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Queen Bees And Wannabes

Queen Bees and Wannabes: Understanding the Hierarchy and Dynamics of the Hive In the fascinating world of beekeeping and
natural hive behavior, the phrase queen bees and wannabes captures the intriguing social hierarchy that exists within a colony.
The queen bee is the reigning monarch, responsible for laying eggs and maintaining the colony’s genetic lineage. Meanwhile,
wannabes—those worker bees aspiring to become the next queen—play a critical role in the hive’s reproductive dynamics. This
article explores the differences between queen bees and wannabes, their roles, behaviors, and what it takes for a worker bee to
transition from a wannabe to a queen.

Understanding the Queen Bee

Role and Significance of the Queen

The queen bee is the heart of the hive, serving as the primary reproductive individual. Her main responsibilities include:

Laying eggs—up to 2,000 per day during peak season1.
Producing pheromones that regulate hive activity and cohesion2.
Determining the reproductive health and longevity of the colony3.

The queen’s presence and pheromones keep worker bees organized and prevent the emergence of other reproductive females.

How a Queen Bee Is Reared

Queens are not born but are raised through a specialized process:

Selection of a Brood Cell: Worker bees select a large, specially built queen cell.1.
Feeding Royal Jelly: Larvae destined to become queens are fed a diet rich in royal jelly throughout their development.2.



Development Time: Queen larvae develop faster, about 16 days, compared to worker larvae.3.
Emergence: The first queen to emerge will usually seek to eliminate rival queens by fighting or releasing pheromones that4.
suppress others.

Queen Replacement and Supersedure

A hive may replace its queen due to age, disease, or poor performance through:

Supersedure: Worker bees raise a new queen while the old one is still present, often gradually replacing her.1.
Swarming: When the colony becomes crowded, a new queen and a swarm of worker bees leave to establish a new hive, leaving2.
behind a new queen in the original hive.

Wannabe Queens: The Aspiring Reproductives

Who Are the Wannabes?

Wannabes are worker bees who have the potential to develop into queens but have not yet achieved that status. They are typically:

Larvae that are being fed royal jelly or are in the process of developing into queens1.
Worker bees observing or competing for the opportunity to become a queen2.

In some cases, worker bees can activate their ovaries and lay eggs, especially if the queen is absent or failing, but these eggs are
usually unfertilized and produce only male drones.

How Worker Bees Become Wannabe Queens

The process involves:

Development in a Queen Cell: Larvae are placed in large queen cells and fed a diet of royal jelly.1.
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Ovary Activation: Worker bees may activate their ovaries if the colony’s reproductive needs arise or if the queen is absent.2.
Egg Laying: Worker bees that have ovary activation can lay eggs in worker cells, although these eggs are unfertilized.3.

Signs of Wannabes in the Hive

Identifying wannabes involves observing certain behaviors:

Worker bees with activated ovaries may be seen laying eggs in cells1.
Increased aggression or dominance behaviors among worker bees2.
Presence of multiple queen cells being constructed or developed3.

The Battle for Queenhood: Wannabes vs. The Established Queen

Queen Rearing and Competition

When a colony needs a new queen, multiple wannabe queens may compete:

Several larvae are chosen and fed royal jelly to become queens1.
Only one will emerge victorious, often through combat or pheromone dominance2.
The defeated queen or rival queens typically die or are expelled3.

Worker Bee Role in Queen Selection

Worker bees play an active role in nurturing and selecting queens:

They feed royal jelly to larvae designated to become queens1.
They build and maintain the large queen cells2.
They may assist in defending the emerging queen during her maiden flight3.



Differences Between Queen Bees and Wannabes

Physical and Behavioral Differences

While both are part of the hive’s reproductive system, their distinctions include:

Size: Queens are significantly larger with elongated bodies; wannabes are smaller worker bees.1.
Ovary Development: Queens have fully developed ovaries; wannabes may have activated ovaries but are not yet reproductive.2.
Behavior: Queens are generally passive, focusing on egg-laying; wannabes may exhibit more aggressive or dominant behaviors3.
as they vie for reproductive status.

Role in the Colony

| Aspect | Queen Bees | Wannabes | | | | | | Primary Function | Reproduction and pheromone production | Potential future queens or
reproductive workers | | Activity Level | Mostly passive, laying eggs | Active in developing reproductive organs, competing for queen
status | | Influence | Regulates hive via pheromones | Can influence hive dynamics if they activate ovaries |

Implications for Beekeepers

Managing Queen and Wannabe Dynamics

Beekeepers need to monitor hive health and reproductive status:

Regularly inspect for queen presence and activity1.
Identify and remove unwanted queen cells or wannabe queens if controlling breeding2.
Introduce new queens carefully to avoid colony rejection3.
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Encouraging Healthy Queen Development

To promote a strong, productive queen:

Provide healthy brood frames and royal jelly sources1.
Maintain optimal hive conditions and avoid stress2.
Replace aging queens proactively to sustain colony vitality3.

