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Abstract 

Collective nouns are a category of nouns that refer to a group of people or things. This group of 

nouns has the special characteristic that when in singular form, they can be followed by either a 

singular or a plural verb. This feature of collective nouns has attracted a great deal of attention 

from researchers and traditional grammarians, who in the last few decades have tried to explain 

this phenomenon by investigating different perspectives on it, thereby taking into consideration 

morphological, syntactic and semantic, as well as variational and discourse-specific differences 

(Biber et al, 1999; Levin, 2001; Depraetere, 2003). One of the main assumptions that has been 

suggested in the literature is that collective nouns have specific concord preferences, allowing 

for either a singular or a plural verb or both. Another assumption that has also been invoked is 

that when collective nouns are part of a complex noun phrase, as for instance in the phrase the 

rest of (the) society, in which the collective is part of the of-phrase, the plural tends to be used.  

 

Based on these two assumptions, the aim of this thesis is to further investigate, firstly whether a 

singular or a plural verb is used after expressions where a collective noun is being modified by a 

quantifying noun expression (e.g. the rest of, part of), secondly whether the concord preferences 

the collective nouns have an influence on the verbal concord and finally if there is any 

difference between the two main varieties of English, namely British and American English. 

Since this is a topic of actual language use, the methods used in corpus linguistic research are 

also employed in the thesis. More specifically, by looking at the instances of quantifying noun 

expressions modifying collective nouns as well as the frequency with which such constructions 

occur in two different corpora, the enTenTen13 and the GloWbE (Corpus of Global Web-Based 

English), the thesis seeks to answer the aforementioned questions.  

 

From the analysis of the data it was concluded that in some cases the concord preferences of the 

collective nouns influenced the verb form following the complex noun phrases, whereas in 

others these preferences did not determine the selection of the verb form. Syntactic, semantic as 

well as contextual factors seem to also influence the selection of the verb form. Furthermore, 

variational differences occurred, since in British English the plural was more often used with 

collective nouns that prefer the plural concord over the singular one or that are more variable in 

their concord patterns, whereas in American English the singular was the preferred choice in all 

cases.  
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1. Introduction 

Native and non-native speakers of any language have to learn, adopt and deal with the 

peculiarities and conventions that exist and are used within that language or a certain 

variety of it. For instance, native speakers of English, depending on the linguistic 

environment they grow up, will acquire different words to refer to the same entity or use 

the same words but in totally different ways. As a result, speakers of British English 

will use the underground and post a letter (Algeo, 1986) and will describe a hotel as 

homely, meaning that it is a simple, but cozy and comfortable place, according to the 

OALD, whereas speakers of American English will use the subway and mail a letter 

(Algeo, 1986) and will refer to a homely person, meaning this person is unattractive in 

appearance (OALD). In the same way, non-native speakers of English, whose learning 

of the language is focused on a specific variety, such as American English, will prefer to 

use the letter z in words such as recognize and analyze instead of its equivalent s in 

British English.  

 

Even though some aspects of the language are easier for the native speakers to learn 

(e.g. phonology, semantics, pragmatics) than the non-native ones, there are still some 

aspects, patterns or word categories of the language that confuse both native and non-

native speakers as to how correctly use them. One such word class is that of the 

collective nouns in English, since both native and non-native speakers have to face the 

problem of how to treat them (Bauer, 1994; Levin, 1999: 21), and in particular the 

number of the following verb. Collective nouns are also difficult for both types of 

speakers, not only due to the number of the verb following them, but also due to the fact 

that they are treated differently between British and American English (Quirk et al, 

1985; Levin, 1999, 2001, 2006), as well as to the usage variation existing within the 

word category of collective nouns (Depraetere, 2003; Levin, 2006).  

 

Collective nouns, as it is argued in Greenbaum (1996: 103) and the Collins Cobuild 

English Grammar (2011), are a category of nouns denoting “a group of people or 

things” (p. 59), thus being singular in form but plural in meaning. Another explanation 

of collective nouns is provided by Depraetere (2003), stating that “collective nouns are 

nouns with multiple reference, singular in form but at the same time able to be also 

combined with the plural” (p. 85). For instance, in the following examples, the 

collective noun team has been combined with a verb both in the singular and the plural. 

 

(1) the Granite City Oilers for a place in the British Champion 

play offs. The team uses Saughton Sports Complex as its 

home ground and for practice sessions.' (HJB, BNC) 

(2) give them its full support, which includes supplying a 38 

ton lorry. The team want to load this vehicle with medical, 

food and other essential supplies. (K9S, BNC) 

 

In traditional grammars of English, it is stated that a singular form is followed by a verb 

in the singular, whereas a plural form is followed by a verb in the plural (Quirk et al, 
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1985). Based on that, example (1) above follows the rule, since the noun team, which is 

in the singular due to the fact that no plural marking has been added, is followed by the 

singular verb uses, whereas the same singular noun in example (2) does not follow the 

rule, since the following verb is in the plural (i.e. want).  

 

When discussing the choice of collective nouns with a verb in either the singular or the 

plural, both syntactic and semantic factors have been taken into consideration. 

Grammatical and notional concord, the proximity principle (Quirk et al, 1985: 757-758) 

as well as the semantics of the predicate are some of the factors that help to determine 

the selection of the verb form. Furthermore, the verb form also indicates the point of 

view of the speaker/writer, since the use of the singular indicates that the user of the 

language focuses on the group denoted by the collective, whereas the use of the plural 

indicates that the user of the language focuses on the individuals that constitute the 

group denoted by the collective.  

 

Apart from the verb agreement variation, there is also variation in the use of pronouns. 

As it can be seen from the following examples, collective nouns can be followed either 

by a singular or a plural pronoun. 

 

(3) Mechanical Engineers: a Day in the Life of an Armoured 

Workshop # The modern army depends on its increasingly 

complex equipment working properly (A77, BNC) 

(4) The British Army knows when they send troops here they 

are going to be targets (CBM, BNC) 

 

Regarding the choice of pronoun, Levin (2006) argues that the use of singular pronouns 

focuses on the group as a whole, whereas the use of plural pronouns focuses on the 

individuals within the group, whereas Aremo (2003) claims that there is variation as to 

the number of the pronoun co-occurring with a singular verb. The use of pronouns also 

differs among the varieties of English, with AmE preferring the use of singular 

pronouns, even though the use of plural pronouns is also possible (Quirk et al, 1985), 

while BrE permits both singular and plural pronouns (Levin, 2001).   

 

In addition to the explanations given by traditional grammars such as Quirk et al (1985), 

Greenbaum (1996) and Leech & Svartvik (1994) about the verbs that follow collective 

nouns, as well as the fact that the semantics of the predicate also help determine the 

choice of the verb form, Depraetere (2003) and Levin (2006: 322) suggest that 

collective nouns have a concord preference or in other words an internal property, 

which determines the selection of the verb form, thus allowing for either singular or 

plural verb agreement, or both. They argue for example that collective nouns like 

government prefer singular verbs, nouns like family and team are more flexible, being 

followed by either a singular or a plural verb, whereas nouns like police are mostly 

followed by verbs in the plural (Levin, 2006: 322). However, in both of these studies 

the collective nouns in discussion were studied in simple noun phrases and not in 

complex ones in which, due to the existence of other elements between the subject of 

the sentence and the verb, the concord may be influenced.  
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Complex noun phrases with collective nouns, and the effect this might have on the 

concord, have not been very frequently discussed in the literature. Traditional grammars 

argue that when a collective noun is part of an of-postmodifier such as in the phrase the 

rest of society, the plural tends to be used (Leech & Svartvik, 1994; Quirk et al, 1985). 

Furthermore, collective nouns can be also followed by of-dependents, as in the phrase 

a group of people. In the literature, the of-dependent has not attracted a lot of interest, 

since it is treated as a case of attraction (Levin, 2001). Only Fernández-Pena (2017) has 

focused more closely on this topic. By looking at instances taken from the GloWbE 

corpus, she claims that in constructions with of-dependents, the singular agreement is 

preferred over the plural one. 

  

Taking as a reference point the role of the of-postmodifier as well as the fact that 

collective nouns have specific concord preferences allowing for either a singular or a 

plural verb, the aim of this thesis will be to further investigate and answer the following 

questions: 

 

1. When a collective noun is part of an of-postmodifier, in a phrase such 

as the rest of (the) society, is it the singular or the plural that is being 

used? 

2. Do the concord preferences of the collective nouns play a role in 

it, thus changing the concord depending on the preferences of the 

noun being used in this construction? 

3. Are there any differences in this area between the varieties of 

English, specifically between British and American English? 

 

In order to answer these questions, the study will take into account certain collective 

nouns that have been attested in the literature to have a preference for only singular 

concord (e.g. government), only plural (e.g. staff) or both (e.g. family), when used as a 

part of an of-postmodifier, by examining their occurrences in a corpus. More 

specifically, the study will focus on instances like the rest of + Collective and determine 

the type of concord followed by these instances. Furthermore, the study will also try to 

determine which kind of concord is more frequently used with collective nouns that 

have been attested to allow for both singular and plural concord.  Lastly, differences 

between the two main varieties of English, namely British and American English, will 

be taken into consideration, since as has been argued, concord also differs between the 

different varieties of English (Levin, 2001).  

