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Expressing preferences is a fundamental aspect of communication. It allows us to convey our likes, 

dislikes, and choices effectively. 

 
Mastering this skill is crucial for English as a second language learners as it enables them to 

participate in meaningful conversations, express their opinions, and navigate everyday situations 

with confidence. This guide provides a comprehensive overview of how to express preferences in 

English, covering various grammatical structures, vocabulary, and practical examples. 

 
This guide is designed for ESL learners of all levels, from beginners to advanced students, and 

anyone looking to improve their conversational English skills. Understanding how to express 

preferences not only improves your language skills but also enhances your ability to connect with 

others and build relationships. Whether you are ordering food, planning an activity, or discussing 

your favorite hobbies, knowing how to express your preferences clearly and accurately is essential 

for effective communication. 

 
Definition of Expressing Preferences 

Expressing preferences involves communicating what you like or dislike, what you prefer over 

other options, and what your choices are in various situations. It is a fundamental skill in English 

communication, allowing you to share your opinions, make decisions, and engage in meaningful 

conversations. Preferences can be expressed using various grammatical structures, including 

verbs, adjectives, and idiomatic expressions. The function of expressing preferences is to convey 

individual tastes, choices, and inclinations. This is important in both formal and informal settings. 

 
In formal settings, such as business meetings or academic discussions, expressing preferences 

allows you to contribute your perspective and make informed decisions. In informal settings, such 

as social gatherings or casual conversations, expressing preferences helps you connect with 

others and build relationships based on shared interests and tastes. 

 
Contexts in which expressing preferences is important include: 

• Ordering food at a restaurant 

• Choosing activities with friends or family 

• Discussing hobbies and interests 

• Making decisions in a group setting 

• Expressing opinions on various topics 
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Structural Breakdown: 

Several grammatical structures are commonly used to express preferences in English. These 

structures include specific verbs, phrases, and sentence patterns that help convey your likes, 

dislikes, and choices clearly. 

 

Common Verbs and Phrases: 

• Like / Dislike: These are the most basic verbs used to express general preferences. 

• Love / Hate: These verbs express strong preferences or aversions. 

• Prefer: This verb is used to indicate a choice between two or more options. 

• Enjoy: This verb indicates pleasure or satisfaction in doing something. 

• Be fond of: This phrase expresses a liking for something. 

• Be keen on: This phrase indicates a strong interest in something. 

• Would rather: This phrase expresses a preference for one thing over another. 

• Would prefer: Similar to “would rather,” this phrase indicates a specific choice. 

 

Sentence Patterns: 

Subject + Like/Love/Hate/Enjoy + Noun/Gerund: This is a basic pattern for expressing general 

preferences. 

Example: I like coffee. She loves reading. They hate cleaning. 

 

Subject + Prefer + Noun/Gerund + to + Noun/Gerund: This pattern is used to express a 

preference between two options. 

Example: I prefer tea to coffee. He prefers swimming to running. 

 

Subject + Would rather + Base form of verb + than + Base form of verb: This pattern expresses a 

preference for one action over another. 

Example: I would rather stay home than go out. She would rather read a book than watch TV. 

 

Subject + Would prefer + to + Base form of verb + rather than + Base form of verb: This pattern 

is similar to “would rather” but slightly more formal. 

Example: I would prefer to eat Italian food rather than Mexican food. They would prefer to travel by 

train rather than by plane. 
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Types of Preferences 

Preferences can be categorized based on their intensity and the context in which they are 

expressed. Understanding these categories can help you choose the most appropriate language 

for conveying your specific preferences. 

 
General Preferences 

General preferences express simple likes and dislikes. These are often expressed using verbs like 

“like,” “dislike,” “love,” and “hate.” 

Example: I like chocolate. She dislikes spicy food. They love playing basketball. 

 
Specific Preferences 

Specific preferences involve choosing between two or more options. These are often expressed 

using verbs like “prefer” and phrases like “would rather” and “would prefer.” 

Example: I prefer coffee to tea. He would rather watch a movie than go shopping. She would prefer 

to eat at home rather than go to a restaurant. 

