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Nicotine in floral nectar 
pharmacologically influences 
bumblebee learning of floral 
features
D. Baracchi   1,3, A. Marples2, A. J. Jenkins1, A. R. Leitch1 & L. Chittka   1

Many plants defend themselves against herbivores by chemical deterrents in their tissues and the 
presence of such substances in floral nectar means that pollinators often encounter them when 
foraging. The effect of such substances on the foraging behaviour of pollinators is poorly understood. 
Using artificial flowers in tightly-controlled laboratory settings, we examined the effects of the alkaloid 
nicotine on bumblebee foraging performance. We found that bumblebees confronted simultaneously 
with two equally rewarded nicotine-containing and nicotine-free flower types are deterred only by 
unnaturally high nicotine concentrations. This deterrence disappears or even turns into attraction 
at lower nectar-relevant concentrations. The alkaloid has profound effects on learning in a dose-
dependent manner. At a high natural dose, bees learn the colour of a nicotine-containing flower 
type more swiftly than a flower type with the same caloric value but without nicotine. Furthermore, 
after experiencing flowers containing nicotine in any tested concentration, increasing numbers of 
bumblebees stay more faithful to these flowers, even if they become a suboptimal choice in terms of 
reward. These results demonstrate that alkaloids enhance pollinator flower constancy, opening new 
perspectives in co-evolutionary process between plants and pollinators.

Many plants defend themselves against herbivores by producing high concentrations of distasteful and toxics sec-
ondary metabolites, such as terpenes, phenols and alkaloids in their tissues1. Such substances are also frequently 
found in pollen and nectar, albeit in much lower concentrations than in most tissues2, 3. Many angiosperm plants 
depend on pollinators’ services for reproduction4 and lure pollinators using nutritious, sweet nectar provided in 
attractive flowers. The presence of feeding deterrents in nectars is therefore seemingly counterintuitive because 
it means that pollinators encounter them when visiting flowers5, but they may act to reduce nectar robbing and 
flower herbivory and manipulate frequencies of flower visitations6, 7. Pollinators have a prominent role in selecting 
nectar composition, possibly forcing a trade-off between herbivore defence and pollinator attraction in plants8.

Nectar phytochemicals can induce a variety of dose-depend adverse health effects on pollinators9. However, 
toxic effects often require much higher doses than those observed in natural nectars9. There is a growing body of 
literature showing a tendency towards enhanced feeding deterrence with increased alkaloid concentration10–14 but 
there is little evidence of complete deterrence by alkaloids in either honeybees or sunbirds12, 13, even at unnaturally 
high, potentially lethal doses15. Conversely, some nectar secondary metabolites can act as attractants themselves16, 17.  
Various alkaloids may have a prophylactic or therapeutic role in reducing pathogen load in pollinators18–20 and 
bumblebees may actively search for nicotine-enriched nectar in order to keep pathogens at bay19.

Remarkably, there is also recent evidence that some alkaloids may be able to manipulate the behaviour of 
pollinators pharmacologically, leading to enhanced pollination services21, 22. Alkaloids at high concentrations are 
known to be potent neurobiological agents, able to interfere with neural pathways including sensory and motor 
functions, cognitive abilities and learning processes in both vertebrates and invertebrates23–26. Similar to effects 
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observed in mammals23, low, non-lethal concentrations of those molecules can act as psychostimulants in inverte-
brates22. When ingested they can lead to enhanced excitation of the reward system in the brain and positive appeti-
tive reinforcement, altering their behaviour and eliciting a preference for nectars containing these chemicals22, 27, 28.  
During proboscis extension reflex (PER) conditioning, harnessed honeybees that were exposed to caffeine, which 
is a common nectar alkaloid naturally produced by Citrus and Coffea plants, performed three time better in both 
learning and memory retention tests than bees just rewarded with plain sucrose22.

In the present work, we studied the effects of the concentration of dietary nicotine, a natural alkaloid found 
in the nectar of several bee-pollinated plants, on the foraging behaviour of the bumblebee Bombus terrestris 
audax. Using flight arenas and artificial flowers rewarded with sucrose solution that was either laced with nico-
tine or nicotine-free, we designed two sets of experiments to test whether bumblebees display a preference for 
nicotine-laced nectar and whether this alkaloid is able to influence associative learning in bees.

