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Social behaviour describes interactions between members of the same species.

Bees

Bees live in social groups and have a caste structure 
that gives role specialisation. A single queen in a colony 
produces sterile female worker bees and fertile male 
drones. Queens communicate with the colony using 
pheromones and touch. Bees communicate about 
food sources via a ‘waggle dance’. The angle of the 
dance relates to the angle of the sun and the length of 
the waggle relates to the distance. A round dance is 
used when the food source is close by – but gives no 
information about distance.

Courtship and territorial behaviours

Courtship behaviours ensure species and gender recognition, receptiveness 
to mating and maintain pair bonds for care of the young, enhancing their 
survival. Courtship behaviours are innate behaviours and often follow a FAP. 
Some species show sexual dimorphism, where the genders have different 
appearances. Intra-sexual selection involves male-to-male combat, e.g. male 
elephant seals fight for mating rights. Larger, more aggressive males are 
selected. Inter-sexual selection is where the female chooses the ‘fittest’ male. 
Sexual selection makes males more conspicuous (and vulnerable to predators). 
Natural selection favours camouflage.

Territory is an area consistently defended against members of the same 
species. It allows efficient exploitation of resources. Defence can be by display, 
vocalisations or scent marking.

Social groups

There are advantages to living in a social group; protection from predators, food 
sharing and mate availability. The disadvantages are increased competition for 
mates and food, increased spread of diseases and higher visibility to predators.

Interactions are often fixed action pattern (FAP) behaviours. A sign stimulus 
leads to a fixed response. Tindbergen investigated FAP in herring gulls. The sign 
stimulus is the red spot on the parent beak. The response is to peck at the spot 
until the adult regurgitates food. Gull chicks will peck an artificial beak – fixed 
action to the sign.

Response depends on motivation, e.g. a cheetah will only display stalking 
behaviour if it is hungry.

Dominance hierarchy

This is where the members of a group are ranked from high to low; higher ranked 
animals dominate over lower ranked ones in a linear fashion; no two animals are 
at the same rank. The advantages are a reduction in aggression and sharing food 
ensures the ‘fittest’ survive. Once established, dominance hierarchies are stable 
and fighting for position is a last resort. Fighting follows a fixed action pattern in 
response to sign stimuli with the winner taking the higher rank.  
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