GRAMMAR: CONDITIONALS

There are different types of conditions. Some are possible or likely, others are unlikely, and others are impossible:

· If the weather improves, we’ll go for a walk. (It is possible or likely that the weather will improve.)

· If the weather improved, we could go for a walk. (It is not likely that the weather will improve.)

· If the weather had improved, we could have gone for a walk. (The weather did not improve – fine weather is therefore an impossible condition.)

These types of conditions are used in three types of sentences, called first, second and third conditional sentences.

First conditional: Type I
We use the first conditional to talk about the result of an imagined future situation, when we believe the imagined situation is quite likely:

· [imagined future situation]If the taxi doesn’t come soon, [future result]I’ll drive you myself.

	Conditional clause
	Main clause

	if + present simple
	modal verb with future meaning (shall/should/will/would/can/could/may/might)

	If he gets a job in Liverpool,
	he’ll have to get up early. It’s a long drive.

	If Sheila rings,
	I might ask her to come over for dinner.


Second conditional: Type II
We use the second conditional to talk about the possible result of an imagined situation in the present or future. We say what the conditions must be for the present or future situation to be different.

· If people complained, things would change. (People don’t complain at the moment.)

	Conditional clause
	Main clause

	if + past simple
	modal verb with future-in-the-past meaning (should/would/might/could)


	Conditional clause
	Main clause

	If you asked her nicely,
	she would say yes, I’m sure.


We use a past form in the conditional clause to indicate a distance from reality, rather than indicating past time. We often use past forms in this way in English.

When we use the first conditional, we think the imagined situation is more likely to happen than when we use the second conditional.

Compare
	First conditional
	Second conditional

	If the flight’s late, we’ll miss our connection.

(it’s possible or likely that the flight will be late)
	If there were more buses, we would leave the car at home. (it is unlikely that there will be more buses)

	I’ll come and give a hand if you need help moving your stuff. (it is possible or likely that you will need help)
	He would buy a flat if he had the money for a deposit. (it is unlikely that he will have the money)


Third conditional: Type III
We use the third conditional when we imagine a different past, where something did or did not happen, and we imagine a different result:

· If I had played better, I would have won. (I didn’t play well and I didn’t win.)

· It would have been easier if George had brought his own car. (George didn’t bring his own car, so the situation was difficult.)

· If the dog hadn’t barked, we wouldn’t have known there was someone in the garden.

(The dog barked, so we knew there was someone in the garden.)

	Conditional clause
	Main clause

	if + past perfect
	modal verb with future-in-the-past meaning (should/would/might/could)

+ have + -ed form

	If they had left earlier,
	they would have arrived on time.


(a) Complete the sentences in If-clauses type I

1. If it (rain) 
, we (stay) 
at home.

2. If you (know/not) 
the way, I (pick) _ 
you up.

3. My mum (bake) 
a cake if you (come) _ 
to see us.

4. They (come) 
to his party if he (invite) 
them.

5. I (visit) 
my grandparents if I (have) 
a long holiday.

(b) Complete the sentences in If-clauses type II

1. If you (study) 
harder, you (get) 
_ better marks in your tests.

2. If I (be) 
rich, I (travel) 
around the world.

3. She (come) 
to the market with us if she (have/not) 
to work.

4. We (send) 
you a message if we (get) 
to the city.

5. I (call) 
you back if I (arrive) at home.

(c) Complete the sentences in If-clauses type III

1. If you (help) 
us, we (finish) 
the work in next to no time.

2. I (call) 
you earlier if I (lose/not) 
_ your phone number.

3. They (go/not) 
to the theatre by car if the weather (be) 
better.

4. Cynthia (submit) 
_ the homework if she (finish) 
last week.

5. Tom (buy) 
a new car if he (have) 
enough money.

