likely to be found there, we’ll let you know how to identify those, and give you some 

more information about them.  

If you don’t feel comfortable identifying bumblebees, that’s fine! We’d still love for you to lead some bee 

walks. On those walks, you could introduce people to bumblebees in general; information about their 

lifecycle and interesting facts are just as useful for the general public.  

 

Carder bumblebees 

The Common carder bumblebee is one of the most easily recognisable 

bumblebees – it always has a completely ginger thorax (the bit near the 

head), and the abdomen is covered in hair that is either black, ginger, 

brown or yellow. It could be confused with the Tree bumblebee, which 

also has a ginger thorax, but the Tree bumblebee always has a very black 

abdomen, with a clean white tail.  

The carder bees are named after a method of preparing wool for use, called ‘carding’. Carding involves 

combing the wool to remove any tangles, and arranges the individual wool fibres in a way that allows 

them to be spun into thread. The carder bees do this too! The Common carder uses grass to make its 

nest, and combines the blades together for this. Other carder bees may use moss or other vegetation.  

 

Bumblebees imported to Australia and New Zealand 

In the 1850s, British people began to colonise far-flung countries such as Australia and New Zealand. The 

colonists also brought their livestock with them, in the hope that they could farm the unexploited land 

there. However, they soon found that the native vegetation wasn’t rich enough in the nutrients needed 

to feed the cattle. Their solution to this was to import clover plants from home, which should provide 

enough nutrition for the animals. But as the clover was a long way from home, there were few 

pollinating insects to pollinate the clover and allow it to produce seed and reproduce. The farmers 

realised that the most effective pollinators of clover flowers are bumblebees, which were totally absent 

from these countries. So, to remedy that, bumblebees were imported to Australia and NZ, and people 

were actually paid to hand over hibernating queen bumblebees that they found while digging! The 

descendants of those very same bumblebees can still be found flying in Australia and NZ today. 

 

Smelly feet 

Bumblebees have smelly feet! They secrete pheromones that get left on flowers that they have visited. If 

other bumblebees visit these flowers soon after, they will be able to detect that the flowers have already 

been visited by another bumblebee, and are likely to be low on nectar or pollen. They therefore don’t 

waste any time of trying to feed from these flowers, and visit others instead. Time really is of the essence 

for bumblebees! 
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Buzz pollination 

Tomato plants have a specialised way of releasing pollen from the flowers. The pollen is contained inside 

anthers that only release pollen when vibrated at a specific frequency of about 400 hertz. Bumblebees do 

this by clinging onto the anthers, placing their body close to them, and contracting their wings muscles at 

the correct frequency. This makes the pollen shoot out of the flower, onto the bumblebee’s body! Most 

of this pollen gets taken back to the colony by the bumblebee, but some of it remains on the bumblebee’s 

hair. When this is carried to other tomato plants, some of the pollen gets left on the other flower, 

resulting in pollination of that flower and growth of the tomato fruit! Other insects are unable to do this, 

but bumblebees have mastered buzz pollination so well that they are used in commercial operations to 

pollinate tomatoes and peppers in vast polytunnels.  

Nectar robbing 

You may find some bumblebees using a rather cheeky way 

to get food, called nectar robbing. Nectar robbing happens 

when bumblebees find that some tube-shaped flowers are 

too long for them to reach the nectar. Some of the 

bumblebee species with short tongues have found a way 

around this - they use their mandibles to bite small holes in 

the side of the flowers, close to where the nectar is! They 

then put their tongue into the hole, and suck out any 

nectar available. This is often seen on comfrey flowers, and 

even if you don’t see the bees robbing nectar, you can 

often find the holes in the flowers. While doing the walk, 

you could pick some of these to show to the audience as 

evidence of the nectar robbing bumblebees.  

 

Size differences 

You and your group may notice bumblebees of the same species that vary greatly in size. Size differences 

usually result from bees being fed different amounts of food while they are growing as larvae. As the 

larval stage is the only time in a bee’s life when it can grow larger, the amount of food it receives at this 

stage determines its ultimate body size. So bees that are fed more grow larger than those that are fed 

little.  

 

Work roles 

You can point out that most of the bumblebees to be seen are worker bumblebees, but not all workers 

collect food. Other workers may rarely leave the nest, as their role can be to carry out tasks in the nest. 

These tasks include looking after larvae, guarding the nest entrance, and cleaning. If any bees die inside 

the nest, or any larvae are found to be sick or dying, these bees can remove them from the nest to 

prevent the spread of disease.  