Results
In a first experiment, we tested whether bumblebees display a preference for nicotine-enriched nectars. Individual 
bumblebees (n = 60) were allowed to forage on an array of two flower types containing the same reward (30% 
sucrose solution), but differing in colour and the fact that one type contained nicotine in the sucrose solution. 
Three different concentrations of nicotine, two in the natural range (1-ppm and 2.5-ppm) and one above it 
(50-ppm) were used in three independent foraging tests. Bees were tested individually and one hundred con-
secutive choices were recorded. When compared with the expectation of a random preference, the low (1-ppm) 
concentration was attractive for bumblebees (One-sample t test, t = 5.3, df = 19, P = 0.001, mean ± SEM, 
55.65% ± 1.1 of choices), whereas the high concentration (50-ppm) was repellent (t = −6.1, df = 19, P = 0.001, 
41.35% ± 1.4 of choices). The intermediate (high natural) concentration (2.5-ppm) of the alkaloid did not affect 
bee foraging preference: choices in this case did not differ from random expectation (t = 0.96, df = 19, P = 0.34, 
51.05% ± 1.1 of choice), (Fig. 1). Thus, when bumblebees were confronted simultaneously with two equally 
rewarded nicotine-containing and nicotine-free flower types, they were deterred only by unnatural high concen-
trations of the alkaloid. This deterrence disappeared or turned into attraction at lower natural doses.

A second experiment was designed to test whether the alkaloid is able to influence associative learning in bees. 
In this second experiment, naïve bumblebees (n = 60) were presented with an array of two types of flowers, either 
unrewarding (water only) or rewarding in independent tests, the reward being sucrose solution only (control), or 
sucrose solution plus 1-ppm nicotine, or sucrose solution plus 2.5-ppm nicotine, or sucrose solution plus 50-ppm 
nicotine (1-ppm and 2.5-ppm nicotine occur in natural range and 50-ppm above it12, 15, 29). We found that the 
presence of the alkaloid in nectar significantly boosts associative learning performance of bees, enhancing flower 
constancy once a flower type has been memorised. Indeed, over the foraging test, all the groups improved their 

Figure 1.  Bumblebee preference for nicotine-enriched nectars. Individual preferences (mean value of 
100 choices) of bees (n = 60, 20 each nicotine concentration) for the flower type associated with nicotine-
laced sucrose solution during a foraging choice test. Bees are deterred only by unnaturally high nicotine 
concentrations (50-ppm). This deterrence disappears or turns into attraction at lower nectar-relevant 
concentrations (1 and 2.5-ppm). Red dots represent individual bees, while the black bars indicate the mean 
value for each group. The grey line indicates random choice level. *P = 0.001.
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performance showing that they learned to visits rewarding flowers and to avoid the unrewarding ones (GLMM, 
trial: χ2 = 299.4, df = 1, P < 0.0001). Yet, the mean choice accuracy of bees exposed to the nicotine + sucrose 
solution was greater than that of the control bees (exposed to sucrose solution only) across the entire forward 
learning phase (GLMM, treatment, χ2 = 8.39, df = 3, P < 0.038, Fig. 2). However, the effect was dose dependent 
and only the high natural concentration of nicotine (2.5-ppm) significantly enhanced the rate of learning through 
the test, while the other two tested doses did not (GLMM, Dunn’s test, 2.5-ppm vs control: P = 0.015; 1-ppm vs 
control: P = 0.10; 50-ppm vs control: P = 0.26, Fig. 2). By calculating the mean choice accuracies (percentage 
correct choices made) for every consecutive block of 10 choices for each group of bees, we found that, while at the 
beginning of foraging, bees of all groups had no preference for any flower colour (One-Way ANOVA, F = 0.23, 
P = 0.88, percentage correct choices (mean ± SEM): control 51.3 ± 2.6; 1-ppm 52.7 ± 3.2; 2.5-ppm 51.9 ± 1.9; 
50-ppm 54.6 ± 4.2), bees exposed to 2.5-ppm nicotine-laced nectar performed better than control bees by the first 
20 choices (Holm-Bonferroni corr., t = −3.65, df = 29, P = 0.003) and 40 choices (t = −3.19, df = 29, P = 0.009). 
Other tested concentrations did not influence bees preference at 20 choices (1-ppm: P = 0.09; 50-ppm: P = 0.56), 
30 choices (1-ppm: P = 0.1; 50-ppm: P = 0.3) and 40 choices (1-ppm: P = 0.17; 50-ppm: P = 0.59). After 50 vis-
its, choice accuracy approached saturation in all experimental and control groups (One-Way ANOVA, F = 1.01, 
P = 0.40, percentage correct choices (mean ± SEM): control 92.0 ± 2; 1-ppm 93.3 ± 2.8; 2.5-ppm 96.9 ± 1.5; 
50-ppm 93.1 ± 2.1).