 

Finally, in supporting the research questions as well as the answers given to them, the 

thesis will have the following structure. In Section 2, the literature review will provide 

more information about collective nouns, such as their morphosyntactic and semantic 

features, information about collective nouns in context as well as subject-verb 

agreement. Section 3 will discuss the methodology and will also provide a description 

of the corpora used in this study. Sections 4 and 5 will contain the analysis and the 

discussion of the results and finally Section 6 will contain the conclusions and questions 

for further research. 
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2 Literature Review 

2.1 Collective Nouns 

Collective nouns are a word class consisting of some 200 nouns, if one does not include 

the names of individual animals (e.g. goose, sheep), terms that are used to denote 

groups of animals (e.g. flock, herd) and the name of institutions and firms (e.g. BBC, 

Manchester United, Google) (Fowler, 1996: 157). This word class has attracted the 

attention of a lot of researchers such as Fries (1988), Persson (1989), Levin (1999, 

2001, 2006), Depraetere (2003), Hundt (2006), as well as traditional grammarians (e.g. 

Quirk et al, 1985; Biber et al, 1999; Leech & Svartvik, 2003; Huddelson & Pullum, 

2005; Collins Cobuild English Grammar, 2011). 

 

Collective nouns denote a group of people or things and there is a general agreement 

among linguists about the fact that singular collective nouns can be followed by either a 

singular or a plural verb. In the former case, the group of individuals or things denoted 

by the collective is in focus, whereas in the latter, the individuals belonging to that 

group are in focus. However, through the years many scholars and researchers have 

tried to more properly describe and define the word class of collective nouns by taking 

into consideration their morphological, syntactic and semantic characteristics (Levin, 

2001: 11).  

   

2.1.1 Morphosyntactic Characteristics 

Scholars and researchers describing the class of collective nouns based on their 

morphosyntactic characteristics try to define all the characteristics and patterns in which 

a collective noun can occur within a sentence. One of the approaches that take into 

account the syntactic characteristics of collective nouns is that of Quirk et al (1985), 

who argue that the agreement system of collective nouns, when in the singular, can 

vary. As a result, collective nouns can be followed by a verb in the singular or in the 

plural, as well as by singular or plural pronouns whose antecedents are a collective. 

Collective nouns, thus, can be followed by the singular it and the relative pronoun 

which or by the plural they and the relative pronoun who (Quirk et al, 1985; Levin, 

1999). This distinction can be seen from the following examples taken from Quirk et al 

(1985: 316): 

 

(5) The government has voted and it has announced its 

decision. 

(6) The government have voted and they have announced 

their decision.  

In addition to Quirk’s et al (1985) approach to collective nouns, Depraetere (2003) 

provides another interesting description and classification of collective nouns. In her 

description of collective nouns, she takes into consideration both the morphological and 

the syntactic characteristics of collective nouns. Her classification (see Table 1) is based 

on whether the collective noun accepts the plural marking -s and whether the base of the 
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noun is compatible with a cardinal number (e.g. three), a plural demonstrative 

determiner (e.g. these) or with the quantifier some (Depraetere, 2003: 89-90). She also 

notes some semantic differences between her classes I, II and III. Depraetere (2003) 

argues that the plural marking -s refers to a “set of sets” in classes I and III rather than a 

“set”, in class II (p. 89). In addition to this restriction, she also mentions that for certain 

animals in class II the addition of the plural suffix -s depends on the context. For 

instance, she notes that in the context of hunting the unmarked plural is used, whereas in 

a more general context the plural suffix -s can be added (Depraetere, 2003: 89).  

 

Table 1: Classification of collective nouns according to Depraetere (2003: 90) 

 

 

These approaches describe collective nouns from a different level, taking into 

consideration different aspects. Quirk’s approach accounts for the general class of 

collective nouns, taking into account only the syntactic environment in which a 

collective noun occurs, whereas the approach suggested by Depraetere (2003) further 

divides the class of collective nouns into subcategories based on their morphological 

characteristics as well as on the syntactic environment and more specifically the words 

that can precede them.  

 

In addition to these two ways of describing and classifying collective nouns, there is yet 

another classification, based on the verb number a noun agrees with. Depraetere (2003), 

Levin (2001, 2006) and Hundt (2006) argue that certain collective nouns allow only for 

a verb in the singular, others only for a verb in the plural and yet others for both, thus 

concluding that collective nouns have a preference as to whether the following verb will 

be in either singular or plural (Levin, 2006: 322; Depraetere, 2003: 85; Biber et al, 

1999). Based on corpus studies, it has been argued that, for example, the nouns 

government and society allow for a verb in the singular, the nouns police and staff allow 

for a verb in the plural, whereas the nouns family and team allow for both. This 
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classification of collective nouns has been also proposed by traditional grammars, such 

as Quirk et al (1985) and Leech & Svartvik (2003). 

 

2.1.2 Semantic Characteristics 

Another aspect that is used for the description and classification of collective nouns is 

that of semantics, namely the meaning that the class of collective nouns carries. As 

opposed to the description and classification of collective nouns based on their 

morphosyntactic characteristics, the semantic description and classification of collective 

nouns is more demanding.  

 

Fowler (1996: 157) defines collectives as a “collection or number of individuals”. Even 

though this definition of collectives is widely accepted by linguists it is problematic in 

its use, since, as Depraetere (2003: 86-87) argues, if the aspect of concord is not taken 

into consideration, words like train and forest can be also included in the category of 

collectives, since they denote a set of wagons and a set of trees, respectively, thus 

making the category of collectives a lot larger. To prevent such an expansion, linguists, 

such as Persson (cited in Levin, 2001: 12), have sometimes argued that the animacy 

denoted by a collective noun is an important feature that should be taken into account, 

since it more clearly defines what should be considered as a collective noun. Moreover, 

he claims that the degree of animacy denoted by the referents of the noun also 

influences the choice of a singular or a plural verb. This claim can be further elaborated 

by the classification of collective nouns made by Cruse (1986). He distinguishes 

between groups, classes and collections and argues that for example the words included 

in the subcategory of groups denote a group of people and that the concord varies, 

whereas the subcategory of collections, which mostly includes inanimate things, does 

not allow for plural agreement when in singular form. 

 

However, as Persson (cited in Levin, 2001: 12-13) argues, the feature of animacy is still 

problematic, since nouns that are singular and do not have a variable concord can still 

be regarded as collectives. He mentions the example of race, which on the one hand 

denotes collectivity, but on the other, its concord system does not vary when in the 

singular. For that reason, he has added other two semantic features of collectives, 

namely mobility and volition. According to Persson, mobility is a necessary semantic 

feature of collectives and denotes the ability of the individuals to join or leave the 

group, whereas volition, not being a necessary feature of collectives, denotes the free 

will of the individuals within that group. Based on that criterion, the noun society has 

both the features of mobility and of volition, since the individuals can freely choose if 

they want to leave or join a society, whereas the noun race lacks both. He concludes 

that the semantic features of mobility and volition should play an important role in the 

concord system of collectives as they explain the fact why some nouns even though 

they denote a collection of individuals, do not allow for variable concord (Persson, 

1989). 

 

The last two sections have sought to present the description and classification of 

collective nouns according to their morphological, syntactic and semantic 

characteristics. The main definition of collective nouns is that they denote a group of 
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people, being singular in form but having a variable concord system (Fowler, 1996: 

157; Huddelson & Pullum, 2005; Collins Cobuild English Grammar, 2011). Taking this 

definition as a point of reference, the theories of this section have tried to further 

describe and classify the word class of collectives. However, this is not an easy task, 

since it is not only the morphosyntactic or only the semantic characteristics that play a 

role in the classification and description of collective nouns, but rather a combination of 

all the above. For instance, as discussed above, the semantic features of animacy, 

mobility and volition are related to the syntactic preferences of each noun.  

 

2.2 Collective nouns and concord 

2.2.2 Subject – Verb Agreement 

Agreement, also designated concord, is one of the most important aspects of English 

finite clause structure, since it creates the meaning of the sentence and creates the link 

between the subject and the verb (Acuña-Fariña, 2009). Different theories about 

agreement have been proposed, as for instance the Agreement Hierarchy theory 

proposed by Corbett (2000, 2006). In his theory, Corbett (2000: 178) suggests that 

agreement occurs within a specific domain and that two elements, the controller and the 

target, are important, since the former determines the agreement, whereas the latter is 

determined by it. A more traditional theory of agreement is that proposed by Quirk et al 

(1985: 755), who define agreement or concord as “the relation between two 

grammatical units such that one of them displays a particular feature (e.g. plurality) that 

accords with a displayed (or semantically implicit) feature in the other”. Moreover, 

Francis (1986) defines agreement in terms of elements copying characteristics from 

others that are higher in a scale. He suggests that nouns, being at the top of such a scale, 

are the elements that display the concord characteristics and that verbs, adjectives and 

pronouns are those elements that copy these characteristics (Francis, 1986: 310). Quirk 

et al (1985), Francis (1986) and Corbett (2000) agree that there are three types of 

subject-verb agreement, namely grammatical agreement, notional agreement and the 

proximity principle, all of them discussed below.     