 

A bumblebee robbing nectar from a hole made in the 

side of a flower 
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Bumblebee sight 

You could ask your audience to guess how many eyes bumblebees have. The answer is five! They have 

two large eyes on the front of their heads, and 3 smaller eyes on top. The large eyes can see colour, but 

bumblebees cannot see red, but can see UV light (which humans can’t). This means that bumblebees view 

the world in a very different way to us, and many flowers which appear to have a single colour to us often 

have UV markings near the centre, showing the bumblebee where the food can be found. This helps the 

bee because it finds food, and helps the flower because it gets pollinated.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How bumblebees see: the left picture shows how a human sees this flower, but the right picture shows that bumblebees can 

see areas of contrast that we can’t pick up. The colour change in the centre of the flower works like a target for the 

bumblebee, showing it where the nectar can be found. NB: these are false colour images, so the colours will appear differently 

to a bee, but the contrasting effect is the same.  

 
Pointing out the pollen 

Bumblebees can collect large amounts of pollen on their hind 

legs (see the FAQs section for an explanation of how), and 

people on bee walks are often amazed at the amounts of 

pollen collected. You could tell people how it is collected, and 

point out that different bees may have pollen of different 

colours, indicating that they have been visiting flowers of 

different species. If a bee visits more than one flower species 

on a single trip, you may find that the pollen has two distinct 

colours! The pollen from plants such as meadowsweet and 

angelica is often a pale green colour, in contrast to the pollen 

of many other plants which may be orange or yellow.  

If you see bumblebees with pollen on their hind legs, these bees are certainly females, and are either 

queens or workers. Males do not collect pollen, so they will never be seen with pollen collected in neat 

clumps on the hind legs, but they may be covered in pollen that is stuck to their hair.  
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Frequently asked Questions 
This section will present some of the most commonly asked questions that we get asked when giving talks 

and walks. However, if you have any other questions you would like us to answer, get in touch with us 

and we will research the answer and get back to you.   

 

Can bumblebees sting? 

Bumblebees can sting. Only the females can sting, as the sting evolved from an egg-laying structure. The 

surface of the bumblebee sting is smooth, just like a needle. This means that the sting doesn’t get caught 

in skin, so the bee can sting several times without dying. In contrast, the sting of a honeybee has barbs on 

its surface. This means that the sting gets caught inside the skin, so the honeybee rips out part of its own 

abdomen when it stings, resulting in its death. 

 

Are bumblebees affected by the same diseases that are harming honeybees? 

For the most part, bumblebees are not affected by the same diseases as honeybees. Honeybees are 

struggling mainly because of diseases, especially the varroa mite. The varroa mite parasitizes honeybees. 

The honeybees are weakened by having their ‘blood sucked’, but the mite also introduces various viruses 

which further harm the honeybees. Bumblebees are not parasitized by the varroa mite, but do have 

several mite species which can parasitize them. However, these aren’t as harmful as the varroa mite, and 

are not causing such great harm to populations.   

The mites that we usually see on bumblebees are mostly harmless. Those mites live inside bumblebee 

nests, feeding on nest waste. To find a new nest, they climb on to the bodies of new queens leaving the 

nest and hibernate with them. These mites can be harmful if there are so many that they weigh the bee 

down or prevent the bee from flying properly. 

 

Why are bumblebees declining? Are bumblebees and honeybees declining for the same reasons? 

Bumblebee declines are mostly due to habitat loss – more than 97% of the UK’s flower rich grasslands 

have been lost since the 1940s. As flowers have largely disappeared from most of the countryside, 

bumblebees have had their main sources of food taken away. Honeybees feed on flowers too, but they 

are struggling because they have been exposed to many diseases and parasites that they have little or no 

defence against.   
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What predators do bumblebees have? 

Bumblebees have many predators, some of which are 

mammals and birds. The main mammalian predators are 

badgers, which use their strong claws to dig up nests and eat 

the larvae and food stores. Birds often eat adult bees that are 

outside of the nest. In particular, robins and great tits have 

been found to catch bumblebees, rub them on branches to 

remove the stings, and then to peck out the insides!  

Other predators and parasites are wasps and flies, many of 

which lay their eggs inside live bumblebees or bumblebee 

nests. Spiders also eat bumblebees—for example the Crab spider hides on flowers, waiting for insects to 

come along to feed. It then grabs them with its front legs, and injects them with venom that causes 

paralysis and a quick death, before sucking out the contents of the body.  

 

How are bumblebees and wasps different? 