 
Strong Preferences 

Strong preferences express intense likes or dislikes. These are often expressed using verbs like 

“adore,” “detest,” and “can’t stand.” 

Example: I adore classical music. He detests waiting in line. She can’t stand the smell of smoke. 

 
Conditional Preferences 

Conditional preferences express choices that depend on certain conditions or circumstances. 

These are often expressed using conditional sentences. 

Example: If I have time, I would prefer to go for a walk. If it’s cold, I would rather stay inside. If I had 

the choice, I would prefer to live by the beach. 

 
Examples of Expressing Preferences 

Here are several examples of how to express preferences in various contexts. These examples 

cover different grammatical structures and vocabulary to help you understand how to use them 

effectively. 

 
Examples Using “Like” and “Dislike” 

The following table provides examples of expressing general preferences using “like” and “dislike.” 
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SENTENCE 

I like pizza. 

She likes to dance. 

They like playing video games. 

He dislikes crowded places. 

We dislike waking up early. 

You dislike watching horror movies. 

I like to read novels in my free time. 

She likes going to the park on weekends. 

They like listening to music while studying. 

He dislikes doing chores around the house. 

We dislike waiting for public transportation. 

You dislike eating vegetables. 

I like sunny days. 

She likes cats. 

They like summer holidays. 

He dislikes long meetings. 

We dislike traffic jams. 

You dislike cold weather. 

I like learning new languages. 

She likes cooking new recipes. 

They like exploring new cities. 

He dislikes doing paperwork. 

We dislike cleaning the bathroom. 

You dislike talking to strangers. 

 

 

Examples Using “Prefer” 

The following table provides examples of expressing specific preferences using “prefer.” 
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SENTENCE 

I prefer tea to coffee. 

She prefers walking to driving. 

They prefer watching movies at home to going to the cinema. 

He prefers reading books to watching TV. 

We prefer eating Italian food to Mexican food. 

You prefer summer to winter. 

I prefer staying in hotels to camping. 

She prefers taking the bus to riding her bike. 

They prefer living in the countryside to living in the city. 

He prefers working alone to working in a team. 

We prefer drinking juice to drinking soda. 

You prefer wearing casual clothes to formal attire. 

I prefer listening to podcasts to listening to the radio. 

She prefers studying in the library to studying at home. 

They prefer visiting museums to going shopping. 

He prefers doing yoga to going to the gym. 

We prefer eating homemade meals to eating fast food. 

You prefer going to the beach to going to the mountains. 

I prefer writing with a pen to typing on a computer. 

She prefers watching documentaries to watching fiction movies. 

They prefer learning through experience to learning from books. 

He prefers having deep conversations to having small talk. 

We prefer supporting local businesses to supporting big corporations. 

You prefer spending time outdoors to spending time indoors. 

 

 

Examples Using “Would Rather” and “Would Prefer” 

The following table provides examples of expressing specific preferences using “would rather” and 

“would prefer.” 
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SENTENCE 

I would rather stay home than go out. 

She would rather read a book than watch TV. 

They would rather travel by train than by plane. 

He would rather eat pizza than salad. 

We would rather go to the beach than go to the mountains. 

You would rather learn English than Spanish. 

I would prefer to drink tea rather than coffee. 

She would prefer to walk rather than drive. 

They would prefer to live in the city rather than the countryside. 

He would prefer to work from home rather than go to the office. 

We would prefer to eat at a restaurant rather than cook at home. 

You would prefer to watch a comedy rather than a drama. 

I would rather listen to music than watch the news. 

She would rather wear jeans than a dress. 

They would rather visit Europe than Asia. 

He would rather have a dog than a cat. 

We would rather buy a new car than a used one. 

You would rather study in the morning than at night. 

I would prefer to meet in person rather than have a video call. 

She would prefer to learn by doing rather than by reading. 

They would prefer to travel alone rather than in a group. 

He would rather drink water than soda. 

We would rather spend our vacation relaxing than sightseeing. 

You would rather have a small wedding than a large one. 

 

 

Usage Rules 

To express preferences correctly in English, it’s important to follow certain grammatical rules. 

These rules ensure that your sentences are clear, accurate, and easy to understand. 
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“Like” and “Dislike” Rules 

1. Use the base form of the verb for plural subjects and “I” and “you.” 

Example: I like chocolate. They like pizza. You like coffee. 

