
Relative clauses 

Relative clauses are clauses starting with the relative pronouns who (m) that, which, whose, 

where, when. They are most often used to define or identify the noun that precedes them. 

There are mainly two types of relative clause, defining and non-defining. Some grammarians 

use the term identifying or restrictive instead of defining. 

 

Who, that – for people 

Which, that – for objects  

Where – for places 

Whose – to talk about possession 

When, that – for a time 

Why, that – for a reason 

Whom – for object pronouns (people) 

 

1. Defining clauses 

 

 Defining relative clauses give essential information. The sentence won’t be complete without 

them. 

This is the new car that I’ve just bought. 

The United States is the country where guns are allowed. 

She is the woman whose handbag I found there! 

He gave a tip to the porter who carried his luggage . 

The man who(m) I saw told me to come back today. 

Thank you for the help that you have given me.   

 

2. Cleft sentences: it + be + noun/pronoun+defining relative clause 

It was Tom who helped us.  (not Bill or Jack)  

It was Ann that I saw. (not Mary) 

When the object is a proper noun, as above, that is more usual than who. With all other 

objects, that is the correct form: 

It’s the manager that we want to see. 

It was chicken that we ordered. (not meat)   

That is usual for non-personal subjects: 

It’s speed that causes accidents, not bad roads.  

 

3. Non-defining clauses 

Non-defining relative clauses are placed after nouns, which are definite already. They do not 

therefore define the noun, but merely add something to it by giving some more information 

about it. Unlike defining relative clauses, they are not essential in the sentence and can be 

omitted without causing confusion. Also unlike defining relatives, they are seperated from 

their noun by commas. The commas represent a pause. The pronoun can never be omitted in a 

non-defining relative clause. The construction is fairly formal and more common in written 

than in spoken English. 

 

Mr.Jones, for whom I was working, was very generous about overtime payments. 

Peter, with whom I played tennis on Sundays, was fitter than me. 

Ann, whose children are at school all day, is trying to get a job. 

We visited Hyde Park, which is close to Buckingham palace. 



Hyde Park, which is close to Buckingham Palace, is closed today. 

 

4. Omission of the relative pronoun (reduced relative clauses)  

The relative pronoun can only be omitted when it is the object of the clause. When the 

relative pronoun is the subject of the clause, it cannot be omitted. You can usually tell when a 

relative pronoun is the object of the clause because it is followed by another subject + verb. 

See below, in the first sentence the relative pronoun cannot be omitted because it is the 

subject of the relative clause (‘‘the woman spoke’’). In the second sentence, the pronoun can 

be omitted because ‘‘the woman’’ is the object of the verb ‘‘loved’’.  

 

a. The woman that spoke at the meeting was very knowledgeable. 

b. The woman (that) the man loved was living in New York. 

 

More examples:  

 

The man (who/that) you spoke to was my brother. 

The book (which/that) I want is on the table. 

He is the kindest man (that) I know. 

There’s something (which/that) you don’t know. 

The dish (that) I ordered was delicious. 

 

5. ‘‘which’’ for a whole clause 

The book won’t be published until next year, which is disappointing. 

I have got to go to hospital on Monday, which means I won’t be able to see you. 

The rain rattled on the roof all night, which kept us awake. 

She was much kinder to her youngest child than she was to the others, which made the others 

jealous . 

The clock struck thirteen, which made everyone laugh. 

He refused to do his share of the chores, which annoyed the others. 

 

6. all, both, few, most, several, some etc. + of + whom/which 

This form can be used for both people and things. 

Her sons, both of whom work abroad, ring her up every week. 

He went with a group of people, few of whom were correctly equipped for such a climb. 

The buses, most of which were already full, were surrounded by an angry crowd. 

I met the fruit-pickers, several of whom were university students. 

I picked up the apples, some of which were badly bruised. 

The house was full of boys, ten of whom were his own grandchildren. 

The bank was held up by a group of men, three of whom were said to be armed. 

She has two older brothers, neither of whom went to the university. 

The island’s two million inhabitants, most of whom are peasant farmers, were badly affected 

by the drought. 