 

2.2.3 Grammatical Agreement 

Grammatical agreement refers to the fact that, in English, a verb matches its subject 

both in person and number (Quirk et al, 1985: 755; Biber et al, 1999: 180). Different 

terms have been given to grammatical agreement such as “normal concord” (Fowler, 

1996: 34) or “subject-verb concord” (Biber et al, 1999: 180).  

 

The most important type of subject-verb agreement in English is that of the present 

tense and the third person singular, since in English it is the only verb form that is 

marked for number and person (Francis, 1986). The case of the verb to be is a well-

known exception, since it has forms denoting number in the past tense as well (Francis, 

1986; Biber et al, 1999). However, in grammatical agreement there are some 

constraints, since the number of the verb is not always obvious in the present tense. 

Biber et al (1999: 180) state that there is no subject-verb agreement with the modal 

verbs (e.g. must, can, could, etc.), since they lack the -s suffix in the present tense, or 

with verb forms in non-finite and imperative clauses, as well as with subjunctive forms.  
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Even though, as argued in Quirk et al (1985: 755), the present tense 3rd person singular 

is one of the most important types of concord in English, it is regularly violated. One of 

the reasons is that provided by Biber et al (1999: 180), who argue that sometimes the 

number of the subject noun phrase is not very obvious, either because it is not clearly 

marked or because the number of the subject noun phrase is variable. This is the case of 

collective nouns, whose number is unclear due to semantic features. The violation of 

this agreement rule leads to the next kind of agreement, notional agreement.  

 

2.2.4 Notional Agreement 

Notional concord, contrary to grammatical concord, refers to the fact that the meaning 

of the subject noun phrase determines the number of the verb and any grammatical 

number marker, such as pronouns (Biber et al, 1999: 187; Quirk et al, 1985: 757). Biber 

et al (1999: 187-188) argue that there are three major types that are influenced by 

notional concord; more specifically, they include names, titles and quotations (e.g. the 

United States, the New York Times), measure expressions (e.g. two pounds, eighteen 

years) and finally, collective nouns. Given the scope of this thesis, only the final 

category will be discussed in more detail. 

 

According to Biber et al (1999: 188) and Quirk et al (1985), the connection between 

collective nouns and notional concord is defined by the fact that singular collective 

nouns allow for either singular or plural verbs and that this choice is based on whether 

the focus is on the whole group or the individuals that are part of it. As a result, the verb 

form is not determined by the grammatical properties of collective nouns, rather by their 

semantic properties and the singularity or plurality that are inherited in the meaning of 

collective nouns.  

 

This characteristic of the collective nouns leads to the confusion of both the native and 

non-native speakers, who, as has been mentioned before, do not know how to treat 

collective nouns (Levin, 1999; Depraetere, 2003).   

          

2.2.5 Proximity Principle 

The principle of proximity, also termed attraction (Quirk et al, 1985: 757; Fowler, 

1996: 36) is the last type of subject-verb agreement. This principle refers to situations 

where the verb of the finite clause does not agree in number with the subject of the 

clause but rather with the noun phrase that most closely precedes it (Quirk et al, 1985: 

757, Fowler, 1996: 36, Biber et al, 1999: 189). For example, in the following sentence 

taken from Biber et al (1999: 189), 

 

(7) One of the girls have got bronchitis. 

the verb have does not agree in number with the head of the noun phrase one, which is 

singular, but rather it is influenced by the closely preceding noun phrase, namely girls. 

Quirk et al (1985: 757) argue that the distance between the subject noun phrase and the 

verb has a determining role in the conflict between grammatical and proximal 

agreement, since the farther the verb is from its subject, due to intervening elements 
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such as adverbials or parentheses, the greater the possibility of proximal agreement 

being triggered. Moreover, in proximal agreement the verb is more often changed from 

singular to plural and not the opposite, due to the fact that the plural form of the verb is 

morphologically unmarked, whereas the singular form is marked (Quirk et al, 1985: 

756). 

     

Both Quirk et al (1985: 757) and Biber et al (1999: 189) argue that the proximity 

principle can be triggered in different ways. One way is through coordinated noun 

phrases, as in the example (8) taken from Quirk et al (1985: 757), in which the verb are 

is influenced by the coordinated noun phrases. 

 

(8) A good knowledge of English, French and Russian are 

required for this position. 

Moreover, Quirk et al (1985: 757) and Biber et al (1999: 189) also claim that the 

proximity principle and notional concord sometimes work together so as to achieve a 

better understanding. In the example (9), provided by Quirk et al (1985: 757), 

 

(9)  No one except his own supporters agree with him 

the verb agree is influenced by the preceding plural noun supporters, but it is also the 

notional concord (“only his own supporters”) that helps in the meaning construction of 

the sentence. In addition, Biber et al (1999: 189) claim that the proximity principle also 

works with notional concord in cases where quantifying expressions (e.g. all of, some 

of) and species nouns (e.g. kind of, type of) are followed by plural noun phrases. 

Moreover, noun heads such as number, majority, group, which are followed by the 

preposition of and a plural noun phrase, are also influenced by proximal agreement 

(Levin, 2001; Fernández-Pena, 2017). 

 

Finally, the proximity principle is more often found in spoken discourse due to the 

constraints of “short-term memory and the need of the speakers to produce linguistic 

output” (Quirk et al, 1985: 757; Biber et al, 1999: 188-189; Levin, 2001). Although 

instances of proximal agreement can be also found in written discourse, they are not so 

common, since when spotted, they may be expected to be changed back to grammatical 

concord (Quirk et al, 1985: 757).      

 

2.3 Collectives and Language Variation 

In the existing literature about collective nouns, it has been argued that grammatical and 

notional agreement as well as the principle of proximity play a determining role in the 

concord system of collective nouns. However, as will be discussed in this section, the 

different varieties of English, the type of discourse, and the context in which collectives 

occur also seem to influence their concord system. 

 

2.3.1 Collectives and English Varieties 

Algeo (1986), in his study about the differences between British and American English 

cites Oscar Wilde and his observation that the United Kingdom and the United States 
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are two different countries having everything in common but language (Algeo, 1986: 

269). Among the differences that Algeo (1986, 1988) argues exist between these two 

varieties of English as regards grammar and vocabulary, one that has been very 

frequently studied is that of collective nouns and their concord system (e.g. Quirk et al, 

1985; Levin, 1999, 2001).  

 

Many traditional grammars, such as those by Quirk et al (1985), Leech & Svartvik 

(2003), the Collins Cobuild English Grammar (2011) and Biber et al (1999), argue that 

collective nouns more frequently occur with singular concord in American English, 

whereas both singular and plural concord are used in British English. Based on this 

observation, many studies have focused on the further investigation of that difference 

between the two varieties of English and have also tried to account for language change 

in either of the two varieties. For instance, Levin’s (1999) diachronic study focuses on 

the concord system of collective nouns between American and British English in the 

written sections of the LOB and FLOB corpora. Even though these two corpora are 

quite small, consisting of only 1 million words each, he concludes that while both the 

singular and the plural are used in BrE, there has been a slight increase in the use of the 

singular in BrE.  

 

For many years, the varieties of British and American English were considered the two 

main varieties of English against which everything was judged (Seidlhofer, 2011). In 

other words, everything was judged as correct or false, depending on what the speakers 

of these two varieties were thinking. However, after the emergence of the World 

Englishes paradigm and Kachru’s (1986) model of inner and outer circles of English, 

other varieties of English have started to be more thoroughly studied. 

 

More specifically, Kachru’s model (1986) consists of three circles, the inner, the outer 

and the expanding one. The first includes countries in which English is used as a native 

language (e.g. Britain, the United States, Canada, Australia), the second one includes 

countries in which English is primarily used as a second language (e.g. India) and 

finally the last circle includes countries in which English is used as a foreign language. 

  

This shift of focus has led linguists to study the differences among the different varieties 

of English. Research has focused on all the different levels of language, such as 

phonology, grammar, syntax, semantics, pragmatics and recently the connection of 

World Englishes to the teaching of English. One syntactic variable that has been also 

studied within this framework is that of collective nouns, due to their variable concord 

system.  

 

Some of the studies that have focused on the use of collectives in the outer circle are 

those by Hundt (2006) and Wong (2017). Hundt (2006) has studied the use of collective 

nouns and their agreement patterns in Philippine and Singaporean English, due to their 

connection with American and British English, respectively. In her study, by taking data 

from the International Corpus of English (henceforth ICE), she argues that there is a 

fairly close correspondence between the two inner- and the two outer-circle varieties of 

English (Hundt, 2006: 222). However, the only difference across these varieties 
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according to Hundt (2006: 222) is on the lexicogrammatical level, where Singaporean 

English opted for both singular and plural concord for nouns, while the other varieties 

of English (i.e. AmE, PhilE) have opted only for the singular concord. Wong (2017) has 

studied the use of collective nouns in Hong Kong English and argues that the singular 

concord is the preferred choice in the majority of her data and that, as has been 

previously argued in the literature, semantic and pragmatic motivation do not play any 

role in the choice of agreement. 