In order to evaluate whether nicotine previously encountered in nectars prompts bumblebees to make sub-
optimal choices in terms of reward, we conducted a reversal learning test. Here bees which were previously 
allowed to forage on two flower types, one unrewarding and one rewarding sucrose solution (with or without 
nicotine at one of three dosages, see above) were immediately presented with the rewarding and unrewarding 
flower colours swapped. In this reversal learning test, all the rewarding flowers provided only sucrose solution. 
At the beginning of this test (i.e. the first block of 10 choices) bees of all groups had the same low foraging 
accuracy (One-Way ANOVA, F = 1.08, P = 0.36, percentage correct choices (mean ± SEM): control, 9.0 ± 2.8; 
1-ppm, 6.0 ± 2.4; 2.5-ppm, 4.4 ± 2.0; 50-ppm, 3.6 ± 2.4, Fig. 3). Over the course of the test, bumblebees of all 
groups updated their information and improved their performance (GLMM, trial: χ2 = 879.8, df = 1, P < 0.0001, 
Fig. 3). However, the rate of learning differed between the treatment types. Bees previously exposed to nicotine 
were more likely to stay faithful to the previously rewarding flower type even though it had become the subop-
timal choice in terms of reward (GLMM, treatment: χ2 = 31.59, df = 3, P < 0.0001, Fig. 3). The nicotine previ-
ously experienced in the forward learning phase (Fig. 2), now negatively affected the reversal learning in a dose 
dependent manner (Fig. 3). This time, the strongest detrimental effect on learning was induced by the highest 
nicotine dose (i.e. 50-ppm) (GLMM, Dunn’s test, P < 0.001), which made bumblebees overall more faithful to 
unrewarding flowers. Accordingly, the bees previously exposed to 50-ppm nicotine showed a worse performance 
at 30 (Holm-Bonferroni corr., t = 3.1, df = 26, P = 0.012), 40 (t = 4.35, df = 26, P < 0.003), 50 (t = 4.72, df = 15.6, 

Figure 2.  Nicotine-laced nectar enhances the forward learning performance of bumblebees during foraging. 
Learning curve (mean choice accuracy ± SEM) across 50 visits of bees exposed to 1-ppm (n = 15), 2.5-ppm 
(n = 16) and 50-ppm (n = 14) nicotine and not exposed (n = 15). Individual bees were allowed to forage on 
two flower types, one unrewarding (water only) and one rewarding (sucrose solution only (controls) or sucrose 
solution laced with nicotine). After a rewarding flower had been visited for the first time by a bee, 50 consecutive 
choices were recorded. Each learning curve was generated from the mean choice accuracies (percentage correct 
choices made) for every consecutive block of 10 choices. Overall, nicotine at 2.5-ppm significantly enhanced the 
speed of learning (P = 0.015) while the other two tested doses did not (1-ppm: P = 0.1; 50-ppm: P = 0.26).
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P < 0.001), 60 (t = 4.96, df = 13.96, P < 0.001) and 70 choices (t = 4.31, df = 13.6, P = 0.003) than control bees 
(Fig. 3). Over the entire test, a poorer mean performance in term of accuracy than controls, yet not statistically 
significant, was shown by bees previously exposed to both 1 and 2.5-ppm (GLMM, Dunn’s test, 1-ppm vs control: 
P = 0.15, 2.5-ppm vs control: P = 0.31, Fig. 3).

A plot of individual bee performance in this reversal learning test revealed additional features of bee foraging 
accuracy (Fig. 4), these are: (1) some bees from each of the three experimental groups (1-ppm, 2.5-ppm and 50-ppm  
in associative learning phase) appeared to be unaffected by nicotine, even when previously exposed to the high-
est concentrations. Conversely (2), an increasing number of bees had reduced reversal learning accuracy with 
increasing nicotine concentration in the forward associative phase of the experiment. In addition (3), the rela-
tive accuracy of the bees changed little over the course of the experiment within all groups, that is, bees whose 
performance started well in the early phases of reversal learning, ended well too, and vice versa. The differences 
in term of accuracy observed in the reversal learning test were not due to differences in bee performance after 
the forward learning phase, as in that test, after 50 visits, all the groups had performed equally well (P = 0.40, see 
above). Similarly, bees of all groups had the same low foraging accuracy (P = 0.36, see above) in the first block of 
10 choices in the reversal learning test (Fig. 3).

Discussion
Our results suggest that the alkaloid nicotine either in concentrations within or above the natural range12 influ-
ences bumblebee flower preference via enhanced memory for floral traits and a reduced ability to reverse learn 
when the trait became sub-optimal. We also observed considerable variation between individual bees in terms 
of their response to nicotine, perhaps because of individual differences in susceptibility to the alkaloid, or other 
psychological traits30.

A positive impact on learning performance in bees has also been found in other nectar alkaloids such as caf-
feine, which helps bees to remember a learned floral scent three times longer than normal22. The identification of 
the mechanism of action of nicotine remains to be elucidated, but nicotine is an agonist of nicotinic acetylcholine 
receptors (nAChrs) par excellence. Thus, we speculate that this alkaloid, like caffeine, may act as a psychoactive 
drug27 by modulating the activity of cholinergic neurons in insect brains23. Acetylcholine is the primary excit-
atory neurotransmitter in the insect brain23 and cholinergic pathways are strongly implicated in many sensory 
functions, learning, memory and addiction22, 23, 31. After entering the brain via olfactory, tactile or post-gustatory 
pathways, the nicotine encountered by bumblebees may increase the rate of firing of neurons receiving acetyl-
choline at their input synapses, leading to positive reinforcement of the flower-reward association23, 32, 33. This 
hypothesis is supported by recent evidence that some agonists of nACh receptors, chemically very similar to 
nicotine, such as the neonicotinoids imidacloprid and thiamethoxam, act to attract honeybees and bumblebees to 