 

7. Prepositions in relative clauses  

There are often prepositions in relative clauses, and a relative pronoun is the object of that 

preposition. In everyday English, the preposition is normally placed at the end of the relative 

clause and the pronoun may be included or omitted. In formal English, the preposition is 

placed before the relative pronoun, and in this case the pronoun cannot be omitted. In the 

examples below, the pronouns in parentheses can be omitted. 

 



Everyday English Formal English 

Is that the man (who) she arrived with? Is that the man with whom she arrived? 

 

Does he know the girl (that) John is talking 

to?  

Does he know the girl to whom John is 

talking? 

The person (who) he is negotiating with is 

the Chairman of a large company.  

The person with whom he is negotiating is 

the Chairman of a large company. 

 

It is a club (which) many important people 

belong to. 

It is a club to which many important people 

belong. 

 

He liked the people (that) he lived with. He liked the people with whom he lived. 

The tree (that) they had their picnic under 

was the largest and oldest in the park.  

The tree under which they had their picnic 

was the largest and oldest in the park. 

 

It was the river (that) the children preferred 

to swim in. 

It was the river in which the children 

preferred to swim. 

 

There are still many things in our solar 

system, about which we know nothing. 

There are still many things in our solar 

system, which we know nothing about. 

Her many friends, among whom I like to be 

considered, gave her encouragement. 

Her many friends, whom I like to be 

considered among, gave her encouragement. 

   

8. Whoever, whichever, whatever, whenever, wherever, however 

Whoever gains the most points wins the competition. 

Whichever of them gains the most points wins. 

You can eat what/whatever you like. (anything you like) 

When you are older you can watch whatever programme you like. 

My roof leaks when/whenever it rains. (every time it rains) 

You will see this product advertised everywhere/wherever you go. 

Whatever happens don’t forget to write. 

I’ll find him, wherever he has gone. (no matter he has gone) 

 

Exercises 
 

I. In this exercise you have to explain what some words mean. Choose the right meaning 

from the box and then write a sentence with who.  Use a dictionary if necessary.  

 

 

           steals from a shop                                  buys something from a shop 

           designs buildings                                   pays rent to live in a house or flat 

           doesn’t believe in Gods                         breaks into a house to steal things 

           is not brave                                             no longer works and gets money from the state 

 

 

1. (an architect) An architect is someone who designs buildings. 

2. (a burglar)  A burglar is someone……………………………. 

3. (a customer)……………...…………………………………… 

4. (a shoplifter)………………………………………………….. 



5. (a coward)……………………………………………………. 

6. (an atheist)……………………………………………………. 

7. (a pensioner)…………………………………………………... 

8. (a tenant)……………………………………………………… 

 

II. Make one sentense from two. Use who/that/ which. 

 

1. A girl was injured in the accident. She is now in hospital. 

……………………………………………………………… 

2. A man answered the phone. He told me you were away. 

……………………………………………………………… 

3. A waitress served us. She was very impolite and impatient. 

……………………………………………………….............. 

4. A building was destroyed in the fire. It has now been rebuilt. 

………………………………………………………………… 

5. Some people were arrested. They have now been released. 

………………………………………………………………… 

6. A bus goes to the airport. It runs every half hour. 

………………………………………………………………… 

 

III. Complete the sentences. Choose the most suitable ending from the box and make it 

into a relative clause. 

 

 

           he invented the telephone                    it makes washing machines 

           she runs away from home                    it gives the meaning of words 

           they are never on time                         it won the race 

           they stole my car                                 it can support life 

           they were on the wall                          it cannot be explained 

 

 

1. Barbara works for a company that makes washing machines. 

2. The book is about a girl………………………………………….. 

3. What was the name of the horse………………………………..... ? 

4. The police have caught the men…………………………………… 

5. Alexander Bell was the man……………………………………….. 

6. What’s happened to the pictures………………………………….. ? 

7. A mystery is something……………………………………………. 

8. A dictionary is a book……………………………………………... 

9. I don’t like people…………………………………………………. 

10. It seems that Earth is the only planet…………………………….. 

 

IV. In some of these sentences you don’t need who or that. If you don’t need these 

words, put them in brackets like this: (who) (that). 