 

2.3.2 Collectives and Discourse 

The concord patterns of collective nouns also vary between the two major types of 

discourse, spoken and written. Quirk et al (1985: 758) argue that the singular concord is 

preferred in written discourse, whereas plural concord is preferred in spoken discourse. 

In explaining these differences between the two types of discourse, Levin (2001) argues 

that some of the factors affecting the concord pattern of the collective nouns are the 

formality of written as opposed to the informality of spoken discourse, together with the 

careful production of written discourse as opposed to the spontaneous production of 

spoken discourse. Spoken discourse may also be influenced by “short term memory 

effects and the pressure for producing comprehensible linguistic output, so that speakers 

opt for the plural form of the verb, since it is unmarked” (Biber et al, 1999: 189-190).  

 

In addition to that, Levin (2001: 72) also argues that another factor that may influence 

the concord system between the two discourse types is that of detachment, namely the 

distance between the individuals denoted by the collective and the speaker. He argues 

that, for instance, when a speaker uses the collective committee, they may use the plural 

concord due to the fact the speaker may have been a member of that committee and as a 

result may know the rest of the members.  

       

2.3.3 Collectives and Context 

Apart from the differences in the English varieties as well as the differences among the 

two discourse types, the context in which collectives occur plays an important role, 

since the combination of collective nouns with different determiners, pronouns or verbs 

affects the choice between singular or plural concord. 

 

The semantics of the verb phrase is one of the first factors that determine the choice of 

singular or plural concord. Researchers claim that certain groups of verbs influence the 

concord, opting either only for the singular or only for the plural. For instance, verbs 

denoting inclusion (e.g. include, consist of) or decomposition (e.g. disband, disperse) 

prefer the singular use, whereas verbs denoting wanting or hoping prefer the plural 

(Biber et al, 1999: 189; Levin, 2001: 149, Depraetere, 2003: 102). Levin (2001: 152) 

also claims that verbs of saying (e.g. say, recommend), action verbs (e.g. play, work) 

and mental verbs (e.g. think, believe, consider) can be used in either singular or plural. 

This behavior of these verbs is explained by both Swan (2005: 526) and Levin (2001: 

152) by stating that the semantics of the verb should be applied to both the individuals 

and the whole of the group so as to apply in both types of concord, whereas verbs that 

only permit plural concord denote more personal information like wanting and hoping, 
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thus referring to the individuals that constitute the group. However, both Levin (2006) 

and Depraetere (2003) argue that the collectives themselves define the concord and that 

the semantics of the verb, apart from some certain categories, does not play a crucial 

role in concord. 

 

The second factor that influences the concord and is related to context is that of the 

premodifier of a collective noun. It has been argued in the literature, even though only 

Biber et al (1999) support their claims with corpus results, that certain determiners and 

quantifiers influence the concord of the collectives, since they require either a singular 

or a plural noun head or allow both. The classification of premodifiers is not always a 

straightforward task since, as will be seen below, premodifiers that usually allow for 

singular concord can also allow for plural and that the context also plays an important 

role. As a result, the determiners and numerals associated with singular forms, such as 

a, one, every, each, this and that, occur with singular verbs, when pre-modifying 

collective nouns (Levin, 1999: 23, Depraetere, 2003). However, this is not always the 

case, since Levin (1999: 23) in his corpus study found the use of plural verbs after some 

of the aforementioned determiners. On the other hand, the quantifiers many/more/most, 

few/fewer/fewest and numerals except one (Biber et al, 1999: 184), as well as several 

and other (Depraetere, 2003: 97), are followed by plural concord. However, Depraetere 

(2003: 90) argues that noun phrases with more and most can be followed by either 

singular or plural concord. 

   

Moreover, for the premodifier each, Biber et al (1999: 184) argue that with each the 

rule is the singular concord, even though Fowler (1996: 35) argues that each can also be 

combined with plural concord, due to contextual factors. Additionally, some, any and 

none can be combined with both singular and plural; Biber et al (1999: 184) suggest that 

the use of any and none is evenly distributed between the two numbers. The indefinite 

pronouns either and neither, according to Biber et al (1999: 184), can be combined with 

both singular and plural concord, but Fowler (1996: 35) argues that a singular verb is 

used after these two pronouns and that their combination with a plural one is more due 

to “contextual considerations”. Finally, regarding all, Poutsma, cited in Depraetere 

(2003: 102-103), argues that all is only combined with singular verbs, whereas Biber et 

al (1999: 184) suggest that it can be combined with both singular and plural.   

 

3. Methodology 

3.1 Corpus Linguistics 

A corpus can be defined as “a collection of texts assumed to be representative of a given 

language put together so that they can be used for linguistic analysis” (Tognini-Bonelli, 

2001: 2). Leech (1991: 8) also describes a corpus as “a sufficiently large body of natural 

occurring language data that can be further investigated”. This selection of natural 

occurring language use has allowed researchers to further investigate not only instances 

of language that had been proposed by more traditional approaches, but also to observe 
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and explore new instances and phenomena that have not been noticed before (Hunston, 

2002: 1). As a result, as Widdowson (cited in Thomas, 2014: 7) argues, the 

investigation and analysis of data coming from corpora have led linguists to new 

insights about language by discovering “language patterns of idiomaticity, collocations 

and colligation in texts”.  

  

Even though it is not clear whether the relatively new field of corpus linguistics should 

be regarded as a domain of research with its own aims and research interests or as a 

methodological tool that is used in the study of language (Tognini-Bonelli, 2001: 1), the 

use of corpora has been greatly exploited by different branches of linguistics, such as 

historical linguistics, language variation and lexicography to name but a few (Meyer, 

2002), not only due to the large amount of data they contain, but also due to the more 

sophisticated research methods they have offered as well as the automatic completion of 

many tasks (Aijmer & Altenberg 2014: 2). In addition, corpora allow for both 

quantitative and qualitative analysis (Tognini-Bonelli, 2001; Hunston, 2002; Meyer, 

2002), since the task of the corpus analyst is not only to collect the data and report the 

results of their computations, but also to explain them through a linguistic framework 

(Meyer, 2002). 

 

Additionally, one of the main advantages offered by corpora is the fact that many of 

them are annotated, namely that for each instance of the words that exist in the corpus 

their grammatical word-class label has been provided (Leech, 1991: 19), resulting in the 

linguistic interpretation of the corpus (Hunston, 2002: 79). Annotated corpora are 

extensively used, since they provide researchers with the opportunity not only to look 

for words or word collocations but to look more specifically at word-class combinations 

such as for example noun-noun or adverb-verb combinations.   

 

According to what has been argued in the previous paragraphs, the use of corpora and 

more specifically of annotated corpora is best suited for the scope of this thesis, due to 

the fact that they allow for the limitation of the results by specifying the type of words 

that either immediately follow the NP or occur within a specific range of it. As a result, 

in both corpora it was specified that within a range of 5 words on the right there has to 

be a verb of any type (i.e. present, past, modal, auxiliary). This selection was based on 

the fact that in this way not only instances of verbs immediately following the NP were 

captured, but also instances in which other parts of speech, such as adverbs or relative 

pronouns intervened. The corpora that will be used, as well as the process of data 

collection and analysis, are described in the following sections. 

 

3.2 Description of the Corpora 

In the following two sections a description of the two corpora used in the data collection 

process is provided. The selection of the corpora was firstly based on the fact that they 

contain instances of both British and American English, thus allowing for comparisons 

between the two varieties of English, and secondly on the fact that they are larger than 

the BNC and COCA corpora, which are mostly used in studies concerning the 

differences between these two varieties. Moreover, both of them were compiled from 

the same sources and during the same years (2012-2013), which also makes them both 
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very recent. Finally, as is argued in the literature, written and spoken discourse 

differences also exist regarding the use of collective nouns (Quirk et al, 1985; Biber et 

al, 1999; Levin, 2001). However, as is discussed below, these two corpora include texts 

from websites and blogs, which, according to Crystal (2006), belong to the two different 

discourse types. Webpages belong to written discourse since they follow the norms of 

the printed media, they are carefully written and always revised, whereas blogs belong 

to both types since on the one hand they consist of written language, but on the other 

they are often unedited and spontaneous, thus also having the characteristics of spoken 

discourse. As a result, the differences between websites and blogs will be considered 

differences between two types of discourse 

.      

3.2.1 English Web Corpus (enTenTen 2013) 

The English Web Corpus (2013) or in other words the English version of the TenTen 

Corpus Family (Jakubíček et al, 2013) consists of circa 20 billion words, with its data 

coming from websites and blogs. During the phase of data collection, the enTenTen13 

corpus was accessed through the Sketch Engine1 interface (Kilgarriff et al, 2004). Sketch 

Engine is an online interface, which may be used with corpora from many different 

languages (e.g. English, German, Greek, Chinese) and provides researchers with tools 

to explore them in different ways (Thomas, 2014: 6). In Sketch Engine, there are 

currently about 25 corpora of English of varying size, with the largest one being the 

enTenTen13 corpus with about 20 billion words (Thomas, 2014: 6). 

