Non-Finite Verbs
Non-finite verbs stay the same when the number or person of the subject changes. They do not
change their form at all and do not show tense, person or number. These verbs cannot serve as
the main verb in an independent clause, by definition, and thus they are quite unlike other
verbs in the English language. They are “neutral,” in that they do not have a tense, nor do they
serve as the action of a sentence. However, the rest of the sentence around them may be past,
present, or future tense, as indicated by other elements (especially finite verbs) that may be
present.
There are three main types of non-finite verbs: infinitives, gerunds, and participles.
Infinitives
Sometimes an infinitive is used in its full form (which means “to” + the base form of a verb). In
this case, it can function as a noun, adjective, or adverb in a sentence. However, some
infinitives are used in their bare form (that is, without “to”). These bare infinitives are used in
conjunction with modal auxiliary verbs and then function as the finite verb of the sentence.
For example:
To study all night long is exhausting!
(The infinitive “to study” functions as a noun, while “is” functions as the finite verb)
He made a recommendation to make the manufacturing process more efficient.
(The phrase “to make” functions as an adjective, modifying the noun “made”; the verb
have is the finite verb)
I can’t ski yet, but I will learn this winter.
(The bare infinitive “ski” relies on the finite auxiliary verb “can” to be complete, so it is
non-finite verb)
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Gerunds
Gerunds are words (verbs) that end in -ing and can act like nouns. As such, they often serve as
subjects or objects in a sentence. Because they do not have the grammatical function of a verb,
gerunds are always non-finite. Gerunds can be created using active or helping verbs.
Here are some examples of gerunds in the English language:
I like baking bread.
She enjoys reading books every night before bed.
They have been going out as a couple since last year.
Swimming is a favorite pastime for many children.
Participles
A third type of non-finite verbs is participles. There are two kinds: present and past participles.
Here we discuss each, in turn.
Present participles look like gerunds at first glance, since they have the same form ending in “ing.” However, they function as either as an adjunct to a finite verb (and thus referencing a
secondary action); as part of a continuous tense, relying on an auxiliary verb for completion; or
modifying a noun as an attributive or predicative adjective.
Consider these examples of present participles:
Anton is considering changing his job.
(“Considering” is used with “is” to form the present continuous tense.)
She was left contemplating the conversation that had just occurred.
(“Contemplating” is used in conjunction with the finite verb “left” to indicate a parallel
activity.)
“This movie is frightening.”
(“Frightening” functions as a predicative adjective, following the finite linking verb “is”
and modifying “movie.”)
Past participles, on the other hand, can be used to to create non-continuous perfect verb
tenses (these are what we call past perfect, present perfect, and future perfect tenses). They
can also be used as adjectives to modify nouns. Finally, they are also commonly used when
something is expressed in the passive voice.
Both finite past tense verbs and non-finite past participles generally end in “-d” or “-ed.”
Notably, if the word describes the action of a subject, then we call it a finite verb. On the other
hand, it is called a non-finite verb if it is used as an adjective or requires another verb to be
complete in the sentence.
Consider these examples of past participles:
I have already washed all the laundry for the week.
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(“Washed” is a past participle that depends on the auxiliary verb “have” to create the
past perfect tense.)
These cookies are delicious!
(“Delicious” is a past participle acting as an predicative adjective to the noun “cookies,”
following the finite linking verb “are.”)
Brian drove the children to their football practice.
(“Drove” is a past tense verb describing the action of the subject, “Brian”; droveis a past
participle acting as an attributive adjective to the noun “children”)
Non-Finite and Finite Verbs Together
Non-finite verbs do not require another verb in the sentence to be grammatically correct.
However, sometimes they do work together with finite verbs, which change their form when
the number or person of the subject changes, that is, their form changes with tense, person,
and/or number. We cover these in another section, but here are some examples where finite
and non-finite verbs are combined in one sentence.
She was asked to submit a resignation from her post as Prime Minister.
- Finite verb: was asked; non-finite verb: to submit
The coached trained the athletes to play as a team.
- Finite verb: trained; non-finite verb: to play
Karen wrote a letter to express her disappointment to the company.
- Finite verb: wrote; non-finite verb: to express
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