Conditionals: Explanation
Zero Conditional: certainty
We use the so-called zero conditional when the result of the condition is always true, like a scientific fact.
Take some ice. Put it in a saucepan. Heat the saucepan. What happens? The ice melts (it becomes water). You would be surprised if it did not.
	IF
	condition
	result

	 
	present simple
	present simple

	If
	you heat ice
	it melts.


Notice that we are thinking about a result that is always true for this condition. The result of the condition is an absolute certainty. We are not thinking about the future or the past, or even the present. We are thinking about a simple fact. We use the present simple tense to talk about the condition. We also use the present simple tense to talk about the result. The important thing about the zero conditional is that the condition always has the same result.
We can also use when instead of if, for example: When I get up late I miss my bus.
Look at some more examples in the tables below:
	IF
	condition
	result
	result
	IF
	condition

	 
	present simple
	present simple
	present simple
	 
	present simple

	If
	I miss the 8 o'clock bus
	I am late for work.
	I am late for work
	if
	I miss the 8 o'clock bus.

	If
	I am late for work
	my boss gets angry.
	My boss gets angry
	if
	I am late for work.

	If
	people don't eat
	they get hungry.
	People get hungry
	if
	they don't eat.

	If
	you heat ice
	does it melt?
	Does ice melt
	if
	you heat it?


  

First Conditional: real possibility
We are talking about the future. We are thinking about a particular condition or situation in the future, and the result of this condition. There is a real possibility that this condition will happen. For example, it is morning. You are at home. You plan to play tennis this afternoon. But there are some clouds in the sky. Imagine that it rains. What will you do?
	IF
	condition
	result

	 
	present simple
	WILL + base verb

	If
	it rains
	I will stay at home.


Notice that we are thinking about a future condition. It is not raining yet. But the sky is cloudy and you think that it could rain. We use the present simple tense to talk about the possible future condition. We use WILL + base verb to talk about the possible future result. The important thing about the first conditional is that there is a real possibility that the condition will happen. We often say that this is a 50/50 possibility: If it rains, I’ll stay at home = If it doesn’t rain, I’ll go out.
Here are some more examples - remember the two basic structures: [IF condition result] and [result IF condition]:
	IF
	condition
	result
	
	result
	IF
	condition

	 
	present simple
	WILL + base verb
	
	WILL + base verb
	 
	present simple

	If
	I see Mary
	I will tell her.
	
	I will tell Mary
	if
	I see her.

	If
	Tara is free tomorrow
	he will invite her.
	
	He will invite Tara
	if
	she is free tomorrow.

	If
	they do not pass their exam
	their teacher will be sad.
	
	Their teacher will be sad
	if
	they do not pass their exam.

	If
	it rains tomorrow
	will you stay at home?
	
	Will you stay at home
	if
	it rains tomorrow?

	If
	it rains tomorrow
	what will you do?
	
	What will you do
	if
	it rains tomorrow?


  



Second Conditional: unreal possibility /dream/ hypothesis
The second conditional is like the first conditional. We are thinking about a particular condition, and the result of this condition. But there is not a real possibility that this condition will happen. For example, you do not have a lottery ticket. Is it possible to win? No! No lottery ticket, no win! But maybe you will buy a lottery ticket. So you can think about winning, like a dream. It's not very real, but it's still possible. We use this also when we think or talk hypothetically about a situation.
	IF
	condition
	result

	 
	past simple
	WOULD + base verb

	If
	I won the lottery
	I would buy a car.


We use the past simple tense to talk about the future condition. We use WOULD + base verb to talk about the future result. The important thing about the second conditional is that there is an unreal possibility that the condition will happen.
NB with the verb ‘to be’ we always use the ‘were’ conjugation in the simple past tense
eg. If I were you, I would study harder.
Here are some more examples:
	IF
	condition
	result
	
	result
	IF
	condition

	 
	past simple
	WOULD + base verb
	
	WOULD + base verb
	 
	past simple

	If
	I married Mary
	I would be happy.
	