 

The metadata or the “data of the data” (Thomas, 2014), namely all the relevant 

information about the language data that are contained in the corpus, such as origins, 

region and date of production, are very limited since, as Jakubíček et al (2013) argue, it 

is difficult for such features to be defined in a web-crawled corpus, such as 

enTenTen13. The only types of information available are the names of the top domains 

(e.g. .com, .uk, .us) and the number of documents that each of the domain has (Thomas, 

2014). Table 1 below shows the domains and the number of documents. 

 

Table 2: Domain names and document frequency in enTenTen13 

domain document frequency 

.com 24,299,478 

.uk 2,295,849 

.us 246,219 

          Adopted from https://www.sketchengine.co.uk/ 

 

According to the information in Table 2, the [dot]com domain has the greatest number 

of documents in the corpus. However, for the scope of this thesis, the [dot]com domain 

included in this corpus is not used as a searching criterion, since as Davies (2013) 

suggests, it is too broad to be able to define the region a website comes from, thus 

containing instances of language that do not belong to the English varieties that the 

                                                      

1 https://www.sketchengine.co.uk/ 

https://www.sketchengine.co.uk/
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thesis is focused on. Instead, only the [dot]uk and the [dot]us domains are used as a 

searching criterion, categorizing the results into one of these two varieties.   

 

3.2.2 GloWbE (2012-2013)  

The GloWbe2 (Corpus of Global Web-Based English) (Davies, 2013), pronounced 

“globe”, consists of 1.9 billion words, with its data coming from websites and blogs 

(Davies, 2013). Its main characteristic is that it allows researchers to compare a specific 

linguistic item or structure across 20 different varieties of English (Davies, 2013). Since 

the scope of this thesis is the study of a linguistic construction in BrE and AmE, only 

the results in these two varieties will be taken into account.  

 

The corpus is further divided into different subcorpora, based on either the variety of 

English or whether the language instances come from a website (i.e. general) or a blog 

(i.e. blogs). In the general subcorpus are included instances of language use that come 

from websites but it may also include some instances coming from blogs. On the other 

hand, in the blogs subcorpus the instances of language included are only from blogs. 

The exact number of websites and blogs that are included in each of the two 

aforementioned subcorpora can be seen in Table 3. Furthermore, since the focus of the 

thesis is on BrE and AmE, only the data about these two varieties are presented here 

(1st and 3rd row of Table 3).  

 

Table 3: Number of words per subcorpus and region     

     Adopted from http://corpus.byu.edu/glowbe/  

 

Finally, the online interface provided by the corpus automatically categorizes the results 

of a query into the variety of English it belongs to and is available in the corpus. As a 

result, there is no need for the selection of a subcorpus or a certain option specifying the 

variety. This feature is helpful for the collection of data from blogs, since the majority 

of them belong to the [dot]com domain and the collection of these data from other 

sources would lead to inconsistencies among the data.  

 

3.3 Data Collection and Editing 

Corpora, as have been previously mentioned in this section, are a very good way of 

investigating different language patterns on all the varying linguistic levels, since they can 

provide researchers with a great many interesting results. However, these results should be 

filtered before the analysis starts, since the corpora may also provide data irrelevant to the 

scope of the research (Thomas, 2014). 

 

                                                      
2 http://corpus.byu.edu/glowbe/ 

http://corpus.byu.edu/glowbe/


 

 16 

For the case of this thesis, not all of the results provided by the corpora are included in 

the analysis, since some of them do not meet the criteria discussed in the next two 

sections. 

 

As will be discussed in the next section (see section 4), the analysis of the data is based 

on standardized frequency since it allows for comparisons between corpora of different 

sizes. However, another information provided by the corpora and could be used for the 

analysis and interpretation of the data is that of mutual information (i.e. MI). Mutual 

information indicates the probability of a given variable, be followed by another one. 

For the aims of the specific research, it could indicate how probable it is for the NPs 

under investigation to be followed by a verb in either the singular or the plural.  

    

3.3.1 Data Inclusion 

As was mentioned in the introduction, the aim of this thesis is to further investigate the 

concord patterns of collective nouns when they are being modified by quantifying 

nouns. For that reason, the data that are included in the analysis are those described in 

the following categories, since these categories can indicate concord patterns in the 

English language, according to many grammarians (Quirk et al, 1985; Biber et al, 

1999). 

 

▪ The NP under investigation should be in subject position and (i) 

should be preceded by the auxiliary verb do/does, or should be 

followed by do/does not, or (ii) should be followed by a verb in the 

simple present:   

 

(10)  arguing for contractors to be paid earlier. < The rest 

of government > rightly campaigns for small 

business to [declarative] (doc#1139625, 

enTenTen13) 

(11)  that they don’t qualify as sick enough to get 

benefits what chance do the rest of society have? # 

Its time the unions stopped bank rolling new labour 

and [interrogative] (GloWbE) 

(12)  has to describe a group of people who share certain 

needs the rest of the population doesn't necessarily 

have, Mr. Wershing says. # " If they need what 

[negation] (GloWbE) 

 

▪ The NP should be in subject position and if in the declarative mood 

should be followed by the verb to be in either the present or the 

past tense. In the positive interrogative mood, the NP should be 

preceded by the verb to be, whereas in negation it should be 

followed by the forms is/are not for the present or was/were not for 

the past. 
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(13)  being taken to hospital, coastguard David Weydert said. 

# The rest of the crew was in good condition. # By the 

time the first rescue helicopter arrived, [declarative] 

(GloWbE) 

(14)  needed to keep your tortoise healthy? • Is < the rest 

of the family > happy to live with a Horsefields 

tortoise [interrogative] (enTenTen13) 

(15)  He enjoys work, and likes the boss, but < the rest 

of the family > aren't as happy - Marge starts 

drinking [negation] (enTenTen13) 

 

▪ The NP should be in subject position and either be followed by 

the present tense of the verb to have in the declarative mood, or 

be preceded by has/have in the interrogative mood or be followed 

by the forms has/have not in its negation. 

 

(16) of the profit of any growth in the economy, 

while the rest of the population has to scramble for 

whatever they can get. As has been the case 

throughout [declarative] (GloWbE) 

(17)  and Broyles runs off with the page of 

incomprehensible equations. <The rest of the 

crew> isn't so lucky, however -- and Etta blows 

herself up in a replay. [negation] (enTenTen13) 

 

▪ The NP is followed by the relative pronouns who, which, or 

that, where the NP functions as their antecedent and the 

verb belongs to one of the above categories. These 

instances are also included in the analysis, since it is argued 

in the literature that the relative pronoun which is used with 

singular concord, whereas the relative pronoun who occurs 

with the plural (Quirk et al, 1985; Leven 2001, 2006; 

Depraetere, 2003). 

 

(18)  from my new position. My sincere thanks to < 

the rest of the committee > who have put in all 

the really hard work (doc#30714123, 

enTenTen13) 

(19)  before a Vesuvian eruption, spreading to < the 

rest of the cast >, which was lung-draining to 

watch. Never (enTenTen13) 

 

▪ Duplicates, in which the concord is clearly indicated and 

are found in only one of the varieties under investigation, 

count as only one instance. 
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(20)  I am a cripple, but I am still able to get 

about. The rest of the family are all well. Cherry 

is as well as Common. I (US, GloWbE) 

(21)  I am a cripple, but I am still able to get 

about. The rest of the family are all well. Cherry 

is as well as Common. I (US, GloWbE) 

3.3.2 Data Exclusion 

The data that are excluded from the analysis are of two categories. To the first belong 

results in which the concord pattern is not indicated, whereas the second consists of 

results that are excluded due to corpus-technical problems.  

 

More specifically, the first category consists of the following subcategories: 

 

▪ The NP is in subject position but it is followed by a verb 

in the past tense which does not indicate subject-verb 

agreement and as a result the concord pattern of the 

collective noun cannot be indicated. 

 

(22)  was little doubt that we were two girls. < The 

rest of the gang > found us and we ate 

together recounting (doc#32690153, 

enTenTen13) 

(23)  accounted as if they were going to war; but < 

the rest of the army > went foremost, armed, 

and following their (doc#3490188, 

enTenTen13) 

 

▪ The NP is followed by a present participle alone. 

 

(24)  all the window seats go pretty fast, and you 

find the rest of the crowd standing around and 

waiting until a seat opens up, which makes 

the place look (GloWbE) 

 

▪ The NP is preceded or followed by a modal verb. 

 

(25)  for those working in the new institution. < 

The rest of the staff > would be taken from the 

Commission and (doc#4755, enTenTen13) 

(26)  If you were to die what position would < the 

rest of the family > be in? Could they pay the 

mortgage? Would (enTenTen13) 

 

▪ The NP is followed by a full or bare infinitive. 
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(27)  suitable for me to take our one car and leave 

< the rest of the family > to sort themselves 

out, too many activite (enTenTen13) 

(28)  wall in the middle of the room. Prompting < 

the rest of the crowd > to sing the "Woah 

Woah" found in the latter (enTenTen13) 

 

▪ The NP functions as a subject, but in the subjunctive 

mood. Only the case of were as in If I were will be 

included in the analysis. 

