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Which ‘bee-friendly’ plants attract the most 
bees?: an update on our findings 
 
Summary 
 
This report provides the findings from our third year of formal research which aims to 
quantify the relative attractiveness of ‘bee-friendly’ garden or wild plants to bees.   
Note: These findings build on the context and method described, in, detail in the 
2014 research paper available via at rosybee.com/research. 
 
The scope of the study this year included:   

• 58 plants; 13 native and 45 non-native 
• 7 newly studied plant species or cultivars taking the total studied in the three 

years to 79 plants of which 59 plants have more than one year’s data. 
• 3 years of contextual data for trends and correlations 

 
This year the wet and windy spring weather meant that bees were not observed 
foraging until mid-May (nine weeks later than previously). However, the overall 
findings are very similar to the averages of the previous two years indicating: 

• Repeating the research annually is beginning to provide consistent metrics 
• Both plants and bees are very resilient to adverse weather events 

 
Eight out of the ‘top 10’ performing plants remained the same as those from the 
previous two years and the top 3 are now: 

• Helenium autumnale (previously 1st) 
• Echium vulgare (3rd) 
• Helenium ‘Sahins Early Flowerer’ (4th) 

Calamintha Nepeta was a new entrant to the ‘top 10 in 4th place.  
 
This year’s study produced findings that mainly reinforced those of the previous 
years: 
 

• The primary finding is still that plants are not equally attractive to bees, even 
when you focus on ‘bee-friendly’ plants and the variation is significant for 
anyone wanting to maximize the amount of bee-food any area of land can 
provide.  

• Healthy plants with more flowers attract more bees: the old gardeners adage 
of ‘right plant for the right place’ is important, not only for a sustainable 
garden, but also for the direct impact on the pollinators each plant may 
support 

• Generally native and non-native plants continue to appear equally attractive 
to bees and, except where some specific bees and plants have a more 
unique inter-dependency, most bees do not care as long as the plant’s 
structure allows them to reach the nectar or pollen.  

 
 
The following chart provides a summary of the cumulative results for the 3 years of 
data. 
 
 
 
 
Summary chart of the top performing plants for bees by type of bee 



 

 
 
For more details please refer to full research results at www.rosybee.com/research/ 
 
 
Note from the author 
Over the years of this study I have found that my attitudes to plants have changed 
and that I can no longer appreciate plants on a purely aesthetic basis. The job of 
flowers is to provide food for pollinators and to be pollinated in exchange. If they 
cannot perform that function effectively, I no longer think they have a legitimate place 
in a garden when there are so many beautiful plants that can. I hope that plant 
breeders and judges will also consider these factors more in the future. 
 
I am planning to continue this research and am always on the look-out for new plants 
to test. 
 
 
Rosi Rollings (rosi@rosybee.com) 
Rosybee Nurseries, Oxfordshire 



1. Recap of previous research 
From 2011 to 2014 we tested a variety of plants that are commonly recommended 
for bees. Over time we eliminated ones that did not appear to perform well and tried 
more. By 2014, with the help of some input from the LASI unit at Sussex University, 
we had developed a method for quantifying our plant trials and completed our first full 
formal field study results. We have now added a two further years’ worth of data and 
more plants to our findings. 
 
The results we publish are based on the findings from our site in south Oxfordshire, 
(Rosybee plant nursery) which is on very heavy, but improved, clay. Over time the 
six-acre site is being developed as a ‘bee haven’ with areas of wildflowers and of 
annual borage and phacelia sowings. We also keep honey bees. All of this activity 
probably increases the general bee populations but will not impact the main findings 
of the research. 
 
Comparative research sites in Norfolk are being developed and we hope to have 
more data for those soon.  
 
 
2. 2016 season study  
The scope of the study this year included:   

• 58 plants; 13 native and 45 non-native 
• 7 newly studied plant species or cultivars taking the total studied to 79 plants 
• a second or third year of data for 59 plants providing more robust results 
• 3 years of data for trends and correlations 

 
The research methods remained the same: bees and other pollinators are counted 
on each plant, at least weekly, for the period each plant was in flower. Our research 
bed is laid out so that each plant type fills an area of one square meter of ground, 
allowing a measure of ‘bees per square meter’ to be calculated.  The counting is 
done by a ‘snapshot’ method: all the bees that are on the plant at the moment of 
observation are counted. We only count on days when the bees are flying ie. when 
it’s not raining, blowing a gail or below 10 degrees. 
 
The outputs of this method are: 

1. The average number of bees, per square meter for each plant 
2. The number of weeks each plant flowers for 

We also capture weather and other factors that may have a contextual influence on 
the results, such as the health of the plant. 
 
