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HERD OF SHEEP
OR FLOCK OF
SHEEP:
UNDERSTANDING
THE CORRECT
TERMINOLOGY

W h e n  d i s c u s s i n g
groups  of  animals,
l a n g u a g e  o f t e n
p r e s e n t s  s u b t l e
distinctions  that  can
confuse  even  native
English  speakers.  One
of  the  most  common
points  of  confusion
surrounds the question
of whether to say "herd
of  sheep"  or  "flock  of
sheep."  While  both
t e r m s  a p p e a r  i n

everyday conversation,
one is  overwhelmingly
more  accurate  and
traditionally  correct.
This  article  explores
the  origins,  proper
usage,  and  nuances
behind these collective
nouns,  helping  you
communicate  with
p r e c i s i o n  a n d
confidence.

THE TRADITIONAL
ANSWER: FLOCK
OF SHEEP

The standard collective
noun  fo r  sheep  i s
flock.  For  centuries,
farmers,  shepherds,
a n d  a g r i c u l t u r a l
communit ies  have
referred to a group of
sheep  as  a  flock.  This
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usage is deeply rooted
in  English  language
traditions and remains
the  preferred  term  in
f o r m a l  w r i t i n g ,
livestock management,
and  biblical  contexts.
W h e n  y o u  h e a r
someone  say  "a  flock
of  sheep,"  they  are
using  the  historically
accurate  and  widely
accepted  term.

Why
"Flock"
for
Sheep?
The  word  "flock"
d e r i v e s  f r o m  O l d
English  flocc,  meaning
a  group  of  animals,
particularly  those  that
are  domesticated  and
herded  by  humans.
Sheep,  being  among
t h e  e a r l i e s t

domesticated  animals,
natura l ly  became
associated  with  this
term.  Flock  specifically
implies  animals  that
are  gathered  together
under  the  care  of  a
keeper, which perfectly
d e s c r i b e s  t h e
relationship  between
sheep and a shepherd.
O t h e r  a n i m a l s
commonly  described
as flocks include goats,
birds,  and  sometimes
geese. However, sheep
r e m a i n  t h e
quintessential  flock
animal  in  Engl ish-
speaking cultures. The
term  evokes  imagery
of pastoral landscapes,
rolling  hills,  and  the
careful  stewardship  of
a  shepherd  watching
over  their  animals.

WHEN "HERD OF
SHEEP" IS USED

Despite flock being the
traditional  term,  herd
of  sheep  has  gained
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traction  in  modern
usage .  Th i s  sh i f t
reflects  broader
changes  in  language
a n d  r e g i o n a l
preferences.  In  the
United  States,  for
e x a m p l e ,  s o m e
farmers  and  ranchers
u s e  " h e r d "  w h e n
refer r ing  to  large
g r o u p s  o f  s h e e p ,
p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n
commercial  farming
contexts.  This  usage
mirrors  terms  l ike
"herd  of  catt le"  or
" h e r d  o f  g o a t s , "
a p p l y i n g  a  m o r e
generic collective noun
to sheep.

Regional
and
Contextu

al
Variation
s
S e v e r a l  f a c t o r s
influence  whether
speakers  choose  herd
or flock:

Geographic
location:
American English
speakers are
more likely to
use "herd" than
British English
speakers, who
strongly prefer
"flock."
Industry
context: Large-
scale commercial
operations
sometimes use
"herd" while
small family
farms tend to say
"flock."
Educational
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background:
Those with
formal
agricultural
training may
adhere strictly to
"flock" as the
correct term.
Public
perception:
General
audiences often
accept both
terms, though
"flock" sounds
more traditional.

It  is worth noting that
while  "herd  of  sheep"
appears in dictionaries
and  everyday  speech,
many language purists
a n d  a g r i c u l t u r a l
experts consider it less
accurate.  If  you  are
writing  for  a  formal
audience  or  want  to
demonstrate precision,
flock  of  sheep
remains  the  superior
choice.

OTHER
COLLECTIVE
NOUNS FOR SHEEP

Beyond  the  primary
debate of  herd versus
flock,  the  English
language offers several
o ther  fasc inat ing
collective  nouns  for
sheep.  Understanding
these  terms  enriches
your  vocabulary  and
s h o w s  a  d e e p e r
a p p r e c i a t i o n  f o r
l inguistic  history.