 

(29)  market at the market-clearing price. If the 

rest of society were made   poorer by the 

concentration of (enTenTen13) 

 

▪ The NP does not function as a subject of the clause. 

 

(30)  Degree Feedback with what's going on in < 

the rest of the company > is one of the major 

challenges when trying (doc#1532688, 

enTenTen13) 

(31)  people aged over 60 and one in three of < the 

rest of the population > have at least one of 

the typical long-term (doc#3624631, 

enTenTen13) 

 

▪ The NP is being coordinated with another NP by a 

conjunction, such as and or or, since coordination can also 

affect the concord. 

 

(32)   helpful, or recently, "Puddle. " Hubby and < 

the rest of the family > see mostly "Angry 

Teen. " The therapists 

(33)  obvious how seriously Gary Collinson and < 

the rest of the club > are taking this 

challenge," said Trevor (doc#9858262, 

enTenTen13) 

(34)  and read your book whilst the children or < 

the rest of the family > have an active day. 

We are told that (doc#8971971, enTenTen13) 

 

▪ Ambiguous instances, in which it is not clearly indicated 

the number of the NP and its connection to the verb: 

 

(35)  thing the admissions officer would do when 

presenting a case to the rest of the committee 
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was read what they call the " brag " in 

admissions lingo, the list (GloWbE) 

 

▪ The NP is preceded by phrases, such as none of or most of.  

With the addition of the aforementioned phrases to the 

NPs under discussion, it will not be possible to conclude 

on which element of this lengthy noun phrase influence 

the concord. Moreover, when collective nouns are 

preceded by the words none and most, their concord 

patterns are variable without however being easy to 

concluded on whether it these words or the collectives 

themselves that influence the verb number (Biber et al, 

1999).  

 

(36)  television, all day long. Apparently most of < 

the rest of the nation > wasn't, and didn't. I 

learned the lesson (enTenTen13) 

(37)  of the different nationalities - Harper is 

American, most of the rest of the cast seem to 

be European. My feeling is that it is 

deliberate. Susie is (GloWbE) 

 

▪ The NP is preceded by all. As in the above category, the 

addition of the word all to the NPs under discussion may 

lead to incorrect conclusions about the element that 

influences the concord. Furthermore, when collectives are 

preceded by the word all their concord patterns are 

variable, independently of the concord preferences of the 

collectives, resulting in confusion whether it is the word 

all or the collectives that play a role on the choice between 

a verb in the singular or the plural (Levin, 2001, 2006; 

Depraetere, 2003). 

 

(38)  morning (the van is still not fixed, so all < 

the rest of the family > have gone to church 

and I'm staying home (enTenTen13) 

The second category consists of instances which were provided by the corpora as 

correct, but which will be excluded due to some technical issues. 

 

▪ Part-of-speech tagging problems. A part-of-speech 

tagging system or in other words a tagger is software 

responsible for providing each word in a text with its 

relevant word class information. For instance, plays will 

be given the information verb and third person singular 

present. However, these tagging systems are not always 

one hundred percent accurate, due to the fact that some 
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words, at least in English, have the same form irrespective 

of their part of speech and thus conclusions are to be made 

by the researcher. One such example is the following, in 

which the genitive marker -s has been tagged as the 

contracted form of the verb to be: 

 

(39)  delivery bodies. The report was developed 

as < part of the Commission's > programme 

on securing social justice, and 

(enTenTen13) 

 

▪ Both enTenTen13 and GloWbE are web-crawled corpora 

(Davies, 2013; Jakubíček et al, 2013), with their data from 

web sources, such as websites and blogs. One of the main 

difficulties that arise in the compilation of such corpora is 

the detection and deletion of duplicates, concordances that 

are exactly the same and appear more than once in a 

corpus (Davies, 2013; Jakubíček et al, 2013). Even though 

the designers of these two corpora have used software 

which detects and deletes duplicates, it is not always the 

fact that all of the duplicates will have been removed. 

Since the data included in the two corpora come from 

websites and it is not always simple to understand the 

region the website comes from (Davies, 2013), 

concordance lines that are exactly the same and exist in 

the results of more than one varieties of English will be 

not included in the data analysis and will be removed from 

both subsamples.     

 

(40)  Rep. Jan Schakowsky, and she apparently 

opposes benefit cuts. The rest of the 

Commission is dominated by people who've 

expressed their desire to cut Social Security, 

despite (US, GloWbE) 

(41)  Rep. Jan Schakowsky, and she apparently 

opposes benefit cuts. The rest of the 

Commission is dominated by people who've 

expressed their desire to cut Social Security, 

despite (GB, GloWbE) 

 

4. Analysis of the Results 

The corpora were searched for 5 different quantifying noun expressions that are 

followed by 27 different collective nouns. More specifically, the quantifying noun 

expressions are the rest of, part of, the whole of, the majority of and the remainder of. 
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From these 5 expressions, adequate results were returned only for the first 4 of them, 

whereas for the expression the remainder of too little data was found. The selection of 

the quantifying noun expressions was based on the fact that they all share common 

characteristics, namely that they can be followed by any type of noun and that the 

following noun can usually or always be pre-modified by an indefinite determiner (e.g. 

the, my, this) (Collins Cobuild English Grammar, 2011: 222). Furthermore, the nouns 

that are part of the expressions are of different number, since the noun rest is treated as 

plural, the nouns part, remainder and whole are singular with distinct plural forms, thus 

noticing also whether the noun of the expression influences the concord and not the 

collective. Finally, the noun majority is a singular collective noun, which prefers the 

plural concord in British English and when it functions as a quantifier the plural is 

preferred (Levin, 2001). As a result, the data collected for this quantifying expression 

would lead to conclusions about which one of the collectives influence the concord and 

also to comparisons between quantifying noun expressions that consist of nouns in 

general and collective nouns in particular.   

 

Moreover, the selection of the 27 collective nouns was based on different criteria. The 

first was that all of them were referring to only a group of people. Secondly, due to the 

fact that the corpora were returning few or no results for some collective nouns 

preceded by the quantifying noun expressions mentioned in the previous paragraph, the 

choice of the collectives was also based on the fact that when combined with the 

quantifying expressions enough results should have been returned by the corpora so as 

for conclusions to be drawn. Finally, some of the collectives that were chosen had also 

multiple meanings, thus also allowing an investigation of whether the meaning of the 

collective plays a role in the concord patterns, when collectives are part of complex 

noun phrases. The collectives that were tested were: army, audience, band, board, cast, 

class, club, commission, committee, community, council, crew, crowd, family, gang, 

government, group, media, nation, organization, party, population, the public, society, 

staff, team. 

 

The collective nouns mentioned above were divided into 3 different groups. The first 

group consists of six collective nouns that prefer singular concord, namely audience, 

commission, government, nation, organization and society. The second group consists 

of two collective nouns that prefer plural concord, namely crew and staff and the last 

group consists of the remaining 19 collective nouns that are of variable concord. The 

classification of the collective nouns into their respective concord category was mainly 

based on the findings of the previous literature (e.g. Quirk et al, 1985; Levin, 2001; 

Depraetere, 2003). However, if the preferred concord patterns of a collective noun could 

not be found in the literature, then it was classified into the third group, namely the 

variable group, since collectives are nouns that can be followed by either a singular or a 

plural verb. Finally, the group of collective nouns that prefer plural concord consists of 

only two nouns, since no other collectives that prefer the plural could be found. 

 

Due to the fact that the size of the domains of each section of the corpora will vary, the 

results are presented as instances per million words.  
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Table 4: the rest of + Collective (webpages) 

 

 The Singular Group 

Corpus enTenTen13 

 Singular Plural 

BrE 27.44 7.40 

AmE 60.92 16.24 

 The Plural Group 

BrE 5.22 19.60 

AmE 20.30 8.12 

 The Variable Group 

BrE 116.29 182.93 

AmE 134.02 60.92 

 

As can be seen from Table 4, different concord patterns can be noticed, depending on 

the concord pattern preferences of the collective nouns. More specifically, when the 

expression the rest of is followed by a collective noun which mostly prefers the 

singular, then the following verb is also in the singular. According to the corpus results, 

in British English, with 27.44 instances per million words the results show that when 

the collective prefers the singular concord, then the verb is also in the singular. The 

singular, according to the above table, is also the main concord pattern in American 

English, since 60.92 of the results show that. Furthermore, the plural is also used but 

less frequently compared to the singular, since only 7.40 and 16.24 of the results in 

British and American English, respectively, were in the plural. On the other hand, when 

the expression the rest of is followed by collective nouns that prefer the plural concord, 

then it can be seen that the plural is preferred in British English (i.e. 19.60) instead of 

the singular (5.22), whereas in American English the singular is preferred over the 

plural, 20.30 and 8.12 of the results, respectively. 