Based on the first two years of study, we realized that there are sufficient variations 
between how plants and bees behave each year that more years of data will help to 
provide more robust results. There are still many more herbaceous perennials and 
sub-shrubs to quantify although our focus remains on those that are likely to be 
highly attractive to bees. 
 
 
3. Ratings method 
Both length of flowering and the number of bees attracted, at any given time, contribute 
to the value each plant can provide to bees and other pollinators. (10 bees at a time 
for 2 weeks = 2 bees at a time for 10 weeks) The rosybee rating combines these two 
factors (average bees attracted per square meter x length of flowering). We calculate 
a measure for each plant and then a ranking for the range of plants within the study. 



For a more complete description of the method please refer to our 2014 research 
paper. 
 
It is worth noting that, with the addition of a third year of data, I have tried looking at 
the statistics from a number of perspectives and found that the top performing plants 
remained the same regardless of whether we take the average of the ratings or the 
rankings over the three years. 
 
 
4. Contextual findings 
4.1 Weather 
In the previous two years we have started to count bees around ‘week 11’ but in 
2016, March and April were either too cold, wet or windy for the bees to venture out. 
Plants were also later to start flowering and some suffered from both the wet and 
subsequent infestation of slugs. 
 
The first time bees were observed foraging in the research bed was in week 20 (mid 
May) and so this is the earliest data we have for 2016. However, although bee 
numbers were lower in May and June they quickly recovered and peaked at a similar 
time to previous years, in July. 
 

 
 
 
4.2 Bee numbers  
The average number of bees counted per square meter of plants was slightly down 
on 2015 but is very close to the average for all 3 years. The main reduction was in 
bumblebees, and in particular carder bumblebees that had been very plentiful in 
2015. The reasons for this are unclear but I suspect the weather may have had an 
impact. 
 



 
 
 
5 The Plant Results 
The early wet weather was followed by the worst slug infestation I ever remember in 
south Oxfordshire and the combination of the two meant that some plants were either 
lost or severely impacted. In some cases the plants had to be replaced and so those 
species were not as mature or vigorous by flowering time and typically attracted less 
bees than previously: 

• Helenium autumnale was particularly badly munched but luckily we had 
mature plants to replace them with 

• Veronica spicata was replaced and the new plants produced roughly half the 
number of flowering spires as the mature ones had 

• Some of the hyssop – which was 5 years old – became ‘leggy’ and produced 
fewer flowers 

 
 
5.1 Bee-plant ranking 
Having established there are some differences in plant performance between the 
years, it seemed more relevant to focus on the cumulative rating and to use this as 
the basis for future years reporting. The cumulative rating combines the effect of all 
other variables such as weather and plant health, exactly as the bees (or a gardener) 
would experience over time.  
 
The 2016 results were generally very consistent with the average results from the 
previous years with Helenium autumnale still coming top in the average ratings and 8 
out of the ‘top 10’ being the same as.  The two that joined the ‘top 10’ were 
Calamintha nepeta and Veronicastrum virginicum that had previously ranked 11th. 
The calamint, now in its second year and reaching maturity, was the top rated plant 
for 2016, attracting an average of 6.27 bees per square meter over a 13 week 
flowering period. It was still flowering when we stopped counting in mid-October. 
 
The two plants that dropped out of the ‘top 10’ were Hyssopus and Veronica spicata 
dropping to 11th and 12th place. Both suffered as a result of the very long wet winter 
although the Hyssop may have been towards the end of its natural life anyway. The 
resulting drop of flower density and therefore bee numbers is what any gardener 
would experience ie its normal to have plants that fail, over time, and need to be 
replaced leaving temporary bare patches in a flower bed. Therefore I believe the 
results are a valid reflection of the bee-value for those areas of ground and that most 



plants will go through this cycle, eventually, and is one of the reasons why the 
research needs to be continued. 
 
It is worth noting that two of the ‘top 3’ are now Heleniums and it is unclear if this is 
chance or if Heleniums generally are all highly attractive to bees.  The two we grow 
were chosen based on perception they may perform well but without any advance 
evidence.  

o The autumnale was chosen because we hoped it was a undeveloped species 
plant and we believe that it is certainly very close to the original species 
because it is viable from seed and has many smaller florets than most of the 
cultivated varieties which tend to have fewer larger flowers.  

o The ‘Sahins Early Flowerer’ (SEF) was chosen because I had been growing it 
in the garden and knew it to be reliable and long flowering. It is now 
averaging 13 weeks for flower compared with the autumnale’s average of 9.  
In the coming year I hope to be able to study more Heleniums for 
comparison.	 

 
Note: ratings for all 79 plants tested to date can be found in Appendix 1. 
 