Figure 3.  Nicotine previously encountered in nectar prompts bumblebees to make suboptimal choices in terms 
of reward. Reversal learning curve (mean choice accuracy ± SEM). After the forward learning phase, each bee 
underwent an individual reversal learning procedure in which the rewarding and unrewarding flower colours 
were switched and the rewarding flower for all groups provided sucrose solution (without nicotine). For each 
bee (n = 60) 70 consecutive visits were recorded. Learning curve for each group was generated from the mean 
choice accuracies (percentage correct choices made) for every consecutive block of 10 choices. Overall nicotine 
at 50-ppm strongly reduced the speed of learning (P < 0.001). A poorer performance than controls, yet not 
statistically significant, was also observed in bees previously exposed to the other two tested doses (1-ppm: 
P = 0.15, 2.5-ppm: P = 0.31).
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sucrose solutions that have been laced with them28. Moreover the role of nicotinic receptors in memory formation 
in bees has been highlighted by other studies, in which nicotinic antagonist mecamylamine and the neonicotinoid 
imidacloprid are both shown to impair honeybee learning capabilities31, 34, 35. Similarly, the neonicotinoid clothi-
anidin has been shown to impair learning in honeybees and to induce a faster learning in Nosema-infected bum-
blebees36. A second possible explanation for our findings comes from the evidence that nicotine lowers sucrose 
sensitivity threshold in honey bees increasing the subjective perception of reward quality37, which in pollinators 
is tightly linked to learning performance38. Thus, nicotine may also modulate the motivational state of pollinators 
by acting on distinct functional modules for reward learning like “wanting” and “liking”39.

Behavioural evidence from several studies suggests that bees can detect nicotine in floral nectar10, 14–17, 19, 28. 
We found that bumblebee preference for this alkaloid depends mainly on its concentration encountered in nectar. 
Bumblebees seem to be deterred only by unnaturally high concentrations of the alkaloid, while this deterrence 
is no longer evident at the high natural concentration, or it reverses to attraction at even lower concentrations. 
This finding, together with the recent evidence that bees prefer foods containing neonicotinoid pesticides28 sug-
gest that pollinators might disproportionately visit plants treated with neonicotinoids. The volatile nature of this 
alkaloid40 suggests that it may contribute to the activation of olfactory sensory pathways. However, in honeybees 
at least, receptor cells for bitter substances have not been identified in the antennal tip so far41. Conversely, in 
both bumblebees and honeybees, a stimulation with nicotine dissolved in water elicited firing activity of several 
neurons located in the galeal sensilla, indicating that these pollinators have nicotinic gustatory receptors in their 
mouthparts28. This may explain how bumblebees detect this alkaloid in artificial nectars.

Nicotine occurrence in nectar is known to manipulate pollinator activity and enhance plant fitness6, 7. The 
results presented here show an additional dynamic in the manipulation of pollinators, whereby nicotine in nectar 
provides memorable signals so that plants of the same species are preferentially targeted by the same individual 
insects42. Such a response to nicotine in nectar may not apply to hummingbirds, since experiments with artificial 

Figure 4.  Individual bee performance in the reversal learning test. Plot of individual bee performance (n = 60) 
in the reversal learning test in which the rewarding and unrewarding flower colours were switched with respect 
to the forward learning phase, and the rewarding flower for all groups provided sucrose solution (without 
nicotine). For each bee (n = 60) 70 consecutive visits were recorded (x-axis). Different colours represent 
different individual bees. Circles represent raw data of bee choices that were pooled to 3 large bins of sequential 
choices for clarity. Curves were fitted to the 70 visits completed by individual bees. The plots reveal the large 
variation among individual bees’ responses. Some bees were unaffected by nicotine but an increasing number 
of bees were very slow or completely failed to revert with increasing nicotine concentration encountred in the 
forward learning phase.
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flowers suggest that Archilochus alexandri only tolerates nicotine in sugar solutions when the birds had no other 
foraging choices, and prefer nicotine-free solutions given the choice6.

Bees have innate flower signal preferences that can be altered quickly depending on flower rewards, and bee 
visitation patterns become highly consistent once learned. Our study supports the idea that nectar alkaloids may 
increase pollinator constancy21, 22, 24. An enhanced memory of a rewarding flower type is likely to increase the 
rate of visitation to that plant species as bees are more inclined to visit flowers they have already learned to be 
rewarding than novel flower types43. Plants can have a selective advantage with enhanced outbreeding and reduce 
selfing, and it is likely that there are trade-offs between reproductive costs and reproductive success. The partial 
deterrence of pollinators by natural concentrations of nectar alkaloids may serve to increase the number of flower 
visitations by accelerating the rate at which they move from flower to flower2, 39, therefore increasing the rate of 
pollen transfer between flowers and promoting a higher rate of outcrossing6, 44.