  

Finally, when the rest of is followed by collectives that have a variable concord pattern, 

in British English the plural is preferred over the singular, even though the singular is 

also frequently used. On the other hand, in American English in the category of 

collective nouns with a variable concord system, opposed to British English, the 

singular is preferred over the plural. 

 

Table 5: part of + Collective (webpages)  

 

 The Singular Group 

Corpus enTenTen13 

 Singular Plural 

BrE 17.42 2.17 

AmE 60.92 0.00 

 The Plural Group 

BrE 1.30 0.87 

AmE 0.00 0.00 
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 The Variable Group 

BrE 76.66 20.03 

AmE 77.16 12.18 

 

Table 5, above, presents the results of the expression part of being followed by 

collective nouns that belong to one of the concord pattern categories. According to the 

results presented here, it can be noticed that the singular is preferred among all of the 

categories of the collective nouns that follow the expression part of. As opposed to the 

expression the rest of, in which the singular was mainly used with the category of 

collective nouns that preferred singular concord and in the variety of American English, 

after the expression part of both in British and American English the singular is 

preferred, independently of the concord preferences the collective nouns have. 

According to the results, in British English 17.42 of the collectives that prefer the 

singular, 1.30 of the collectives that prefer the plural and 76.66 of the collectives that 

are variable preferred singular concord. In American English, however, conclusions can 

be made only about the categories of collective nouns that prefer singular concord and 

are variable, since for the category of nouns that prefer the plural concord no applicable 

results, namely results that indicate concord patterns, were found in the corpus. From 

the results that were provided by the corpus, 60.92 of the nouns that prefer the singular 

concord and 77.16 that have variable concord patterns, preferred the singular over the 

plural.     

 

Table 6: the whole of + Collective (webpages) 

 

 The Singular Group 

Corpus enTenTen13 

 Singular Plural 

BrE 10.88 0.87 

AmE 8.12 0.00 

 The Variable Group 

BrE 3.48 3.48 

AmE 4.06 0.00 

 

Table 6 presents the results of the quantifying noun expression the whole of followed by 

collective nouns that prefer singular concord or that are variable. The corpus did not 

return any applicable results for the expression the whole of followed by collective 

nouns that prefer the plural concord and as a result this category is not included in the 

above table. Based on the results, in both varieties of English, the verb that follows this 

NP is in the singular. More specifically, for the category of the collectives that prefer 

the singular concord 10.88 of the results in British English and 8.12 of the results in 

American English show that the verb is in the singular. However, in the variable group 

it can be seen that in British English, the singular and the plural are equally used, 

whereas in American English the singular is preferred. However, no applicable results 

were returned about the use of the plural after the collectives that belong to the variable 

group and as a result it cannot be concluded whether the plural is used after this 

construction or not. 
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Table 7: the majority of + Collective (webpages)  

 

 The Singular Group 

Corpus enTenTen13 

 Singular Plural 

BrE 6.09 10.45 

AmE 12.18 0.00 

 The Plural Group 

BrE 1.74 21.34 

AmE 0.00 0.00 

 The Variable Group 

BrE 40.94 60.10 

AmE 77.16 16.24 

 

Finally, Table 7 presents the results of the expression the majority of followed by 

collective nouns that belong to one of the concord categories. According to the results in 

the table, it can be seen that in British English the plural is preferred among all of the 

categories of concord patterns, whereas in American English when the expression the 

majority of is followed by collective nouns that prefer the singular concord or that are 

more variable, the singular is preferred. No results were found in the case of the 

expression the majority of followed by collectives that prefer the plural concord.  

 

5. Discussion 

5.1 Concord Preferences of the Collectives 

Based on the results provided by the corpus as well as the discussion in the previous 

section, it can be argued that for some of the quantifying noun expressions, the concord 

preferences of the collective nouns determine the selection of the verb form, while for 

others these preferences do not seem to affect this selection. More specifically, the most 

variable cases were those of the expressions the rest of and the whole of, due to the fact 

that the verb form was variable, depending on the preceding collective noun and its 

concord preferences. On the other hand, the expressions part of and the majority of do 

not seem to be variable, since in the former case the singular was the preferred verb 

form, whereas in the latter the plural. Moreover, variational differences can be also 

noticed, since in British English the plural was the preferred choice, after the expression 

the rest of followed by variable concord collectives and the expression the majority of 

followed by collectives of any group, whereas in American English in these cases the 

singular was used.   

 

The various concord patterns that are noticed between the different expressions can be 

explained through syntactic factors and the notions of grammatical concord and the 

principle of proximity (Quirk et al, 1985: 757). The nouns rest and whole are treated as 

plural and singular, respectively, but when combined with collective nouns the verb 
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form varies. The behavior of these expressions can be explained through the principle of 

proximity and the fact that the verb is not influenced by the head of the noun phrase 

which also functions as its subject, but from the noun that is immediately preceding it. 

For instance, in the following sentences, it can be noticed that the verb be is not 

influenced by the head of the noun phrases, rest and whole, thus being in the plural and 

in the singular respectively, but it is rather influenced by the noun that is immediately 

preceding it: society and team,   

  

(42)  advantage of first trying out the system whilst < the rest 

of society > was still waiting for its introduction 

(enTenTen13, BrE) 

(43)  Cassie Conroy I rarely gush...but the < whole of the 

team > were a real pleasure to work with. (enTenTen13, 

BrE) 

On the other hand, the number of the verb after the quantifying expression part of 

followed by a collective noun was not variable, since the singular was preferred in both 

varieties of English, independently of the concord preferences of the collectives. As a 

result, in the case of the expression part of, it can be argued that the verb is influenced 

by the word part, which functions as the head of the noun phrase and thus as the subject 

of the verb. For instance, in the following sentence, even though the collective noun 

staff, which prefers plural concord, follows the expression part of, the following verb is 

in the singular. 

 

(44)  in Maranello is working a certain number of employees, 

and only part of the staff is a team of Formula 1. How 

can accurately distinguish between those involved in 

(GloWbE, BrE) 

Finally, after the expression the majority of, the plural is preferred after British English, 

whereas the singular is the preferred choice in American English. Based on this 

assumption, it can be argued that the number of the verb after noun phrases which 

consist of the expression the majority of and a collective noun is determined by the noun 

majority, which is the head of the noun phrase and as a result it functions as the subject 

of the verb. As a result, it is not the principle of proximity that influences the number of 

the verb after this noun phrase (Levin, 2001), but rather the grammatical concord. 

However, the difference between the choice of a singular or a plural verb between 

British and American English may be due to the fact that the noun majority is also a 

collective noun, which in British English prefers plural concord, but which in American 

English, as all of the collective nouns, prefers the singular.  

 

5.2 Semantic and Contextual factors 

Apart from the syntactic factors described above, semantics and contextual factors such 

as the meaning of the quantifier, the meaning of the collective as well as the point of 

view of the speaker and the understanding of the sentence also influence the concord 

and the number of the verb. 
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The semantics of the quantifier as well as the point of view of the speaker are also 

significant factors that influence the concord patterns and as a result the choice of the 

verb form. According to the Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary of English (2016) 

(henceforth OALD), the noun rest denotes the remaining people or things whereas the 

noun part denotes some but not all of something, resulting in a pattern where when 

combined with collective nouns they refer to a sub-group of the whole group of 

individuals implied by the collective noun. As a result, it depends on the speaker 

whether they want to refer to the whole of this sub-group or to the individuals of it. For 

example, in the following instances it could be argued that the point of view of the 

speaker changes between the individuals that are part of the sub-group denoted by the 

quantifying expression and the sub-group itself. 

 

(45)  the Energy and Financial sectors. <Part of the 

Government > are persuaded of the need to use Tax to 

(enTenTen13, BrE) 

(46)   we are operating in Degraded Mode while < the rest of 

the crew > wonders why our gunnery sucks. I'm 

(enTenTen13, BrE) 

(47)   the challenge. Don't forget to see what < the rest of the 

team > has created :) Hugs Sally xxx Saturday 

(enTenTen13, BrE) 

(48)   his long white trousers that he wore while < the rest of 

the team > were wearing black shorts he cut an 

incongruous (enTenTen13, BrE) 

In the first and last examples provided above, after the noun phrase the plural is used, 

whereas in the second and third examples the singular. By a closer reading of these 

examples, it can be noticed that in the first and the last examples, the speaker by using 

the plural refers to the individuals that are included in the sub-group, and thus it is some 

members of the government that are persuaded for the use of taxes and also is some 

members of the team that were wearing black shorts. On the other hand, in the second 

and third example, the use of the singular signals that the speaker refers to the sub-

group of the crew and the team as one entity, which as a whole wonder about an issue 

and have created something worth seeing.  

  

Additionally, the quantifying expression the whole of, according to OALD, denotes all 

of something and as a result it does not refer to a sub-group of the group of individuals 

denoted by the collective but rather it refers to the whole of this group. However, even 

in this case the use of singular and plural signals the point of view of the speaker. For 

instance, in the first of the following sentences, the use of the plural denotes that the 

speaker refers to the individuals of the team and the speakers was really happy to work 

with each one of them, whereas in the second example it is all of the people, as a whole, 

that are affected.     

