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Infinitives and -ing​ forms

General
1
Every sentence must have a main verb. In addition many sentences have infinitives (with or 
without to) and gerunds/present participles (the -ing form). 
2
These occur in a number of different positions in the sentence, but they are not in the main 
verb (except if they are part of a modal verb – see below).


As the subject:

Smoking is bad for your health.

After the main verb:

She didn’t expect to lose the match.


After an adjective:

It’s not easy to know if they’ll win.

After a noun:


There was no problem getting into the disco.


After a preposition:

Without talking to him first, I can’t make a decision.

3
-ing forms can be gerunds or present participles. If the -ing form functions as a noun it is a 
gerund. If it functions as a verb, it is a participle.   


Running is a great way to stay fit. [= GERUND]

There is someone running in the park. [= PARTICIPLE]
4
Infinitives and -ing forms can be found in both the affirmative and negative forms.

	infinitive
	-ing forms

	Try to hurry!
	Telling him was silly.

	Try not to drop it
	Not telling him was silly.

	He seems to be doing well.
	

	He seems to have done well.
	Without having done it, I…

	He seems to have been doing well.
	

	I want to be told the truth.
	I prefer being told the truth.

	I would like to have been told earlier.
	She’s angry about having been deceived.


Infinitives and –ing forms after adjectives

1
Adjectives are normally followed by the to infinitive.



It is lovely to be here.


It’s very easy to understand this language.

2
Busy and worth are exceptions because they are always followed by the -ing form.



Helen is busy finishing her homework.



It’s not worth buying cheap furniture. It only breaks. 

3
Some adjectives can be followed by the infinitive, or preposition + -ing form. The infinitive 
tends to refer to a particular occasion/situation, the -ing form to a more general feeling. 
Compare:



Catherine likes to bake cakes at the weekend. (= specifically at the weekend)


Catherine loves baking cakes. (= generally)

4
Also, infinitives and -ing can signify more differences in meaning.



The detective stopped smoking. (= He/she gave up smoking, forever or temporarily)


The detective stopped to smoke. (= He/she stopped, lit a cigarette, smoked it, and 

continued their journey)



I was so anxious about coming to the party because my ex-husband was going to 

be there. (= I was worried ) 



I was so anxious to come to the party because my ex-husband was going to be 


there. (= I was keen to come)



It’s good to be home. (= pleasant, nice)


He’s good at making puddings. (= ability, skill, talent)


I’m sorry to inform you that you haven’t got the job. 



Sorry for forgetting our wedding anniversary.

Nouns with infinitives and -ing forms
1
Many nouns are commonly followed by infinitive form (with to).



They’ve hired a man to do the gardening.


I want the government to raise taxes. 

2
Other nouns are followed by -ing, or preposition + -ing. 



Did you have any problems finding the house?


There is a small chance of winning the lottery.

Verbs with infinitives and -ing forms

1
Infinitives with to

a many verbs are followed by the infinitive form with to. 


Algernon wants to go fishing this weekend. 



We hope to give you an answer by the end of next week.

b Some verbs can have an object before the infinitive.



I expect him to help me with the washing up.


Verbs like this include ask, want, would like, need, expect, help, beg.


c Other verbs must have an object.



My lawyer advised me to say nothing regarding the robbery.



The teacher warned the students to be careful.


Other verbs like this include urge, order, tell, remind, persuade, allow, force, forbid, invite, 
encourage, permit, teach.

2
Bare infinitives


a A small number of important verbs take a ‘bare’ infinitive (an infinitive without to). Most 
important are modals and semi-modals.


b We also use the bare infinitive after let, make, would rather, had better.



My parents won’t let me go out after 10 o’clock.



You had better call Jenny before she starts worrying where you are.


c The bare infinitive can also be used with verbs of perception (see, watch, hear, feel). 
Notice the difference in meaning between the infinitive and -ing form. 


I heard the band sing their #1 hit. (= the whole song)


I heard the band singing their #1 hit. (= part of the song, in progress)
3
Verb + -ing form


a Some verbs are usually followed by an -ing form, or a preposition + -ing form.



You I think you have to stop trying to learn the violin. You sound awful!


I want to say sorry for insulting you the other day.


b A number of verbs have an object + preposition + -ing form, or a preposition + -ing form.


His neighbour accused him of stealing his dog.



Don’t blame me for stealing your horrible dog!


Other verbs include: suspect (someone) + of, condemn, criticise, forgive, punish, thank 
(someone) + for, discourage, prevent, stop (someone) + from, congratulate (someone) + 
for/on. 


c In the passive form, the preposition comes directly after the verb. This is common in 
newspaper reports.



Johnson is accused of bribing the referee.

4
Verbs that take both


A small number of verbs can take both.


a For some verbs the infinitive is used to look forward, the -ing form to look backwards.



I remembered to book the train tickets. (= I didn’t forget)


I remember booking the train tickets. (= I have a memory of it)



I regret to tell you that you haven’t passed your driving test.



I regret not asking her out on a date.


b With love, like and hate, the -ing form is normally used in British English, but the infinitive 
is also common in American English. After would like, the infinitive is always used.



I love driving. (British/US)

I love to dance. (US)

c The verbs start and begin can be used with either without any change of meaning.


I started/began working/to work when I was sixteen.

Other uses of -ing forms

1
-ing forms are often the subject of the sentence.



Smoking is bad for your health.

2
Prepositions are always followed by -ing forms.    


Winning the match felt like winning the World Cup. 

3
We often use the pattern by + -ing to describe the method we use in order to do something.



You can help prevent suffering in developing countries by giving a little money each 

month.


Remember that to is a preposition in the patterns below, and so takes the -ing form.



We’re not used to working in the hot weather. It’s hard to concentrate.



They’re looking forward to going on holiday.

Participle clauses
1
Participle clauses are similar to reduced relative clauses. 



The man who’s sitting over there is my boss.



The man sitting over there is my boss.

2
We use a similar type of clause with verbs of perception like see, hear, feel, remember.



I saw her. She was stealing a necklace in a jeweller’s.



I saw her stealing a necklace in a jeweller’s.

3
We can also use a participle clause to join two sentences together when they have the 
same subject.



Alvin was in the kitchen. He was complaining.


Alvin was in the kitchen, complaining.
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