In conclusion, pollinators might indirectly drive selection toward optimal concentrations of secondary metab-
olites while plants might pharmacologically manipulate pollinator behaviour, improving their own reproductive 
success. Such findings are unlikely to be restricted to caffeine and nicotine; other psychoactive compounds known 
from plants also have the potential to manipulate pollinator behaviour.

Methods
Animals and experimental set up.  Bombus terrestris audax workers (provided by Koppert B. V., The 
Netherlands) were used in the experiments. Tests were conducted in the lab under standardized light (12:12, high 
frequency fluorescent lighting [(TMS 24F) lamp with HF-B 236 TLD (4.3 Khz) ballasts, Phillips, Netherlands 
fitted with Activa daylight fluorescent tubes, Osram]) and temperature (20 ± 2 °C) conditions. Before and after 
experiments colonies were provided ad libitum with pollen (Koppert B.V., The Netherlands) and sucrose solu-
tion 30% (w/w). All tested workers were uniquely marked with Opalith tags (Opalithplättchen, Warnholz & 
Bienenvoigt, Germany) for individual identification. Across all experiment, sucrose solution was at 30% (w/w) 
while nicotine ((-)-Nicotine hemisulphate salt (≥95% (TLC), ~40% (w/v) in H2O (based on free base); N1019 
Sigma) was at 1, 2.5 or 50-ppm in sucrose solution 30% (w/w). Pollinators encounter nicotine in floral nectar of 
Nicotiana and Tilia species (the former being native to South America and naturalised worldwide by humans and 
the latter being native in most of the temperate Northern Hemisphere) at variable concentrations between 0.1 ng/
μl and 3 ng/μl12, 15, 29.

General procedure.  Each colony was housed in a wooden box (28 × 20 × 11 cm) connected to a flight arena 
(120 × 100 × 35 cm) covered by a transparent UV-transmitting Plexiglas lid by a gated Plexiglas tunnel (25 cm 
length; 3.5 × 3.5 cm in cross-section). Several shutters along the length of the tunnel allowed us to control the 
traffic of the foraging bees between the nest box and the flight arena45. Artificial flowers were constructed from 
24 × 24 mm transparent Perspex chips (Perspex® Neutral) placed on top of clear glass cylinders to raise them 
above the green floor of the arena. During open foraging, these artificial clear flowers were organized in an array 
of 12 equidistant feeders and were all rewarding with a 15 µl droplet of sucrose solution. Flowers were immediately 
refilled after the bee moved to a different one by means of an electronic dispenser pipette (HandyStep electronic, 
BrandTech Scientific, Inc., Essex, CT, USA). All bees selected for the experiments were already actively foraging 
on the clear flowers but were naïve to both experimental flower colours and to encountering nicotine-enhanced 
nectar during foraging.

Preference test for nicotine-laced nectar.  To assess whether B. terrestris has a preference for 
nicotine-laced sucrose solution, we performed an experiment where bees were simultaneously presented with 
two different types of flowers (one laced with nicotine and the other nicotine-free).

Bees were trained to forage on 12 square transparent plastic flowers of 24 × 24 mm (Perspex® Neutral) 
arranged in a rectangular grid consisting of 4 × 3 equidistant feeders to familiarize them with the artificial flowers. 
Motivated foragers were then tested in the same arena where the transparent plastic flowers were replaced with 
six blue (Perspex® Blue 272) and six purple (Perspex® Purple 4415) flowers associated with a reward (either 15 µl 
of plain sucrose solution or 15 µl of nicotine-laced sucrose solution) and alternatively arranged. Three different 
concentrations of nicotine, two in the natural range (1-ppm, 2.5-ppm) and one above it (50-ppm) were used in 
three independent tests carried out with three different groups of bees. During the tests, bees had to associate one 
colour with a reward (either plain sucrose solution or nicotine laced sucrose solution) and to make 100 consec-
utive choices. During the test, flowers were refilled so that bees never encountered an empty flower apart from 
the last one visited. Half of the bees were presented with purple flowers rewarded with plain sucrose solution and 
blue flowers rewarded with nicotine-laced sucrose solution, while the other half of the bees were presented with 
the opposite scenario. Twenty bees were tested individually at each concentration (n = 60 bees in total). Each bee 
was tested only once. Bees were considered to have chosen a flower only when they landed on it. New flowers 
were provided for each bee before individual testing to prevent possible use of scent marks as reward predictors46.

