
Missed opportunities

Naturally, not every process goes the way it should. After these errors, it's natural to look back and 

try and see what went wrong and what could be different if things went the way we planned.

Using modal verbs in the past

The underlined phrases all begin with modal verbs that we discussed before. Here, we see how the 

modal verbs – when they are used to modify the verb 'have' from a present perfect construction1 – 

can be used to talk about a 'hypothetical' past and it's consequences.

If and when

Now is a good time to remind ourselves of an important point:

• if is used for hypothetical things

• when is used for factual events in the past or planned events in the future.

1 That's the name of the grammar you are using every time you say “I have eaten breakfast” or “I haven't done the 
homework, yet.”

Carlos and the rest of the creative team came into the office at eleven in the 
morning. Gregor, the CEO of The Ohmpah Express, was waiting for them.

“We need a concept for a summer hit.” Gregor said. “And we need it now.”

“Will do.” Carlos said. “Just as soon as I finish a short nap.”

“You came to work two hours late and the first thing you need is a nap?” 
Now Gregor was yelling. “If you came to work on time, a first draft could have 
been finished by now.”

Carlos looked around the office, where empty vodka bottles were on the 
floor. In one corner, there was a photocopy of what appeared to be a man's butt. 
“Things got a little, uh, creative yesterday.” Carlos said. “If we had come in the 
office at nine, the only thing that would have been done here is a lot of vomiting.”

“Could it be,” Gregor asked, “that your 'creativity' should have been 
postponed until the weekend? I want the concept for a great hit song by the end of 
the day.”

Gregor left, but slammed the door so loudly on his way out that Carlos 
winced in obvious pain. “That could have been handled better,” Carlos said.



Is it 'if' or is it 'when'?

Which word fits in the beginning of each of the following sentences?

•   If   I had known my colleague was on vacation, I wouldn't have called him.

•   When   I started at the company I had to work all the weekend shifts.

1. _______ I had known the job would be this boring, I would have asked for more money.

2. _______ outside numbers call, I answer with the company name before my own name.

3. _______ I cannot come to work, my colleague covers for me.

4. _______ someone offered me money for company secrets, I would say no.

Could have, would have, should have...2

Match the construction on the left with the definition (or explanation) on the right.

A. could have done

B. might have done

C. should have done

D. would have done

A. This is the correct action to take in that past situation

B. In a 'fantasy world' in which the past is different, this is the

action that would be a logical result of that change in the 

past.

C. This is an action that was possible in the past

D. This is an action that was possible in the past, and there 

was a chance of it happening. (Or, in a 'fantasy past,' there 

was a chance of this action happening.)

Choose one

Fit 'should have,' 'would have,' 'could have' or 'might have' in the following sentences.

1. You _______________ answered the phone when you saw it was an outside number.

2. The boss _______________ fired you for that kind of 'joke.'

3. If you had told human resources about the bullying, they _______________ been able to 

stop it.

4. If I had been informed about the problem, I _______________ taken steps to solve it.

2 Fun fact: “Could'a, would'a, should'a” is a phrase you can use when someone spends too much time talking about 
what he or she might have done differently. It's analog to the German: “hätte, hätte, Fahrradkette”
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Forming the passive in this way

Because this involves combining different grammars that all use extra words to add meaning, the 

passive is formed using several helping verbs. Here is how it changes, step by step:

1. Active voice: Toby sends an offer to the customer. (No helping verb.)

2. Passive voice: The offer is sent to the customer. ('Be' as helping verb, in this case 'is.')

3. Present perfect: The offer has been sent to the customer. ('Have' as helping verb, 'be' now in

its third form, 'been.')

4. With modal: The offer should have been sent to the customer. ('Should' as modal verb, 

'have' now in its infinitive, because only the verb closest to the subject is conjugated.)

Practice it!

You know how this works. Fit the put the verb in the correct form in the gap.

1. Statistics ______________________________ (collect) on customer satisfaction.

2. This marketing campaign ______________________________ (not consider) if we had 

known that the images are offensive to some people.

3. Help ______________________________ (offer) earlier in the process, to keep the 

customer interested and motivated to make the purchase.

4. According to the information DHL gave us when we shipped it, the package 

______________________________ (deliver) on Tuesday last week.

5. These are all details that ______________________________ (include) in the contract.

6. The meeting ______________________________ (postpone) if you had told us that so 

many people are out sick today.

7. The new software ______________________________ (not release) until we had time to 

check it for bugs.

8. The company credit card ______________________________ (not use) for personal 

expenses.

9. The engineers ______________________________ (include) in the decision-making 

process much earlier. We could have told you that this is not possible.

10. The customer's emails ______________________________ (not leave) unanswered.
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German to English

Translate the following sentences from German into English. Using the grammar we practiced.

• Der Vertrag hätte so nicht unterschrieben werden sollen.

The contract should not have been signed the way it is.

1. Die Entwürfe hätten viel früher dem Chef gezeigt werden sollen.

2. Das Produkt hätte nicht fregegeben werden sollen bis es geprüft war.

3. Die Terminverschiebung hätte sofort mitgeteilt werden sollen.

4. Die Texte hätte umgeschrieben werden können, wenn wir vom Problem informiert worden 

wären.

5. Die Dokumente hätten nie dem Kunde gezeigt werden dürfen, so wie sie sind.

6. Die Fortbilung wäre umstrukturiert worden, wenn wir das früher gewusst hätten.

7. Produktion hätte sofort nach dem Unfall gestoppt werden sollen.

8. Die Rechnung wäre bereits bezahlt, wenn Sie sie rechtzeitig geschickt hätten.

9. Alle Dokumente hätten nach dem Projektende archiviert werden sollen.

10. Das 3D-Model hätte nicht weitergegeben werden sollen, eh Manfred es genehmigt hat.

11. Das Software hätte verbessert werden können, wenn Sie uns Ihre Probleme mitgeteilt hätten.

12. Die Personalabteilung hätte sofort informiert werden sollen nach dem ersten solchen Witz 

vom Englischlehrer.
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