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Adjectives and adverbs

Word order

1
Adjectives normally come before nouns (attributive adjectives) or after verbs like be, 
become, look, seem, get, etc. (predicative adjectives).



They had a great time at the theatre. (=attributive)


The play was great. (= predicative)

Most adjectives can be used in both ways.

a Some adjectives are always attributive, so are only found before nouns.

the chief groundsman


the only problem is…

a top lawyer 




…during the entire/whole game 

utter madness



sheer brilliance

further information



a former employee

a mere complication


the northern/eastern (etc.) edge

the main event  

b Some adjectives are always predicative, so are only found after verbs.


The children were still awake at four in the morning.


He was really upset when Gertrude broke up with him.


Our shirts look alike.

c Sometimes, to express the same meaning, a different adjective is used ion the two positions.


The children were afraid of the dark. (predicative)


The frightened children ran out of the room. (attributive) 


She is ill at the moment. (predicative)

There are lots of sick people in the hospital. (attributive)

d Other adjectives change slightly according to whether they are attributive or predicative.

Attributive

a lone swordsman

live insects

a sleeping princess

a sober judge

my younger brother

Predicative

The swordsman was alone.

The insects were alive.

The princess was asleep.

The judge was sober.

My brother is older. 
2
Other rules of word order:

a General before specific.



a young Irish boy


b Opinion before description.



important local news


c the first and the last usually come before numbers.


They’re staying here during the last two weeks of August.

Compound adjectives

Compound adjectives consist of two or more words which are often hyphenated.

a The second part of the compound adjective is often a present or past participle form.


a ground-breaking event

a well-known actor


b Some compound adjectives are derived from phrasal or prepositional verbs.


He looks worn-out.


She looks fed-up
c Compound adjectives are often found with numbers. The noun is in the singular form in these cases.


It’s a two-mile walk from here.
a six-month sabbatical
d We add -like (= similar to) and friendly (= helpful to) to nouns to form compound adjectives.


a user-friendly computer

a child-like innocence
  
e Many compound adjectives describing appearances are formed with noun + -ed.


a man with big bones

a big-boned man


a T-shirt with long sleeves 
a long-sleeved T-shirt
Prefixes and suffixes
1
We often use prefixes to modify the meaning of an adjective. Some of the most common 
prefixes are:


anti-
= against
anti-war, anti-state

bi-
= two
biannual, bipolar

dis-
= the opposite of
disrespectful


in-
= not
inhospitable, incomplete

inter-
= between
intercontinental

mal-
= badly
maltreated, malodorous

mis-
= wrongly/badly
misrepresented

mono-
= one
monolingual

multi-
= many
multi-purpose

out-
= beyond, outside
outdated

over-
= too much
overworked

post-
= after
post-war, post-modern

pre-
= before
pre-war, pre-modern

pro-
= in favour of
pro-government

semi-
= half
semi-professional

sub-
= under, below
subconscious

un-
= not
unimportant

under-
= not enough
underworked
There is no easy way to know whether prefixes require a hyphen. Check in a dictionary. 

2
The following suffixes also help to form adjectives:

-able

adjustable, believable

-al

economical, historical, digital

-ful

cheerful, truthful, hopeful

-ic

atmospheric, Homeric

-ish

tallish, goodish, yellowish

-ive

impressive, creative

-less

childless, fearless

-ous

humorous, luxurious, harmonious

-y

misty, handy, pricey

Gradable and ungradable adjectives
1
Ungradable adjectives have either a very strong meaning, e.g. incredible, fantastic, 
appalling, shocking, or an absolute meaning such as unique, tight, wrong, okay.  


These ‘absolute adjectives’ do not normally have a comparative or superlative form.
2
Gradable adjectives can follow worlds lie very and quite and have comparative and 
superlative forms, e.g. very/quite/more/the most interesting, expensive, attractive, etc.  



It’s quite okay.


It’s a bit unique.

Adverbs of degree

1
Highest degree


Absolutely indicates the highest degree. Normally it is only used with ungradable adjectives.



I am absolutely delighted to present…James Brown!


The film was absolutely brilliant.

Other adverbs which are used in a similar way: completely, totally, utterly.  

2
High degree



a Very and really are used in British English to indicate high degree. Note that really can be
used with both gradable and ungradable adjectives, but very can only be used with 
gradable adjectives. 




It was a really/very great film.



It was a really/very interesting experience for everyone involved.


In American English, real is preferred to really in this case.


b We can add emphasis to very by repeating very in informal, spoken English.



They were very, very disappointed to lose the match.

Also by adding indeed, which is more formal.



The meal was very good indeed.


c Note that in British English not very + adjective with a positive meaning can be used 
instead of an adjective with a negative meaning.



How was your meal?
It wasn’t very good.

d Similarly we can use not that + adjective to say it’s not as much as you might expect.


I don’t know why the manager always chooses him for the team, he’s not that good.

3
Middle/low degree


Pretty, rather and quite all indicate middle degree.


a Pretty is common in speech, particularly with positive adjectives.


They were pretty happy with the result though feel they could have scored more.

b Rather is more commonly used with negative adjectives.



Can you get me a glass of water, this food is rather spicy.

In British English, rather + positive adjective means ‘more than was expected’.



I’ve never made sushi but it turned out rather well.


c Quite also expresses middle degree with gradable adjectives.



I didn’t love the film but it was quite good.


With ungradable adjectives, quite has the meaning of ‘completely’.



This tea is quite brilliant!


d A bit, a little and slightly are all used to indicate low degree. They are usually used before 
adjectives with a negative meaning.


We’re a bit concerned you won’t pass your exams. 



This drink is slightly bitter.


A bit is less formal than a little and slightly. However, we often use a bit, a little, slightly 
though we can often use a bit, a little, slightly + comparative adjective with a positive 
meaning.




This shirt is a bit nicer than the other.
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