Learning test.  To test whether nicotine-laced nectar enhances the associative learning performance (speed 
of learning) during foraging, we subjected individual bees to a forward learning test and a subsequent reversal 
learning test. During the initial learning phase, unrewarding artificial blue (Perspex® Blue 272) flowers contained 
15 μl of water for both control and experimental bees, while rewarding artificial purple (Perspex® Purple 4415) 
flowers contained either 15 μl of plain sucrose solution (control group) or 15 µl of nicotine-laced sucrose solution 
(experimental group). Choosing a rewarding flower was regarded as a ‘correct choice’, while choosing an unre-
warding flower was considered an ‘error’. After a rewarding artificial flower had been visited for the first time 
by a bee, we started recording the number of correct choices. Also in this case three different concentrations of 
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nicotine (1-ppm, 2.5-ppm and 50-ppm) were used in three independent tests. A total of 60 bees (n = 15, controls; 
n = 16, 2.5-ppm nicotine; n = 15, 1-ppm nicotine; n = 14, 50-ppm nicotine) were tested individually and 50 con-
secutive choices were recorded for each bee.

In order to test whether nicotine previously encountered in nectars prompts bumblebees to make suboptimal 
choices in terms of reward, soon after the forward learning phase (unrewarding flower providing only water or 
rewarding flower with sucrose solution, or sucrose solution plus nicotine at one of 3 doses (see above)), each bee 
underwent an individual reversal learning procedure in which the rewarding and unrewarding flower colours 
were switched and the rewarding flower for both groups provided sucrose solution (without nicotine). In this 
reversal learning phase, 70 consecutive choices were recorded for each bee. During both the forward learning 
and reversal learning phase, 6 blue and 6 purple flowers were alternatively arranged in a rectangular grid (3 × 4) 
of 12 equidistant flowers. The two colours were evenly interspersed and were either unrewarding or rewarding. 
The position of colours in the array was switched between each bout made by an individual bee to account for 
any positional bias. Flowers were cleaned between sequential bouts of the same bee, preventing the possible use 
of scent marks as predictors of as reward46.

Data analysis and statistics.  A two-tailed One-sample t-test was used to test for any bumblebee preference 
for nicotine-laced nectars in the preference test. Precisely, for each nicotine concentration we tested the observed 
sample against the hypothetical values of 0.5 which indicates the lack for any preference (i.e. a random decision 
take by foraging bumblebees).

Learning curves of the forward and reversal learning phase were analysed using ANOVA. Two independent 
models were carried out for the two learning phases. Bees’ choices (correct/incorrect) were examined using gen-
eralized linear mixed models (GLMMs) with a binomial error structure - logit-link function -, glmer function of 
R package lme447. In the models ‘bee choice’ was entered as dependent variable, “treatment” as fixed factor and 
‘trial’ (i.e. the sequence of 50 and 70 visits over the forward and reversal learning phase, respectively) as covariate. 
Individuals’ identity (IDs) was considered as a random factor in order to allow for repeated measurements. We 
retained the significant model with the highest explanatory power (i.e. the lowest AIC value). In both selected 
models for the forward learning phase and the reversal learning phase the interaction term “treatment*trial” was 
not included. We used Dunnett’s post-hoc tests to detect differences between the different groups (glht function 
from R package multcomp48). Finally we calculated the mean choice accuracies (percentage correct choices made) 
for every consecutive block of 10 choices for both the control and treatment groups49 and compared them using 
One-Way ANOVA or t-tests and Holm-Bonferroni correction for multiple comparisons (all the P values reported 
in the text are corrected). Statistical analyses were performed with R 3.2.3 (R Development Core Team, 2016).

References
	 1.	 Bennett, R. N. & Wallsgrove, R. M. Secondary metabolites in plant defence mechanisms. New Phytol. 127, 617–633 (1994).
	 2.	 Adler, L. S. The ecological significance of toxic nectar. Oikos 91, 409–420 (2000).
	 3.	 Baker, H. G. Non-sugar chemical constituents of nectar. Apidologie 8, 349–356 (1977).
	 4.	 Vanbergen, A. J. Threats to an ecosystem service: pressures on pollinators. Front. Ecol. Environ. 11, 251–259 (2013).
	 5.	 Nicolson, S. W. & Thornburg, R. W. In Nectaries and nectar 215–264 (Springer, 2007).
	 6.	 Kessler, D. et al. Unpredictability of nectar nicotine promotes outcrossing by hummingbirds in Nicotiana attenuata. Plant J. 71, 

529–538 (2012).
	 7.	 Kessler, D., Gase, K. & Baldwin, I. T. Field experiments with transformed plants reveal the sense of floral scents. Science 321, 

1200–1202 (2008).
	 8.	 Kessler, A. & Halitschke, R. Testing the potential for conflicting selection on floral chemical traits by pollinators and herbivores: 

predictions and case study. Funct. Ecol. 23, 901–912 (2009).
	 9.	 Manson, J. S., Cook, D., Gardner, D. R. & Irwin, R. E. Dose‐dependent effects of nectar alkaloids in a montane plant–pollinator 

community. J. Ecol. 101, 1604–1612 (2013).
	10.	 Gegear, R. J., Manson, J. S. & Thomson, J. D. Ecological context influences pollinator deterrence by alkaloids in floral nectar. Ecol. 