	I would be happy
	if
	I married Mary.

	If
	Ram became rich
	she would marry him.
	
	She would marry Ram
	if
	he became rich.

	If
	it snowed next July
	would you be surprised?
	
	Would you be surprised
	if
	it snowed next July?

	If
	it snowed next July
	what would you do?
	
	What would you do
	if
	it snowed next July?


  


Third Conditional: no possibility
With the third conditional we talk about the past. We talk about a condition in the past that did not happen. That is why there is no possibility for this condition, we can only talk hypothetically, imagining the situation were different in the past. The third conditional is also like a dream, but with no possibility of the dream coming true.
Last week you bought a lottery ticket. But you did not win. :-(
	
	condition
	result

	 
	Past Perfect
	WOULD HAVE + Past Participle

	If
	I had won the lottery
	I would have bought a car.


Notice that we are thinking about an impossible past condition. You did not win the lottery. So the condition was not true, and that particular condition can never be true because it is finished, we are imagining a different outcome. We use the past perfect tense to talk about the impossible past condition. We use WOULD HAVE + past participle to talk about the impossible past result. The important thing about the third conditional is that both the condition and result are impossible now.
Sometimes, we use should have, could have, might have instead of would have, for example: If you had bought a lottery ticket, you might have won.
Look at some more examples in the tables below:
	IF
	condition
	result
	
	result
	IF
	condition

	 
	past perfect
	WOULD HAVE + past participle
	
	WOULD HAVE + past participle
	 
	past perfect

	If
	I had seen Mary
	I would have told her.
	
	I would have told Mary
	if
	I had seen her.

	If
	Tara had been free yesterday
	I would have invited her.
	
	I would have invited Tara
	if
	she had been free yesterday.

	If
	they had not passed their exam
	their teacher would have been sad.
	
	Their teacher would have been sad
	if
	they had not passed their exam.

	If
	it had rained yesterday
	would you have stayed at home?
	
	Would you have stayed at home
	if
	it had rained yesterday?

	If
	it had rained yesterday
	what would you have done?
	
	What would you have done
	if
	it had rained yesterday?



Exercises

1. Put the verbs in brackets into the gaps. Form a Conditional sentence - type I. Only use the will-future in the main clauses.
Example: If I __ (to go) to the cinema, I ________ (to watch) an interesting film.
Answer: If I go to the cinema, I will watch an interesting film.
1) If I __________ (to study), I _____________ (to pass) the exams. 
2) If he __________ (to speak) more slowy, Peggy _________ (to understand) him.
3) If it _________ (to rain), Nina __________ (to take) an umbrella with her. 
4) If my friends _________ (to come), I _________ (to be) very happy. 
5) If she _________ (to earn) a lot of money, she _________ (to fly) to New York. 
6) If we __________ (to travel) to London, we ________ (to visit) the museums. 
7) If I _________ (to come) home earlier, I __________ (to prepare) dinner. 
8) If Rita _____ (to forget) her homework, the teacher _____ (to give) her a low mark.
9) If the weather _________ (to be) nice, they _________ (to play) football.
10) If they _______ (to wait) for another 10 minutes, they ______ (to see) the pop star.


2. Put the verbs in brackets into the gaps. Form a Conditional sentence - type II.
Example: If I __ (to go) to the cinema, I ________ (to watch) an interesting film.
Answer: If I went to the cinema, I would watch an interesting film.
1) If John _______ (to learn) more words, he ________ (to write) a good report. 
2) If we ________ (to live) in Rome, Francesco ________ (to visit) us.
3) If Tim and Tom _______ (to be) older, they _______ (to play) in our hockey team.
4) If he ________ (to be) my friend, I ________ (to invite) him to my birthday party.
5) If you _________ (to wait) a minute, I _________ (to ask) my parents. 
6) If they _________ (to have) enough money, they ________ (to buy) a new car.
7) If you ________ (to do) a paper round, you _______ (to earn) a little extra money.
8) If they _______ (to go) to the disco, they _________ (to listen) to loud music. 
9) If we ________ (to hurry), we _________ (to catch) the bus.
10) If the sun ________ (to shine), we ________ (to walk) to the town.