 

1. The woman who lives next door is a doctor. (‘who’ is necessary in this sentence.) 

2. Have you found the keys (that) you lost ? (in this sentence you don’t need ‘that’.) 

3. The people who we met at the party were very friendly. 

4. The people who work in the office are very friendly.  

5. The people who I talked to were very friendly. 



6. What have you done with the money that I gave you ? 

7. What happened to the money that was on the table ? Did you take it? 

8. It was an awful film. It was the worst film that I’ve ever seen.  

9. It was an awful experience. It was the worst thing that has ever happened to me. 

 

V. Complete these sentences with a relative clause. Use the sentences in the box to make 

your relative clauses. 

 

 

                     we hired a car                                           you’re going to see a film 

                     I invited some people to the party            Ann is wearing a dress 

                     you had to do some work                         Tom recommended a hotel to us 

                     you lost some keys                                   we wanted to visit a museum 

 

 

1. Have you found the keys you lost. 

2. I like the dress……………………………………….. 

3. The museum………………………………………..was shut when we got there. 

4. What’s the name of the film…………………………………………………… ? 

5. Some of the people………………………….…………………....couldn’t come. 

6. Have you finished the work……………………………………………………..? 

7. The car ……………………………………………broke down after a few miles. 

8. We stayed at a hotel……………………………………………………………...  

 

VI. Complete these sentences using a relative clause with a preposition. 

 

                we went to a party last night                      you can rely on George 

                we were invited to a wedding                   I work with a number of people 

                 I apllied for a job                                     you told me about a hotel 

                you were looking for some keys              I saw you with a man  

 

 

1. Are these the keys you were looking for? 

2. Unfortunately we couldn’t go to the wedding…………………………………. 

3. I enjoy my job. I like the people………………………………………………... 

4. What’s the name of that hotel…………………………………………………. ? 

5. The party…………………………………………………wasn’t very enjoyable. 

6. I didn’t get the job………………………………………………………………. 

7. George is a good person to know. He’s somebody …………………………….. 

8. Who was that man……… …………..…………………………in the restaurant. 

VII. Put in that or what. If the sentence is complete with or without that, write (that) – in brackets.   

1. I gave her all the money ……. (that)……………………….….  I had. 

2. They give their children everything………………………….they want. 

3. Tell me………………………….you want and I’ll try to get it for you. 

4. Why do you blame me for everything…………………….goes wrong ? 



5. I won’t be able to do much but I’ll do the best…..………………..I can. 

6. I can only lend you ten pounds. It’s all…………………………I’ve got. 

7. I don’t agree with……………………………………….you’ve just said. 

8. I don’t trust him. I don’t believe anything……………………….he says.  

VIII. Complete the sentences. Use the sentences in the box to make relative clauses with where. 

 

                  I can buy some postcards there                     I was born there 

                  Ann bought a dress there                              we can have a really good meal there  

                  John is staying there                                     we had the car repaired there 

 

 

1. I recently went back to the town where I was born. 

2. Do you know a restaurant……………………………………………. ?  

3. Is there a shop near here……………………………………………… ? 

4. I can’t remember the name of the garage……………………………… 

5. Do you know the name of the hotel……………………………...…… ?  

6. Ann bought a dress which didn’t fit her, so she took it back to the shop………. 

 

IX . Complete each sentence using who/whom/whose/where. 

 

1. What’s the name of the man….. whose………….. car you borrowed ? 

2. A cemetery is a place……………………..……..……people are buried. 

3. A pacifist is a person…………..……….believes that all wars are wrong.  

4. An orphan is a child ……………………………………parents are dead. 

5. The place……………………..we spent our holidays was really beautiful. 

6. This school is only for children……………….first language is not English. 

7. I don’t know the name of the woman to ………… ….I spoke on the phone. 

 

X. Make one sentence from two. Use the sentence in brackets to make a relative clause.  

Sometimes the clause goes in the middle of the sentence, sometimes at the end. You will 

need to use who(m)/whose/which/where.  

 

1. Ann is very friendly. (She lives next door.) Ann, who lives next door, is very friendly. 

2. We stayed at the Grand Hotel. (Ann recommended it to us.) 

We stayed at the Grand Hotel, which Ann recommended to us. 

3. We went to Sandra’s party. (We enjoyed it very much.) 

We went to Sandra’s party,…………………………………….. 