Lett. 10, 375–382 (2007).
	11.	 Adler, L. S., Seifert, M. G., Wink, M. & Morse, G. E. Reliance on pollinators predicts defensive chemistry across tobacco species. Ecol. 

Lett. 15, 1140–1148 (2012).
	12.	 Tadmor‐Melamed, H. et al. Limited ability of Palestine sunbirds Nectarinia osea to cope with pyridine alkaloids in nectar of tree 

tobacco Nicotiana glauca. Funct. Ecol. 18, 844–850 (2004).
	13.	 Köhler, A., Pirk, C. W. & Nicolson, S. W. Honeybees and nectar nicotine: deterrence and reduced survival versus potential health 

benefits. J. Insect. Physiol. 58, 286–292 (2012).
	14.	 Tiedeken, E. J., Stout, J. C., Stevenson, P. C. & Wright, G. A. Bumblebees are not deterred by ecologically relevant concentrations of 

nectar toxins. J. Exp. Biol. 217, 1620–1625 (2014).
	15.	 Detzel, A. & Wink, M. Attraction, deterrence or intoxication of bees (Apis mellifera) by plant allelochemicals. Chemoecology 4, 8–18 

(1993).
	16.	 Singaravelan, N., Nee’man, G., Inbar, M. & Izhaki, I. Feeding responses of free-flying honeybees to secondary compounds mimicking 

floral nectars. J. Chem. Ecol. 31, 2791–2804 (2005).
	17.	 Hagler, J. R. & Buchmann, S. L. Honey bee (Hymenoptera: Apidae) foraging responses to phenolic-rich nectars. J. Kans. Entomol. 

Soc. 66, 223–230 (1993).
	18.	 Manson, J. S., Otterstatter, M. C. & Thomson, J. D. Consumption of a nectar alkaloid reduces pathogen load in bumble bees. 

Oecologia 162, 81–89 (2010).
	19.	 Baracchi, D., Brown, M. J. & Chittka, L. Behavioural evidence for self-medication in bumblebees? F1000Research 4 (2015).
	20.	 Thorburn, L. P., Adler, L. S., Irwin, R. E. & Palmer-Young, E. C. Variable effects of nicotine and anabasine on parasitized bumble 

bees. F1000Research 4 (2015).
	21.	 Thomson, J. D., Draguleasa, M. A. & Tan, M. G. Flowers with caffeinated nectar receive more pollination. Arth. Plant Interact. 9, 1–7 

(2015).
	22.	 Wright, G. et al. Caffeine in floral nectar enhances a pollinator’s memory of reward. Science 339, 1202–1204 (2013).
	23.	 Gauthier, M. In Insect Nicotinic Acetylcholine Receptors 97–115 (Springer, 2010).
	24.	 Barron, A. B., Maleszka, R., Helliwell, P. G. & Robinson, G. E. Effects of cocaine on honey bee dance behaviour. J. Exp. Biol. 212, 

163–168 (2009).



www.nature.com/scientificreports/

8Scientific Reports | 7: 1951  | DOI:10.1038/s41598-017-01980-1

	25.	 Mustard, J. A., Dews, L., Brugato, A., Dey, K. & Wright, G. A. Consumption of an acute dose of caffeine reduces acquisition but not 
memory in the honey bee. Behav. Brain. Res. 232, 217–224 (2012).

	26.	 Kennedy, D. O. & Wightman, E. L. Herbal extracts and phytochemicals: plant secondary metabolites and the enhancement of human 
brain function. Adv. Nutr. 2, 32–50 (2011).

	27.	 Chittka, L. & Peng, F. Caffeine boosts bees’ memories. Science 339, 1157–1159 (2013).
	28.	 Kessler, S. C. et al. Bees prefer foods containing neonicotinoid pesticides. Nature 521, 74–76 (2015).
	29.	 Naef, R., Jaquier, A., Velluz, A. & Bachofen, B. From the Linden Flower to Linden Honey-Volatile Constituents of Linden Nectar, the 

Extract of Bee‐Stomach and Ripe Honey. Chem. Biodivers. 1, 1870–1879 (2004).
	30.	 Muller, H. & Chittka, L. Animal personalities: the advantage of diversity. Curr. Biol. 20, 961–963 (2008).
	31.	 Lozano, V., Armengaud, C. & Gauthier, M. Memory impairment induced by cholinergic antagonists injected into the mushroom 

bodies of the honeybee. J. Comp. Physiol. A 187, 249–254 (2001).
	32.	 Thany, S., Lenaers, G., Crozatier, M., Armengaud, C. & Gauthier, M. Identification and localization of the nicotinic acetylcholine 

receptor alpha3 mRNA in the brain of the honeybee, Apis mellifera. Insect Mol. Biol. 12, 255–262 (2003).
	33.	 Kreissl, S. & Bicker, G. Histochemistry of acetylcholinesterase and immunocytochemistry of an acetylcholine receptor‐like antigen 