3. Put the verbs in brackets into the gaps. Form a Conditional sentence - type III.
Example: If I _______ (to go) to the cinema, I _______ (to watch) an interesting film.
Answer: If I had gone to the cinema, I would have watched an interesting film.
1) If Michael _____ (to earn) more money, he ______ (to ask) Doris out for dinner. 
2) If we _____ (to go) to a good restaurant, we ________ (to have) a better dinner.
3) If you ______ (to wear) sandals in the mountains, you ____ (to slip) on the rocks. 
4) If the boys _______ (to take) the bus to school, they ________ (to arrive) on time.
5) If the teacher _______ (to explain) the homework, I __________ (to do) it.
6) If Susan _______ (to study) harder, she __________ (to be) better at school.
7) If the police _______ (to come) earlier, they ________ (to arrest) the burglar.
8) If you ______ (to buy) fresh green vegetable, your salad _______ (to taste) better.
9) If Alex _________ (to ask) me, I ________ (to email) the documents.
10) If he ________ (to have) a temperature, he ________ (to see) the doctor.

4 Six of sentences a–h have a mistake with verbs. Cross out the incorrect words and write the correct ones as in the example.
Eg.  If the fishermen will tie up their boats, the wind won’t blow them away. TIE
A If the tornado will hit the east coast, there will be a lot of structural damage to houses. ……………………………………………………………………………
B If you don’t set your details out clearly on your CV, no-one will bother to read it. …………………………………………………………………………………….
C If the contract won’t arrive today, I won’t be able to sign it. ………………………………………………………………
D If you would start to walk to London tonight, you wouldn’t get there until the morning. …………………………………………………………………………
E Mr and Mrs Jones wouldn’t get so angry if their neighbours wouldn’t be so noisy. ……………………………………………………………………………………….
F No-one would ever do anything if they thought too much about failure. ……………………….
G He won’t spend so much time on the golf course if he was really looking for a job. ……………………………………………………………………………………….
H If you would be a parent, you would worry when your daughter stayed out all night. ……………………………………………………………………………………...	

5 Read the information about Clara and write five conditional sentences, as in the example.
Clara read the college noticeboard → saw an advert for volunteer workers  → went to Kenya →  met a game warden →  became interested in wildlife conservation →  joined Greenpeace →  wrote a book about endangered animals
Eg. f Clara hadn’t read the college noticeboard, she wouldn’t have seen an  advert for volunteer workers.
a	………………………………………………………………………………..
b	………………………………………………………………………………..
c	………………………………………………………………………………..
d	………………………………………………………………………………..
e	………………………………………………………………………………..

6 Rewrite sentences a–d using if instead of unless.
a	You can’t get on the boat unless you are wearing a life jacket.
………………………………………………………………………………..
b	Please don’t phone me during working hours unless it’s really important.
………………………………………………………………………………..
c	Unless you take off the handbrake, the car won’t move.
………………………………………………………………………………..
d	I’m sorry, unless you’ve got a passport I can’t let you into the country.
………………………………………………………………………………..

7 Rewrite sentences a–d using unless instead of if and making any other necessary changes.
a	Don’t worry about Sam – he won’t fall if he doesn’t let go.
………………………………………………………………………………..
b	This time next week I’ll be living in Australia, if nothing goes wrong.
………………………………………………………………………………..
c	If Mr Black doesn’t turn up soon, we’ll cancel the meeting
………………………………………………………………………………..
d	If you don’t speak loudly we won’t be able to hear you at the back of the room.
………………………………………………………………………………..
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