4. I went to see the doctor. (He told me to rest for a few days.) 

…………………………………………………………………… 

5. John is one of my closest friends. (I have known him for a very long time.) 

John………………………………………………………………………… 

6. Sheila is away from home a lot. (Her job involves a lot of travelling.) 

………………………………………………………………………………… 

7. The new stadium will be opened next month. (It can hold 90,000 people.) 

…………………………………………………………………………………. 

8. We often go to visit our friends in Bristol. (It is only 30 miles away.) 

………………………………………………..………………………………… 

9. Glasgow is the largest city in Scotland. (My brother lives there.)  



………………………………………………………………………………….. 

 

XI. Make one sentence from two. Use the sentence in brackets to make a relative clause.  

 

1. Mr. Carter is very interested in our plan. (I spoke to him on the phone last night.) 

………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

2. This is a photograph of our friends. (We went on holiday with these friends.) 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 

3. The wedding took place last Friday. (Only members of the family were invited to it.) 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

4. Sheila finally arrived. (We had been waiting for her.) 

……………………………………………………………………………………………. 

5. We climbed to the top of the tower. (We had a beautiful view from there.)  

……………………………………………………………………………………………….  

 

XII. Write sentences with all of/most of etc. + whom/which.  

 

1. Mary has three brothers. (All of her brothers are married.) 

……………………………………………………………………………………………. 

2. We were given a lot of information. (Most of the information was useless.) 

……………………………………………………………………………………………. 

3. There were a lot of people at the party. (I had met only a few of these people before.) 

……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

4. I have sent her two letters. (She has received neither of these letters.) 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

5. Ten people applied for the job. (Non of these people were suitable.) 

……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

6. Kate has got two cars. (She hardly ever uses one of them.) 

…………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

7. Norman won £ 50,000. (He gave half of this to his parents.) 

……………………………………………………………………………………………. 

8. Julia has two sisters. (Both of her sisters are teachers.) 

…………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

 

XIII. Combine the sentences. Use formal written English. 

 

1) (a) An antecedent is a word. (b) A pronoun refers to this word. 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 

2) (a) The blue whale is considered the largest animal that has ever lived. (b) It can grow to 

100 feet and 150 tons. 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 

3) (a) The plane was met by a crowd of 300. (b) Some of them had been waiting for more 

than 4 hours. 

……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

4) (a) In this paper, I will describe the basic process. (b) Raw cotton becomes cotton thread 

by this process. 

……………………………………………………………………………………………. 

5) (a) The researchers are doing case studies of people to determine the importance of 



heredity in health and longevity. (b) These people's families have a history of high blood 

pressure and heart disease. 

…………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

6)  (a) At the end of this month, scientists at the institute will conduct their AIDS research.  

(b) The results of this research will be published within 6 months. 

…………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

7)  (a) According to many education officials, 'math phobia' (that is, a fear of mathematics) is 

a widespread problem. (b) A solution to this problem must and can be found. 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

8)  (a) The art museum hopes to hire a new administrator. (b) Under this person's direction it 

will be able to purchase significant pieces of art. 

……………………………………………………………………………………………... 

9) (a) The giant anteater licks up ants for its dinner. (b) Its tongue is longer than 30 

centimeters (12 inches). 

……………………………………………………………………………………………... 

10)  (a) The anteater's tongue is sticky. (b) It can go in and out of its mouth 160 times a 

minute. 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

XIV. Use a relative pronoun to combine each pair of the sentences below: 

 

1. The students will surely be successful in their exams. The students study seriously and 

methodically. 

……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

2. Mary has won an Oscar. I know her sister. 

……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

3. Is this the style of hair? Your wife wanted to have it. 

……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

4. Shakespeare was born at Stratford on Avon, a small town in England. He is the world's 

greatest dramatist and poet. 

……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

5. His girl friend turned out to be an enemy spy. He trusted her absolutely. 

……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

6. A man brought in a small girl. Her hand had been cut. 

 

7. The Smiths were given rooms in the hotel. Their house had been destroyed in the 

explosion. 

……………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

8. He introduced me to his students. Most of them were from abroad. 

……………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

9. They gave me four very bad tyres. One of them burst before I had driven four miles. 

………………………………………………………………………………………………. 

10. A man answered the phone. He said Tom was out. 

………………………………………………………………………………………………… 