The Fascinating World of Queens and Wannabes

Understanding queen bees and wannabes reveals the complex social structure of honeybee colonies. The delicate balance
between a reigning queen and the aspiring wannabes ensures the colony’s resilience and reproductive success. Whether in natural
hives or managed apiaries, recognizing these roles helps beekeepers maintain healthy colonies and understand the remarkable
behaviors that sustain one of nature’s most efficient social insects. By appreciating the differences, development processes, and
behaviors of queens and wannabes, we gain insights into the intricate world of honeybees—highlighting their social harmony,
competition, and cooperation that make bee colonies so resilient and fascinating.

Queen Bees and Wannabes: An In-Depth Exploration of the Regal and the Aspiring in the Hive In the complex social structure of a
honeybee colony, two types of female bees dominate the scene: the reigning monarch, the queen bee, and the multitude of her
wannabes—workers and potential queens vying for status and survival. Understanding these two categories is fundamental to
appreciating how a hive functions, survives, and reproduces. This article offers a comprehensive examination of queen bees and
wannabes, unraveling their biology, roles, behaviors, and the fascinating dynamics that underpin their existence.

Understanding the Queen Bee: The Regal Heart of the Hive



What Is a Queen Bee?

The queen bee is the sole reproductive female in most honeybee colonies, serving as the central figure around which the hive's
social and reproductive activities revolve. Typically, each colony hosts only one queen at a time, although multiple queens may exist
temporarily during swarming or queen replacement processes. Queen bees are markedly larger than worker bees, measuring about
20-25 millimeters in length—roughly 1.5 to 2 times the size of workers. Their elongated abdomen is a key identifier, designed to
accommodate their reproductive organs.

Physiology and Anatomy

The physical distinctions between queens and workers are significant: - Size and Morphology: Queens have a longer abdomen and a
more robust thorax, enabling them to lay thousands of eggs per day. - Reproductive System: Queens possess fully developed
ovaries, with the ability to lay fertilized eggs that develop into female workers or new queens. - Juvenile Hormone Levels: Elevated
levels of juvenile hormone in queens sustain their reproductive capacity, influencing behavior and physiology.

Reproduction and Egg-Laying

The queen's primary role is reproduction. She can lay up to 2,000 eggs per day during peak season. Her reproductive process
involves: - Mating Flight: Queens undertake one or several mating flights, during which they mate with multiple drones (male bees),
storing sperm in a specialized organ called the spermatheca. - Fertilization Control: The queen can control whether eggs are fertilized
or unfertilized, determining whether they develop into female workers or male drones. - Egg Laying: The queen deposits eggs into
individual cells within the hive, carefully choosing the cell size depending on the future occupant.

Queen Development: The Birth of a Monarch

A queen develops from a fertilized egg but is fed a special diet of royal jelly throughout her development. This diet triggers her
unique physiology, leading to the following: - Royal Jelly Diet: Exclusively fed to larvae designated to become queens, royal jelly
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contains nutrients that promote rapid growth and reproductive organ development. - Cocoon and Pupal Stage: Queen larvae spin
cocoons and undergo metamorphosis, emerging as adult queens after approximately 16 days.

Queen Rearing and Replacement

Colony health depends on the queen’s vitality. Beekeepers and bees themselves often replace queens through: - Supersedure: When
the existing queen weakens or the colony desires a new queen, new queens are raised from selected larvae. - Swarming: In natural
circumstances, the colony may produce a new queen and split, leaving the old queen behind or moving with the swarm.

Wannabes: The Aspiring Queens and Worker Bees

Who Are the Wannabes?

The term “wannabes” informally describes the female bees within the hive that have the potential to become queens but are not yet
the reigning monarch. These include: - Queen Cells: Specially constructed cells where larvae are fed royal jelly to develop into
queens. - Worker Bees: Female bees that perform various tasks but are not reproductive; they can become queens if circumstances
prompt. The presence and development of wannabes are critical indicators of hive health, stability, and reproductive strategy.

The Role of Worker Bees in Queen Development

Worker bees are the hive’s multitaskers—nurses, foragers, defenders, and potential queen producers. Their role in nurturing
wannabes involves: - Selecting Larvae: Worker bees select certain larvae to be fed royal jelly, initiating queen development. -
Feeding Royal Jelly: Workers continuously feed the chosen larvae royal jelly, which is essential for queen development. - Constructing
Queen Cells: These are larger, vertical cells hanging from the comb, specifically designed for queen larvae.



Queen Cell Construction and Larvae Rearing

When a colony needs a new queen—either due to swarming, queen failure, or colony expansion—worker bees: - Identify Larvae:
Select young larvae (less than three days old) for queen rearing. - Build Queen Cells: Construct large, peanut-shaped cells to house
developing queens. - Feed Royal Jelly: Continuously supply royal jelly to these larvae to promote queen development.

