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Real and hypothetical possibilities with if

1
Hypothetical possibilities

a If we are talking about an imaginary/hypothetical situation, we use would/wouldn’t + verb.



I wouldn’t like to live in a big city.



He would never cheat on Caroline.


b Often when we talk about a hypothetical situation, we need a longer sentence with if to 
explain it.



If he was here, I would be happy.
Notice that we use the Past Simple (or Continuous) after if even though we are talking about the present in general.


If I won the lottery, I would buy a gigantic house. 
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Note:

1 it is not correct to use would in the if clause.


If I had a car, I’d visit my parents every weekend.


not:


If I would have a car, I’d visit my parents every weekend.

2 We can use were instead of was after I and he/she/it. This is especially common when giving advice.


If I were you, I wouldn’t go in. They’re having an argument.

3 we can change the order of the if clause and the main clause.


If you were taller, you would be able to reach the top shelf.


You would be able to reach the top shelf, if you were taller.

c instead of would we can use might or could.



If Albert resigned from his job, he might be happier.



I could travel the world if I had more money.

2
Real versus hypothetical possibilities


a To talk about a real possibility in the future, we use will not would.



I’ll be very happy if I see them at the party.
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Note: We cannot use a future form in the second clause of the sentence with will.



I‘ll be really happy if I will see them at the party. 


b Sometimes the difference between real and imaginary possibility is very clear.



I’ll be very happy if I see them. (= a real possibility)



I’d be really happy if I saw them. (= an imaginary situation)


However, it sometimes depends on how the speaker sees the situation. Compare these two 
sentences:



If I have enough money, I’ll help you.



If I had enough money, I’d help you.


In the first sentence, the speaker believes it is a real possibility that she will have money 
(this is usually called a ‘first conditional’).


In the second sentence, the speaker sees it as unlikely or impossible that she will have enough money, so a situation is hypothetical or imaginary (this is called a ‘second conditional’).
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