Bumblebees and wasps are related (they are both part of the group called Hymenoptera). Wasps existed 

before bumblebees, and the majority of wasps are predators or parasitic; they need to feed on meat at 

some stage of the lifecycle. It is thought that all bees (including bumblebees) evolved from wasps millions 

of years ago, but all bees are essentially vegetarian, and feed only on products from plants. Wasps also do 

not have the thick hair that is characteristic of bees, especially bumblebees.   

 

Do honeybees and bumblebees compete for food? 

Bumblebees and honeybees feed on the same thing – flowers. So, they must compete somewhat. 

However, honeybees have very short tongues, of about 6mm long. Bumblebees have a greater range of 

tongue lengths (6-20 mm), so can feed from a greater range of flowers. Research has found that fewer 

bumblebee nests tend to be found in areas with lots of honeybee colonies, but this is thought to be a 

problem only in areas where very threatened bumblebee species are found.  

 

Can bumblebee species interbreed and form hybrids? 

There have been no records of bumblebee species breeding and forming hybrids. However, there have 

been reports of bumblebee males trying to mate with queens of the wrong species, but it is thought that 

this mating would not result in viable offspring.  

 

Do bumblebees make wax? 

Female bumblebees make wax, and it is secreted from 

between the hard plates that cover her body. The wax is 

used to make cells for larvae to grow in, and for making cup-

shaped structures in which to store nectar.  

Common carder bee nest with wax larval cells 

A bumblebee that has been pecked by a bird 
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Is it true that bumblebees prefer blue flowers? 

It has been thought that bumblebees prefer blue flowers, but they do use a great range of flowers of all 

colours. They can see UV light, which we can’t see, so flowers usually have more markings that bees can 

see which are invisible to humans. For bumblebees, it’s more important that the flower has contrasting 

parts. Research has shown that many flowers have landing-strips or target areas around the middle, 

directing the bees to the source of food (these benefit the flowers because it aids pollination).  

 

How are bumblebee queens made? 

Bumblebee nests try to make new queens near the end of the colony lifecycle. This can be late spring for 

some species (e.g. Early bumblebee, Bombus pratorum), right through to late summer for most species. 

New queens are made when some of the larvae are fed much more food. This allows them to become 

larger, and to develop reproductive systems that set them apart as queens instead of workers. In 

contrast, honeybee queens are made when the larvae are fed a special food called royal jelly, which is 

higher in nutrients than regular food.  

 

Where do bumblebees hibernate? 

Only new queen bumblebees hibernate, and the old 

queen, workers and males all die at the end of the 

colony lifecycle. Hibernation sites differ between 

species, but in general they prefer to hibernate in soil 

with good drainage, often under trees or in north-

facing banks. They choose these sheltered spots so 

that they aren’t woken from hibernation by warm 

winter sun – they have to wait until the temperature is 

consistently high, indicating that it’s time to leave 

hibernation. The queen digs using her legs and 

mandibles, and usually goes to a depth of between 

5cm and 15cm. Frost can penetrate this deep, but 

bumblebees avoid freezing to death by producing 

glycerol in the body, which acts as antifreeze. This prevents the water in their bodies from turning into 

ice crystals. They can therefore survive temperatures of minus 19oC! They can also be found hibernating 

in leaf litter, compost bins, and one was found hibernating in curtains in a house! If you disturb a 

hibernating queen bumblebee, you can help her get back to hibernation by putting her back in the same 

place and covering her with the same depth of soil, but not packing it too heavily.  

 

Bumblebee found hibernating in a flower pot 
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Is it true that bumblebees shouldn’t be able to fly? 

It was once estimated that, following the rules of physics and aerodynamics, bumblebees shouldn’t be 

able to fly. Since bumblebees can fly, something was obviously missing! Recent research has shown that 

they can overcome the things that hinder flight (their large mass and less-than-elegant shape) by beating 

their wings more rapidly (over 100 beats per second), and that the way in which the wings beat creates 

additional lifting forces that were previously not realised. 

 

How do bumblebees bring food back to the nest? 

Bumblebees feed entirely upon two kinds of food produced by plants; pollen and nectar. Nectar is 

essentially an energy source for bumblebees, and is mostly composed of sugar and water, with some 

other nutrients. Bumblebees get nectar by sucking it through their straw-like proboscis (tongue). The 

nectar gets stored inside a special honey stomach, and brought back to the nest where it is regurgitated 

into cup-shaped wax pots. This is then used to feed the adult bees inside the nest, and the developing 

larvae.  

