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Caterpillars and Their Curious Connections 
Caterpillars may seem like solitary creatures, but 
they interact with other species in surprising ways. 
While they don’t form friendships like humans, 
they can develop relationships with other 
animals and plants that are helpful, harmful, or 
neutral. Let’s explore the fascinating world of 
caterpillar relationships! 

Mutualism: A Win-Win Relationship 
One example of mutualism, where both species 
benefit, is between some caterpillars and ants. 

Certain caterpillars, like those of the lycaenid butterfly, produce a sweet liquid 
called honeydew. The ants love this treat and, in return, protect the caterpillars 
from predators like birds or spiders. This is a perfect example of teamwork in 
nature! 

Parasitism: A One-Sided Relationship 
Unfortunately for caterpillars, not all relationships are beneficial. Some wasps and 
flies are parasites to caterpillars. These insects lay their eggs on or inside a 
caterpillar’s body. When the eggs hatch, the larvae feed on the caterpillar, often 
leading to its death. While it may seem harsh, parasitism plays an important role 
in keeping ecosystems balanced by controlling caterpillar populations. 

Commensalism: One Benefits, the Other Doesn’t Mind 
Caterpillars also have relationships where only one species benefits, but the other 
isn’t harmed. For example, small mites sometimes hitch a ride on a caterpillar. The 
caterpillar doesn’t even notice, but the mites get to travel to new plants without 
using energy! 

Caterpillars and Plants 
Caterpillars have a strong relationship with plants, too. They depend on plants for 
food and shelter. While eating leaves might seem harmful to the plant, it can 
actually be helpful. By removing older leaves, caterpillars make room for new 
growth. In this way, their relationship with plants can be a mix of mutualism and 
harm. 

Caterpillars are much more connected to the world around them than you might 
think. Whether they’re working with ants, dealing with parasites, or providing a 
ride for mites, caterpillars show us how species depend on each other to survive. 