Tradition
al and
Poetic
Terms

A drove of
sheep: This term
typically
describes sheep
being moved or
driven from one
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location to
another. It
emphasizes
motion and
human direction.
A fold of
sheep: Folklore
references a
"fold" when
sheep are
gathered into an
enclosure,
though this
usage is rare
today.
A trip of sheep:
An archaic term
that occasionally
appears in older
texts, possibly
referring to the
way sheep move
in groups.
A mob of
sheep: Used
primarily in
Australia and
New Zealand,
"mob" describes
large groups of
sheep in open
grazing systems.

A band of
sheep:
Sometimes used
in American
ranching to
indicate a group
managed by a
herder.

These  a l ternat ive
terms,  while  colorful,
are  less  common  in
everyday conversation.
Flock remains the most
versatile  and  widely
understood  collective
noun  fo r  sheep  in
virtually all contexts.

COMPARING
FLOCK AND HERD
ACROSS ANIMAL
SPECIES

Understanding  why
sheep  are  typically  a
flock  requires
examining how English
assigns  col lect ive
nouns  to  different
a n i m a l s .  T h e
distinction  between
flock  and  herd  often
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comes down to animal
b e h a v i o r ,
domestication  history,
and linguistic tradition.

Animals
Typically
Describe
d as
Flocks
Flock generally applies
to animals that are:

Domesticated
and managed by
humans in
groups
Relatively
smaller in
individual size
compared to
herd animals
Often birds or
small to medium
mammals
Gathered under

the direct
supervision of a
keeper

Examples  inc lude
sheep,  goats,  birds,
t u r k e y s ,  a n d
sometimes geese. The
term  emphasizes  the
group  as  a  collective
under guidance.

Animals
Typically
Describe
d as
Herds
Herd  tradit ional ly
applies to animals that
are:

Often wild or
semi-wild,
though domestic
cattle are a
common
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exception
Large in
individual size,
such as cattle,
buffalo,
elephants, or
deer
Moving together
in a group,
sometimes with
less direct
human control

Examples  inc lude
cattle,  horses,  deer,
elephants,  and  bison.
The  term  emphasizes
the  group  as  a  social
u n i t ,  s o m e t i m e s
w i t h o u t  h u m a n
intervention.
These  distinctions  are
not absolute rules, but
they explain why many
language experts view
"flock  of  sheep"  as
more  precise  than
"herd of sheep." Sheep
are  typically  small,
domesticated,  and
c lose ly  managed,
aligning them with the

flock category.

SCIENTIFIC AND
AGRICULTURAL
PERSPECTIVES

From  a  scientific
standpoint,  the  term
used can carry specific
meanings  in  research
a n d  f a r m i n g .
Understanding  these
professional  usages
helps  clarify  the  herd
versus flock question.

In Animal
Science
Researchers  studying
sheep  behavior  and
management  almost
exclusively use flock in
their  publications.
Academic  papers ,
t e x t b o o k s ,  a n d
c o n f e r e n c e
presentations  refer  to
"flock  health,"  "flock
management,"  and
"flock  genetics."  This
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cons i s ten t  usage
reinforces  flock  as  the
standard  term  within
the  scientific
community.

In
Commerc
ial
Agricultur
e
Farming practices vary
widely,  and  language
fol lows  suit .  Some
observations include:

Sheep stations
in Australia
and New
Zealand:
Managers often
say "mob" for
large groups, but
"flock" remains
the formal term.
American

range sheep
operations:
Some ranchers
use "herd"
interchangeably
with "flock,"
though this is
less common in
official records.
Small hobby
farms: Owners
tend to prefer
"flock," reflecting
traditional
language and
closer connection
to older farming
practices.

F o r  a g r i c u l t u r a l
r e p o r t i n g ,  g r a n t
a p p l i c a t i o n s ,  o r
veterinary  records,
flock  is  always  a  safe
and  respected  choice.

BIBLICAL AND
CULTURAL
SIGNIFICANCE

The  term  flock  carries
profound  cultural  and
re l ig ious  we ight ,
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particularly  in  Judeo-
Christian  traditions.
The  Bible  frequently
uses  "flock"  to  refer  to
s h e e p  a n d ,
metaphorical ly,  to
groups of people under
spiritual guidance.