 

(49)  Cassie Conroy I rarely gush...but the < whole of the 

team > were a real pleasure to work with. (enTenTen13, 

BrE) 
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(50)  indication is it's going up,' Sir Paul said. # ' 

The whole of society is affected by this,' he told 

interviewer Victoria Derbyshire.' (GloWbE, BrE) 

Based on this analysis, it can be also argued that apart from the effects of the proximity 

principle for the cases of rest of and whole of, as well as the effects of grammatical 

concord for the case of part of, the effects of notional concord (Quirk et al, 1985: 757) 

can be better used to explain the different concord patterns that follow after noun 

phrases such as the ones discussed above. 

  

Furthermore, apart from the semantics of the quantifier, the meaning of the collective 

may also influence the choice of the verb form, since (as it has been argued in the 

literature) collectives with multiple meanings may have variable concord patterns 

(Levin, 2001; Depraetere, 2003). However, this was noticeable only in the case of the 

noun company when preceded by the expression the rest of, after which the proximity 

principle is in effect. In the case of the noun phrase the rest of the company, it was 

noticed that in all of the examples in which the verb was in singular the noun had the 

business meaning (i.e. sentence 51), whereas in cases of plural the noun company had 

another meaning, as for example that of group of friends (i.e. sentence 52). 

 

(51)  that marketing can act divorced from what < the rest 

of the company > is doing is completely wrong; 

there's no (enTenTen13, BrE) 

(52)  tried to seize it by force. While Frodo and Sam made 

their escape the rest of the company were attacked by 

Orcs. # Now they continue their journey alone 

(GloWbE, BrE) 

Finally, apart from the verb form and the different factors that influence it, the use of 

pronouns, based on the corpus results, was also variable. For example, in the last two 

instances (i.e. sentences 54, 55) it can be seen that while the verb form is in the singular, 

the following pronouns are in the plural, whereas in the first instance (i.e. sentence 53) 

both the verb and the pronoun are in the plural.  

 

(53)  and find something to change into, while < the rest of 

the class > were also gaining their freedom a few of 

(enTenTen13, BrE) 

(54)   is not to hang her paper long ways when < the rest of 

the class > hangs theirs sideways. (enTenTen13, BrE) 

(55)  is made loathsome and degraded. The silly < part of the 

audience > titters; they have come to be amused; 

(enTenTen13, BrE) 

The behavior of the pronouns can be explained through pragmatic factors, since they 

contribute to the better understanding of the sentence and as a result to the transparency 

of the meaning. For instance, the use of the plural pronoun in sentence (55) helps the 

reader understand as to who exactly has come to be amused, thus making the meaning 

of the sentence more transparent, while the use of the singular pronoun it would be 
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strange, thus leading to confusion. Furthermore, it was also noticed that the use of the 

pronouns was more variable after verbs in the singular and not after verbs in the plural. 

However, it is beyond the scope of this thesis to provide a further analysis of the use of 

pronouns after the noun phrases that are under investigation.   

 

5.3 Differences between British and American English 

As was discussed in the previous section, the concord patterns after each one of the 

noun phrases were different, depending both on the concord category the collective 

noun belonged to as well as on the variety of English. For instance, it was observed that 

after the expression the rest of, the verb number was based on the concord preferences 

of the collectives, whereas after the expressions part of and the majority of the verb 

number was not so variable. 

 

As it is argued in the literature, collective nouns are treated differently between the 

different varieties of English and thus regional variations arise (Quirk et al, 1985; Biber 

et al, 1999; Levin, 1999, 2001; Hundt, 2006). In the variety of British English, most of 

the singular collective nouns can be used with both singular and plural concord, 

whereas in the variety of American English the preferred concord pattern is that of the 

singular, even though instances with plural concord can also occur (Levin, 2001). For 

instance, the collective noun staff is mainly used with plural verbs in British English, 

whereas it is followed by singular verbs in American English (Levin, 2001).  

 

These differences between the two varieties of English also affect the use of the 

collective nouns after quantifying expressions. As it was previously discussed, after the 

expressions the rest of and the whole of the proximity principle is in effect and as a 

result the verb is not influenced by the head noun but rather by the one that is closer to 

it. Since it is the collective noun that determines the verb number and not the 

quantifying noun expression, due to the principle of proximity, the way each of the 

varieties treats the category of collectives influences the number of the verb that follows 

these noun phrases. For this reason, it was found that in British English, in which 

singular collective noun can be followed by either singular or plural verbs or are more 

variable, the number of the verb is determined based on the concord preferences of the 

collectives. On the other hand, in American English, in which singular collectives are 

mostly followed by singular verbs, it was noticed that the number of the verb following 

the noun phrases was always in the singular. The same can be also applied to the case of 

the expression the majority of, where in British English more plural instances were 

found, whereas in American English more singular ones were found. Since the verb 

number is influenced by the word majority, which is also a collective opting for the 

plural in British English, this explains the greater percentage of plural instances in 

British English. 

 

However, in the case of the expression part of, no differences were noticed between the 

two varieties of English, since in this case it is not the collective noun that determines 

the number of the verb, but rather the noun part, which is used in the same way in both 

British and American English.  
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5.4 Differences between websites and blogs 

As it was discussed in the methodology section, both of the corpora that were used for 

the collection of data consist of texts that come from websites and blogs. As it has 

already been argued, websites belong to the written discourse category, since they are 

largely not spontaneous, but are carefully written and in most cases revised. However, 

blogs are in between written and spoken discourse, due to the fact that they consist of 

written language but on the other hand are more spontaneous and unedited, thus also 

having some characteristics of spoken discourse (Crystal, 2006).  

 

The data collected were divided into two categories, namely data that come from 

websites and data that come from blogs. The data about blogs were provided only from 

the GloWbE corpus, since in this corpus the blogs had already been classified into their 

respective varieties. The data gathered for the genre of blogs are not adequate to allow 

for comparisons between the two genres.  However, from the data collected no obvious 

differences between these two discourse types could be found. 

 

6. Conclusion 

The scope of this thesis was to further investigate the use of collective nouns when they 

are pre-modified by five different quantifying noun expressions. Based on the data and 

the analysis provided, it was found that different concord patterns are followed after 

these complex noun phrases and that for some of them the concord preferences of the 

collectives determine the selection of the verb form, while for others these preferences 

do not play any role. Furthermore, differences between British and American English 

were also noticed. More specifically, while American English opts for the singular in all 

of these cases, in British English the plural was the main concord pattern for most of the 

complex noun phrases. Finally, another aspect that could be further studied is that of the 

use of these complex noun phrases in other varieties of English and a comparison with 

the two main varieties, thus allowing us to draw conclusions about the similarities and 

the differences between them, as well. 

 

7. Further Research 

As was mentioned previously in this thesis, collective nouns are a word category that has been 

studied by many researchers (e.g. Levin, 1999, 2001, 2006; Depraetere, 2003; Corbett, 2000, 

2006; Hundt, 2006) and traditional grammarians (e.g. Quirk et al, 1985; Biber et al, 1999; Leech 

& Svartvik, 2003). However, most of the studies have looked at collective nouns in simple noun 

phrases and not complex ones as this thesis. To my knowledge, only Fernández-Pena (2017) has 

looked at complex noun phrases with of-dependents and collective nouns. As a result, it would 

of great interest to further investigate the use of collective nouns in complex noun phrases 

taking into consideration different factors such as syntax, semantics and pragmatics. Moreover, 

due to the role that nowadays the English language has, that of a global medium of 

communication, it would be also interesting to further investigate the use of collective nouns not 
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by native speakers, but from non-native ones and notice how they use them and any differences 

between the two different categories of speakers.   
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Appendix A 

enTenTen13 results presented in instances/million words 

 

Expression the rest of + Collective 

 The Singular Group 

 Singular Plural 

BrE 27.44 7.40 

AmE 60.92 16.24 

 The Plural Group 

BrE 5.22 19.60 

AmE 20.30 8.12 

 The Variable Group 

BrE 116.29 182.93 

AmE 134.02 60.92 

  

Expression part of + Collective 

 The Singular Group 

 Singular Plural 

BrE 17.42 2.17 

AmE 60.92 0.00 

 The Plural Group 

BrE 1.30 0.87 

AmE 0.00 0.00 

 The Variable Group 

BrE 76.66 20.03 

AmE 77.16 12.18 

  

Expression the whole of + Collective 

 The Singular Group 

 Singular Plural 

BrE 10.88 0.87 

AmE 8.12 0.00 

 The Variable Group 

BrE 3.48 3.48 

AmE 4.06 0.00 

  

Expression the majority of + Collective 

 The Singular Group 

 Singular Plural 

BrE 6.09 10.45 

AmE 12.18 0.00 

 The Plural Group 

BrE 1.74 21.34 



 

 35 

AmE 0.00 0.00 

 The Variable Group 

BrE 40.94 60.10 

AmE 77.16 16.24 
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