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Multi-word verbs 1

Identifying multi-word verbs
In:

She came across the road

We have: the subject (she), the verb (came) a preposition (across) and the prepositional complement

[or object] (the road).

There is nothing mysterious about this because it’s easy to break the sentence down.

However, in:

She came across the old diary

We cannot break the sentence down in the same way.

What we actually have is: the subject (she), the verb (came across) and the object (the old diary).

1. Decide whether the following are analysable in the first or second ways:

Example First or second analysis?

1 He turned down the offer

2 He turned down the path

3 She talked me through the process

4 She talked to me through his presentation

5 Tom came to after the operation

6 Tom came to my door

7 He looked at the book

8 She looked under the table

9 She looked at the book

10 He looked up the word

11 The storm blew over

12 The plane flew over the town

13 They ran out the door

14 They ran out of money

15 She broke down in tears

16 She broke down the figures
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It is also possible to have a verb followed by an adverb which does nothing to alter the meaning of the
verb. These combinations are also not multi-word verbs. For example:

She came home

We have: the subject (she), the verb (came) and an adverb (home). We can replace the adverb with

many others and still have no effect at all on the meaning of the verb, come. For example:

She came by (visited) She came quickly She came weekly

There is nothing mysterious about this because it’s easy to break the sentences down to verb plus

adverb (of place, manner, definite time etc.).

However, in:

She came to

We cannot break the sentence down in the same way.

What we actually have is: the subject (she), the verb (came to) and no object, because it is intransitive.

Now we have changed the meaning of the verb because it no longer refers to the act of moving

towards the speaker.

2. Decide whether the following are analysable as a combination of verb plus adverb which alters

the meaning of the verb or a verb plus adverb which simply modifies the accepted, simple meaning

of the verb:

Example Multi-word verb or verb + adverb?

1 She came back

2 She came across as very confident

3 The got on the bus

4 They got on well together

5 Tom talked round the main issue

6 Tom talked me round

7 He looked askance

8 She looked up the meaning

9 The took her away in an ambulance

10 They took to playing golf

11 They arrived home

12 They arrived together

13 They arrived at a decision

14 She put it down on the table

15 She put the idea down

16 She put the idea across


