
How to Read and Talk to Honey Bees:
Unveiling the Secrets of Nature's Incredible
Communicators
Honey bees are not only remarkable creators of liquid gold, but also fascinating
communicators in their own right. Through intricate dance patterns, a complex
language of pheromones, and subtle forms of body language, these buzzing
creatures can convey a world of information to their hive mates. In this article, we
will explore how you can decode and engage in meaningful communication with
these marvelous insects.

The Dance Language of Bees

One of the most captivating aspects of a honey bee's communication is their
famous "dance language." Karl von Frisch, an Austrian ethologist, discovered this
ingenious system in the early 20th century. He observed that worker bees
perform intricate dances inside the hive to provide their fellow workers with
specific information about the location of food sources.

The two most common types of honey bee dances are the "round dance" and the
"waggle dance." The round dance signifies that the food source is nearby, within
50 meters of the hive, whereas the waggle dance indicates the presence of a
food source located further away.
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During the waggle dance, a returning forager bee moves in a "figure-eight"
pattern, generating vibrations and sounds that communicate the distance and
direction to the food source. By decoding the angles and duration of the dance's
waggling, other bees can accurately navigate to the desired location. It's truly a
mesmerizing form of non-verbal communication!

Pheromones: The Silent Language of Honey Bees

While dancing is a visual communication method, honey bees also utilize
chemical signals called pheromones to express various messages. The queen
bee, for instance, releases pheromones to assert her dominance and regulate the
behavior of the colony. These pheromones inhibit the development of ovarian
systems in female worker bees, ensuring they remain infertile and focus on their
assigned tasks.

Besides the queen, worker bees also use specific pheromones to enable
communal decision-making. For example, when a suitable location for a new hive
needs to be found, scout bees roam the surrounding areas and return to the
colony, emitting a specific pheromone if they have discovered a potential nesting
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site. This scent triggers other scouts to investigate the location, collectively
assessing its suitability.

Furthermore, pheromones play a crucial role in defense mechanisms. When a
honey bee stings an intruder, it releases an alarm pheromone to signal danger to
its fellow workers. This pheromone acts as a warning sign, alerting the colony to
prepare for potential threats.

Body Language: The Silent Dialogue of Honey Bees

In addition to dances and pheromones, honey bees employ a nuanced form of
body language to communicate within the hive. Through subtle movements and
gestures, they convey vital information to their companions about the needs of
the colony.

For instance, when a worker bee requires assistance in gathering nectar or
pollen, it may extend its proboscis to its hive mate, signaling the need for them to
feed it. This behavior ensures seamless collaboration and resource sharing
among the bees.

Honey bees also exchange messages through various antennal contacts. By
touching each other with their antennae, they can exchange food, pheromones,
and even engage in grooming behaviors. These delicate interactions help the
colony maintain cohesion and ensure the overall well-being of all its members.

How to Engage in Bee Talk

Now that we've uncovered the captivating communication methods of honey
bees, you might be wondering how you can interact with them on their unique
wavelength. Although humans cannot replicate their dances or release



pheromones, we can still engage in practices that promote bee-friendly
environments and contribute to their well-being.

Planting nectar-rich flowers and providing water sources in your garden are
excellent ways to attract bees. By creating a bee-friendly habitat, you'll be
indirectly communicating with them, providing a valuable source of sustenance
and support for their colony.

Additionally, educating yourself and others about the importance of honey bees
and their communication methods can have a positive impact. By spreading
awareness, you'll be ensuring that these wondrous creatures continue to thrive
and fulfill their vital roles in nature.

Honey bees possess an extraordinary ability to communicate through dance,
pheromones, and body language. With their intricate movements, chemical
signals, and nuanced gestures, these tiny creatures have developed an
astonishingly sophisticated way of conveying information to their fellow hive
mates. By understanding and appreciating their unique communication systems,
we can foster a deeper connection with the natural world and contribute to the
preservation of these vital pollinators.
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Honey bee behavior can go unnoticed and overlooked. It isn’t something that we
focus on or pay a lot of attention to. If you were to go to someone’s house that
had a dog and the dog was consistently growling and showing its teeth at you.
Would you feel confident that the dog was not going to bite you?... ...This
behavior is well known because dogs are household pets and (almost) everyone
knows when a dog is growling they aren't happy with what is going on.
Honey bees are the same way but most people don’t realize when the bees are
“growling at them.” It is rare for honey bees to just randomly start stinging people.
They usually have to be provoked.

After studying honey bee behaviors for the last few years I have found some
standard signs/behaviors that they show to let you know that they are not happy.
Most times they will let you know long before they start stinging you. Some of
these behaviors I have read about, some I heard about, and some I learned on
my own.

Understanding their behavior makes beekeeping easier and more enjoyable for
everyone. Some of the strategies and techniques in this book are to keep the
honey bees calm and to improve your awareness of honeybee behavior. I will
also discuss preparations and different scenarios that happen regularly in any
bee yard and how I handle those situations.

Included within the book are:

9 behaviors and signs I look at so I can read honey bees.
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The 12 main indicators I look for during an average inspection.

The four things that I “go to” if I know I have a queenless hive.

The three main methods I use for splitting hives.

Tricks and tools I use during swarm catches and cutouts.

10 common problems in a bee yard that I run into yearly and what I do to
solve those problems.

Our honey harvesting steps.

Our setup and preparations for winter.

There is a lot to look for when reading bees. Keep your eyes out for the three
main signs... …These three behaviors will give you a heads up and you can
usually stop any unwanted encounters before they happen with your bees.
Preventing your bees from getting agitated makes the whole experience much
more enjoyable for both parties. Work bees at the pace they want you to work.
This requires you to slow down and focus. Enjoy the moment. I see beekeeping
as a form of meditation.
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