Notable
Biblical
Referenc
es
Psalm 23, perhaps the
most  famous  passage
invo l v i ng  sheep ,
states: "The Lord is my
shepherd;  I  shall  not
want." This psalm and
many  other  biblical
passages  describe
God's people as a flock
under  divine  care.
Using  "herd"  in  these
contexts  would  sound
j a r r i n g  a n d
inappropriate  to  most

readers  familiar  with
scripture.
O t h e r  e x a m p l e s
include:

"Feed my sheep"
(John 21:17) -
referring to
spiritual
leadership
"All we like
sheep have gone
astray" (Isaiah
53:6) - using
sheep as a
metaphor for
humanity
"Fear not, little
flock" (Luke
12:32) - directly
using flock to
describe
followers

This  deep  cultural
association  reinforces
why  "flock"  remains
the  preferred  term  in
many  contexts.  Even
fo r  non - re l i g ious
speakers,  the  word
carries connotations of
care,  guidance,  and
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community that "herd"
does not fully capture.

PRACTICAL TIPS
FOR WRITERS AND
SPEAKERS

I f  you  a re  unsu re
whether to use herd or
flock,  these  guidelines
will  help  you  choose
appropriately:

When in doubt,1.
use flock. This
is always correct
and widely
accepted.
Consider your2.
audience.
Formal,
academic, or
traditional
contexts strongly
favor flock.
Think about3.
regional
norms. If you
are writing for a
British audience,
flock is essential.
American
audiences are

more flexible but
still respect flock.
Be consistent.4.
Choose one term
and stick with it
throughout your
document or
conversation.
Check style5.
guides. If you
are writing for a
publication,
consult their
preferred usage.

Examples
in
Context
To  illustrate  proper
usage,  consider  these
sentences:

Correct: "The
shepherd guided
his flock of sheep
across the
meadow."
Acceptable but
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less precise:
"The rancher
moved his herd
of sheep to fresh
pasture."
Awkward: "A
herd of sheep
blocked the
road" (while
understandable,
flock sounds
more natural).
Best for formal
writing: "The
flock's health
was monitored
by the veterinary
team."

These  examples  show
that  while  both  terms
can  work,  flock
typically  produces
more  na tu ra l  and
accurate sentences.

COMMON
MISCONCEPTIONS
AND QUESTIONS

Many  people  have
questions  about  this
t o p i c .  H e r e  a r e

a n s w e r s  t o  s o m e
f requent l y  asked
questions:

Is it ever
correct to
say "herd
of
sheep"?
Y e s ,  i n  i n f o r m a l
contexts  and  certain
regional  dialects,  herd
of  sheep  is  used  and
understood.  However,
it is not the traditional
or preferred term, and
careful  writers  often
avoid  it.

Do
shepherd
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s say
flock or

herd?
Professional  shepherds
overwhelmingly  say
flock.  This  term  has
b e e n  u s e d  i n
s h e p h e r d i n g  f o r
centuries and is deeply
e m b e d d e d  i n  t h e
p r o f e s s i o n ' s
vocabulary.

What
about
other
sheep-
like

animals?
Goats  are  typically  a
herd,  though  some
tradit ionalists  say
flock.  This
inconsistency  shows
that  language  evolves
u n e v e n l y  a c r o s s
species.  For  sheep
specifically,  flock
remains  the  standard.

Does the
size of
the group
matter?
No,  flock  applies
regardless  of  group
size. A small  group of
three  sheep  is  still  a
flock,  as  is  a  large
g r o u p  o f  s e v e r a l
thousand.
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CONCLUSION

The  debate  between
"herd  of  sheep"  and
"flock  of  sheep"
reflects  the  living
nature  of  language.
Wh i l e  bo th  te rms
appear  in  modern
English,  flock  of
s h e e p  i s  t h e
historically  accurate,
agriculturally  precise,
and culturally resonant
choice.  It  connects
speakers  to  centuries
of  t rad i t ion ,  f rom
b i b l i c a l  t e x t s  t o
pastoral  poetry  to
m o d e r n  f a r m i n g
practices.
For anyone seeking to
communicate  clearly
and  credibly  about
sheep,  flock  is  the
recommended  term.
Understanding why this

distinction  matters
e n r i c h e s  y o u r
a p p r e c i a t i o n  o f
language  and  ensures
your writing or speech
carries the right tone of
authority  and  respect.
Whether  you  are  a
farmer,  a  writer,  a
student,  or  simply  a
curious language lover,
choosing  flock  over
herd  demonstrates
attention to detail and
respect  for  linguistic
heritage.
Next  time  you  see  a
group  of  these  gentle
animals  grazing  on  a
h i l l s i d e ,  y o u  c a n
confidently  describe
them  as  a  flock  of
sheep,  knowing  you
are using the term that
has  served  English
speakers  faithfully  for
over a thousand years.