Competition Among Wannabes: The Queen Race

Multiple queen cells can be constructed simultaneously, leading to a competitive process: - Emergence of Multiple Queens: Several
queens hatch, leading to potential conflicts within the hive. - Fighting for Supremacy: Usually, the first queen to emerge will
eliminate rivals—either by fighting or through other means—ensuring a single reigning monarch. - Swarming or Replacement: The
process often results in the old queen leaving with a swarm or being replaced if the colony is queenless.

Potential Outcomes for Wannabes

Depending on the circumstances, wannabes may experience different fates: - Successful Queen: They emerge, mate, and take over
reproductive duties. - Unsuccessful Development: Larvae may be abandoned or die if conditions aren’t favorable. - Swarmers:
Queens that leave with a swarm to establish a new colony.

The Dynamics and Significance of Queen and Wannabe Interactions

Colony Reproduction Strategies

The interplay between queen bees and wannabes is central to colony reproduction and survival: - Swarming: A natural process where
the old queen leaves with a portion of the workers to form a new colony, prompting the colony to rear a new queen. - Supersedure:
Replacing an aging or failing queen with a new one to maintain colony productivity. - Emergency Queen Rearing: When the queen is
lost unexpectedly, worker bees rapidly develop new queens from existing larvae.
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Behavioral and Chemical Signaling

Queen bees emit specific pheromones that regulate hive activities: - Queen Pheromones: Signal her presence, suppress the
development of potential queens, and maintain colony cohesion. - Wannabe Queens and Worker Pheromones: When a queen is
absent or dying, worker bees begin feeding larvae royal jelly, and queen pheromones diminish, triggering the development of
wannabes.

The Impact of Wannabes on Hive Stability

Wannabes can be both a threat and an opportunity: - Threats: Multiple queens emerging simultaneously can lead to conflicts,
fighting, and colony division. - Opportunities: Successful development of a new queen ensures genetic continuity; rearing multiple
wannabes provides a backup plan in case of queen failure.

Beekeepers and Managing Wannabes

For beekeepers, understanding wannabes is vital for hive management: - Queen Rearing Techniques: Beekeepers sometimes induce
queen development to replace or augment colonies. - Swarm Prevention: Managing the number of queen cells can prevent unwanted
swarming. - Colony Health Monitoring: Observing queen and wannabe activity helps assess hive vitality.

Conclusion: The Elegant Balance of Power and Potential

The intricate relationship between queen bees and wannabes exemplifies the remarkable social engineering within a hive. The
queen, as the reproductive monarch, maintains colony stability through pheromonal control and reproductive dominance.
Meanwhile, wannabes—worker bees and developing queens—embody the colony’s potential for renewal, adaptation, and
reproduction. Understanding these roles enhances our appreciation of honeybee biology and underscores the importance of careful
hive management. Whether observing the majestic emergence of a new queen or managing the delicate process of queen
replacement, recognizing the significance of queen bees and wannabes offers profound insights into one of nature’s most



sophisticated social systems. In the end, the hive’s success hinges on this delicate dance between the regal queen and her aspiring
counterparts—a testament to the complexity and resilience of bee societies.

Questions & Answers About queen bees and wannabes

No Question Answer

1 What distinguishes a queen bee from a
worker bee in a hive?

A queen bee is the sole reproductive female in the hive, responsible for laying
eggs and maintaining colony dominance, while worker bees are non-
reproductive females that perform duties like foraging, hive cleaning, and
caring for the brood.

2 What does the term 'wannabe queen bee'
refer to in beekeeping?

A 'wannabe queen bee' refers to a female bee that exhibits queen-like
behaviors or attempts to replace the current queen, often by laying eggs or
fighting for dominance within the hive, but has not yet achieved full queen
status.

3 How does a hive decide who becomes the
queen bee?

The hive selects a new queen when the current queen is failing or during
swarming. Worker bees choose several fertilized eggs or young larvae and
feed them a special diet called royal jelly, which causes one to develop into a
queen bee.

4 Can a worker bee ever become a queen
bee?

While worker bees are typically sterile females, if they are fed large amounts
of royal jelly and raised in a special cell, they have the potential to develop
into a queen, but this is rare and usually occurs only if the hive's current
queen is lost or failing.

5 Why do some bees try to become queens
while others are 'wannabes'?

Bees that attempt to become queens are usually driven by the absence or
failure of the current queen, prompting certain workers or larvae to develop
into new queens, often leading to internal competition where 'wannabes' are
those still in the process or trying to reach queen status.
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6 What role do 'wannabe queens' play in hive
dynamics and swarming behavior?

'Wannabe queens' can influence hive dynamics by competing for dominance,
which can lead to swarming—when a new queen leaves with a portion of the
colony to establish a new hive—ensuring genetic diversity and colony
survival.

queen bees, hive hierarchy, bee colony, worker bees, drone bees, bee dominance, hive social structure, bee queen, bee colony
behavior, bee caste system
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