Pollen contains more of the nutrients needed for 

bumblebee growth and development, and is high in 

protein. Pollen is collected from flowers when it 

rubs off onto the bumblebee’s fur. The bees then 

‘brush’ the pollen using their hind legs, and it is 

collected onto the surface of the pollen basket 

which is surrounded by a fringe of long hairs which 

act like a comb for collecting the pollen from the 

fur. This pollen amasses as large clumps of pollen 

on the hind legs, which is brought back to the nest 

and scraped off into organised clumps, and mixed 

with wax.  

 

How far do bumblebees fly to find food? 

Most bumblebees forage within a few hundred meters of the nest, but studies have shown that 

bumblebees can fly up to several kilometres from the nest to find food. It is thought that they sometimes 

fly further than they need to, to prevent predators and parasites from finding the nest.  

 

How long do bumblebees live for? 

This depends on the caste of the bee; whether is it is a queen, worker or male. Queen bumblebees can 

live for about a year. Queens that are born at the end of one summer will hibernate throughout the 

winter, but will be dead by the end of the following summer. Workers only live for a few months, as they 

don’t hibernate. They spend about 5-6 weeks of their lives as larvae in the nests, and usually live for 

another month or two as adult bees. Male bumblebees live for around the same length of time as 

workers, but mortality usually depends on events that happen in individual bees’ lives, as they can be 

killed by predators and bad weather.  

A Ruderal bumblebee queen—note the shiny pollen basket on 

her back leg 
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The lifecycle 
Spring 
The lifecycle begins in spring, when rising temperatures awaken a queen bumblebee that has been 
hibernating alone in the soil. The queen will have spent the entire winter underground, using up reserves 
of energy stored as fat in her body. When she first emerges, she feeds on flowers, drinking nectar to gain 
energy. She will then begin to search for a suitable nest site. Frequent nesting sites include holes in the 
ground, tussocky grass, bird boxes and under garden sheds. 

When she has chosen her nest, the queen will begin to collect pollen from flowers, to 
bring back to the nest. She forms a mound of pollen and wax (which she secretes from 
her body) and lays her first brood of eggs. She also collects nectar which she stores in a 
pot-shaped structure made of wax which is positioned in front of her mound. The queen 
keeps the eggs warm by sitting on her wax ‘nest’ and shivering her muscles to keep 
warm. Sipping from the nectar-pot gives her enough energy to incubate the eggs for 
several days until little white grub-like larvae emerge. These larvae are fed on pollen and 
nectar which the queen goes back-and-forth to collect from nearby flowers. Once they 
have eaten enough, after around two weeks, they spin a cocoon, inside which they 
develop into adult bees. 
 
Early summer 
This first brood of offspring are all ‘worker’ females, and will carry out work inside and outside of the nest. 
Some will guard or clean the nest, while others will forage for nectar and pollen from flowers. Some of 
the nectar will be consumed by the working bees, but much of it will be brought back to the colony to 
feed to other workers and the next batch of offspring. From this point on, the queen will not leave the 
nest. Instead, she will remain inside, laying more eggs and ordering her workers around. 

Late summer 
As the season progresses nests begin producing offspring which are not workers. New queens (females) 
and males are produced in order to allow the colony to reproduce. The male bees leave the nest and do 
not normally return. They do not collect pollen and spend their time feeding on nectar from flowers and 
trying to mate. New queens leave the nest and mate soon after. Mating behaviour varies between species 
but typically involves several males competing in one way or another. Most 
males never mate. 

Once mated, new queens feed heavily on pollen and nectar, storing the energy 
as fat inside their bodies. This fat will be used to provide energy during a long 
hibernation. The old queen and her nest will naturally come to an end as 
summer turns in to autumn. Only the new queens survive until the following 
spring, by hibernating underground. 

The Cuckoo bumblebee lifecycle 
Cuckoo bumblebees are a group of related species that are descended from ‘true’ or ‘social’ bumblebees. 
However, cuckoo bumblebees, like their namesake the cuckoo bird, use the nest of true bumblebees to 
raise their own offspring. 

The female (there is no queen) cuckoo bumblebee enters the nest of the true bumblebee, and often hides 
in the nest debris for a while. Eventually, the cuckoo female may kill the social bumblebee queen, and lay 
her own eggs in the nest. The worker bumblebees will then unwittingly raise the offspring of the cuckoo 
bumblebee, without realising that they are not related to them. The cuckoo bumblebees become adult 
bumblebees that leave the nest and mate with others of the same species, before the females go into 
hibernation. 

 

 
 

 