in the brain of the honeybee. J. Comp. Neurol. 286, 71–84 (1989).
	34.	 Decourtye, A., Devillers, J., Cluzeau, S., Charreton, M. & Pham-Delègue, M.-H. Effects of imidacloprid and deltamethrin on 

associative learning in honeybees under semi-field and laboratory conditions. Ecotoxicol. Environ. Saf. 57, 410–419 (2004).
	35.	 Wright, G. A., Softley, S. & Earnshaw, H. Low doses of neonicotinoid pesticides in food rewards impair short-term olfactory memory 

in foraging-age honeybees. Sci. Rep. 5 (2015).
	36.	 Piiroinen, S. & Goulson, D. Chronic neonicotinoid pesticide exposure and parasite stress differentially affects learning in honeybees 

and bumblebees. P. Roy. Soc. Lond. B Bio. 283, 20160246 (2016).
	37.	 Thany, S. H. & Gauthier, M. Nicotine injected into the antennal lobes induces a rapid modulation of sucrose threshold and improves 

short-term memory in the honeybee Apis mellifera. Brain. Res. 1039, 216–219 (2005).
	38.	 Scheiner, R., Erber, J. & Page, J. R. Tactile learning and the individual evaluation of the reward in honey bees (Apis mellifera L.). J. 

Comp. Physiol. A 185, 1–10 (1999).
	39.	 Perry, C. J. & Barron, A. B. Neural mechanisms of reward in insects. Annu. Rev. Entomol. 58, 543–562 (2013).
	40.	 Kessler, D. & Baldwin, I. T. Making sense of nectar scents: the effects of nectar secondary metabolites on floral visitors of Nicotiana 

attenuata. Plant J. 49, 840–854 (2007).
	41.	 de Brito Sanchez, M. G., Giurfa, M., de Paula Mota, T. R. & Gauthier, M. Electrophysiological and behavioural characterization of 

gustatory responses to antennal ‘bitter’ taste in honeybees. Eur. J. Neurosci. 22, 3161–3170 (2005).
	42.	 Gumbert, A., Kunze, J. & Chittka, L. Floral colour diversity in plant communities, bee colour space and a null model. P. Roy. Soc. 

Lond. B Bio. 266, 1711–1716 (1999).
	43.	 Chittka, L., Gumbert, A. & Kunze, J. Foraging dynamics of bumble bees: correlates of movements within and between plant species. 

Behav. Ecol. 8, 239–249 (1997).
	44.	 Irwin, R. E. & Adler, L. S. Nectar secondary compounds affect self‐pollen transfer: implications for female and male reproduction. 

Ecology 89, 2207–2217 (2008).
	45.	 Chittka, B. Sensorimotor learning in bumblebees: long-term retention and reversal training. J. Exp. Biol. 201, 515–524 (1998).
	46.	 Saleh, N. & Chittka, L. The importance of experience in the interpretation of conspecific chemical signals. Behav. Ecol. Sociobiol. 61, 

215–220 (2006).
	47.	 Bates, D., Mächler, M., Bolker, B. & Walker, S. Fitting linear mixed-effects models using lme4. arXiv preprint arXiv:1406.5823 (2014).
	48.	 Bretz, F., Hothorn, T. & Westfall, P. H. Multiple comparisons using R. CRC Press Boca Raton (2011).
	49.	 Chittka, L. & Thomson, J. D. Sensori-motor learning and its relevance for task specialization in bumble bees. Behav. Ecol. Sociobiol. 

41, 385–398 (1997).

Acknowledgements
The authors thank Dr. Stephan Wolf and Dr. Clint Perry for their constructive comments and suggestions during 
experiments and Dr. HaDi MaBouDi and Professor Richard A. Nichols for help with statistics. D.B. was supported 
by a Marie Curie Intra European Fellowship. L.C. is supported by an ERC Advanced Grant and a Royal Society 
Wolfson Research Merit Award.

Author Contributions
L.C. and A.L. conceived the study. D.B. and L.C. designed the experiments. D.B., A.J.J. and A.M. performed the 
experiments. D.B. carried out data analysis. All authors contributed in writing the manuscript.

Additional Information
Competing Interests: The authors declare that they have no competing interests.
Publisher's note: Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and 
institutional affiliations.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
License, which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or 

format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Cre-
ative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not per-
mitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the 
copyright holder. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.
 
© The Author(s) 2017

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Nicotine in floral nectar pharmacologically influences bumblebee learning of floral features

	Results

	Discussion

	Methods

	Animals and experimental set up. 
	General procedure. 
	Preference test for nicotine-laced nectar. 
	Learning test. 
	Data analysis and statistics. 

	Acknowledgements

	Figure 1 Bumblebee preference for nicotine-enriched nectars.
	Figure 2 Nicotine-laced nectar enhances the forward learning performance of bumblebees during foraging.
	Figure 3 Nicotine previously encountered in nectar prompts bumblebees to make suboptimal choices in terms of reward.
	Figure 4 Individual bee performance in the reversal learning test.