Of the 7 new plants included in the 2016 study, three performed well and were 
ranked within the ‘top 30’. These are Stachys sylvaticum (a native plant), Lavandula 
‘munstead’, and Monarda ‘Jacob Cline’.  
 
The Monarda ‘Jacob Cline’ performed much better than the more standard Monarda 
didyma that we had grown previously and attracted both honey bees and 
bumblebees where the previous plant had only attracted the long-tongued bombus 
hortorum. The reason for this appears to be that although it still has the long tubular 
flowers, the tubes are much bigger and so honey bees could climb inside them 
where previously they were prevented from reaching the nectar because their 
tongues are too short.  
 
 
5.2 Differences between years 
The chart below shows how the ratings for the ‘top 30’ vary by year.  
 

 
 
The red bars from 2015 for both Helenium autumnale and Sedem spectabile still 
really stand out but in 2016 both had scores much more similar to 2014.  This pattern 
is true for many others including Veronicastrum, Scabious columbaria, Agastache 
and Erysimum ‘Bowles mauve. It is difficult to know if 2015 was an exceptional year 
for bees or if the weather conditions just really suited those plants.  It is to try and 
better understand these patterns that we hope to continue this research.  
 
 
5.3 Native v non-native 
As in previous years we found that there continues to be very little difference in bee-
attraction between native and non-native plants.  
 
The biggest difference between the native and non-native plants still seems to be 
that the native plants (in our sample of 22) flower later and those that flower earliest 
attract fewer bees.  
 



The chart below shows the average number of bees (per square meter) each week 
on the native and non-native plants. The two lines follow each other quite closely 
except for the early weeks; until week 20 (early May) only non-native plants flowered 
and until week 24 (early June) those native plants that were in flower attracted few 
bees compared with the non-native plants flowering at that time.  The rise in values 
in week 41 is due to the fact that only two plants were still in flower and so may have 
less competition for pollinators at that time; the two plants were Aster novi belgii 
(non-native) and Origanum. 
 

 
 
 
6. Conclusion from 2016 study 
This year’s study produced findings that mainly reinforced those of the previous 
years, producing results that were very close to the overall averages of all 3 years.  
 
My conclusions are: 
 

• The primary finding is still that plants are not equally attractive to bees, even 
when you focus on ‘bee-friendly’ plants and the variation is significant for 
anyone wanting to maximize the amount of bee-food any area of land can 
provide.  

• Healthy plants with more flowers attract more bees: the old gardeners adage 
of ‘right plant for the right place’ is important, not only for a sustainable 
garden, but also for the direct impact on the pollinators each plant may 
support 

• Generally native and non-native plants continue to appear equally attractive 
to bees and, except where some specific bees and plants have a more 
unique inter-dependency, most bees do not care as long as the plant’s 
structure allows them to reach the nectar or pollen.  

• Weather clearly has an impact on both bees and plants but both are also very 
resilient. Although the wet and winding weather early in 2016 meant that bees 
were not observed foraging until May, a full nine weeks later than in previous 
years the results for the remainder of the season were remarkably unchanged 
except where the weather (and slugs, which were a by-product of the wet 
weather) had adversely, impacted certain plants. . 



 
7.  Future Research Plans 
Our aim is to complete 5 years of data collection but, if possible we would also like to 
include the following in 2017: 

• Continue to add more plants. The following are either planted and maturing or 
to be sourced: 

o Perovskia 
o Geranium x magnificum  
o Echinops ‘blue glow’ 
o Anemone hupehensis, 
o Buphthalmum salicifolium 

• Share and compare data with the Wildlife Gardening Forum  
• Study a wider number of Heleniums 

 
 
 
 
  



Appendix	1	–	Ratings	for	all	plants	studied	in	3	years	

	

Rating value = average 
bees per week x weeks of 
flowering	



	

Appendix	2	

About Rosi and the nursery  
 
Having been a passionate plantswoman and gardener all 
my life, in 2010 my husband and I became beekeepers. 
Naturally, we did a bit of reading about bees and quickly 
became aware that they appeared to be under threat that 
they are an essential part of our eco-system and so their 
health is important stuff.  
 
Well, the horticulturalist in me wanted to know which 
plants to grow to help the bees.  I found lists but not much 
guidance or many suppliers. So, we have decided to set 
up our own supply as well as a site for trialing plants to see 
which the bees seem to like best. That was the beginning 
of the research we are now publishing. 
 
The nursery has been trading since 2012 and is a source 
of both plants and advice to meet the growing interest in bees from both gardeners 
and landowners.  The business trades mainly through the website and we sell our 
plants in trays of 6 or 10 to encourage planting in blocks because that’s what the bees 
prefer. 
 
We pride ourselves on only selling plants that we believe will help gardeners to 
maximize the support they can give to bees.  
 