2. Add “-s” to the base form of the verb for singular subjects (he, she, it). 

Example: He likes chocolate. She likes pizza. It likes attention. 

3. Use “don’t like” and “doesn’t like” for negative sentences. 

Example: I don’t like broccoli. He doesn’t like broccoli. 

 
“Prefer” Rules 

1. Use “prefer” to express a general preference between two options. 

Example: I prefer tea to coffee. She prefers walking to driving. 

2. Use “prefer doing something to doing something else” to express a preference for one 

activity over another. 

Example: I prefer reading books to watching TV. She prefers swimming to running. 

3. Use “prefer to do something rather than do something else” for a more formal expression. 

Example: I prefer to stay home rather than go out. She prefers to eat Italian food rather than 

Mexican food. 

 
“Would Rather” and “Would Prefer” Rules 

1. Use “would rather” followed by the base form of the verb to express a preference. 

Example: I would rather stay home. She would rather read a book. 

2. Use “would rather + base form of verb + than + base form of verb” to express a preference 

for one action over another. 

Example: I would rather stay home than go out. She would rather read a book than watch TV. 

3. Use “would prefer to + base form of verb” to express a preference. 

Example: I would prefer to drink tea. She would prefer to walk. 

4. Use “would prefer to + base form of verb + rather than + base form of verb” for a more formal 

expression. 

Example: I would prefer to drink tea rather than coffee. She would prefer to walk rather than drive. 

 
Common Mistakes 

ESL learners often make common mistakes when expressing preferences. Understanding these 

mistakes and how to correct them can help you improve your English skills. 
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Mistakes with “Like” and “Dislike” 

Incorrect: I like to reading books. 

Correct: I like reading books. 

Explanation: After “like,” use the gerund form (verb + -ing) or the infinitive form (to + base verb). 

Incorrect: He like coffee. 

Correct: He likes coffee. 

Explanation: Add “-s” to the verb for singular subjects (he, she, it). 

 
Mistakes with “Prefer” 

Incorrect: I prefer tea than coffee. 

Correct: I prefer tea to coffee. 

Explanation: Use “to” instead of “than” when expressing a preference between two nouns. 

Incorrect: I prefer to reading books than watching TV. 

Correct: I prefer reading books to watching TV. 

Explanation: Use the gerund form after “prefer” when comparing activities. 

 
Mistakes with “Would Rather” and “Would Prefer” 

Incorrect: I would rather to stay home. 

Correct: I would rather stay home. 

Explanation: Use the base form of the verb after “would rather.” 

Incorrect: I would prefer stay home rather than go out. 

Correct: I would prefer to stay home rather than go out. 

Explanation: Use “to” before the base form of the verb after “would prefer.” 

 
For advanced learners, there are more complex ways to express preferences that can add nuance 

and sophistication to your English communication. 

Using Subjunctive Mood 

The subjunctive mood can be used to express hypothetical preferences or desires. 

Example: I wish I were taller. (Expressing a desire to be taller) 

Example: I would rather he didn’t go. (Expressing a preference for him not to go) 

 
Using Idiomatic Expressions 

Idiomatic expressions can add color and personality to your expressions of preference. 

Example: I’m not a big fan of horror movies. (Expressing a dislike for horror movies) 

Example: I have a sweet tooth. (Expressing a preference for sweet foods) 
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Expressing Preferences in Formal Contexts 

In formal contexts, it’s important to use more polite and indirect language when expressing 

preferences. 

Example: I would be grateful if you could consider my suggestion. (Expressing a preference in a 

polite way) 

Example: I would appreciate it if you could provide more details. (Expressing a preference for more 

information) 

 
FAQ 

Here are some frequently asked questions about expressing preferences in English, along with 

detailed answers to help you understand the topic better: 

 
1. What is the difference between “like” and “love”? 

While both “like” and “love” express positive feelings, “love” indicates a stronger and more intense 

feeling than “like.” “Like” is used for general preferences, while “love” is used for things you are 

very passionate about. 

 
2. How do I use “prefer” correctly? 

“Prefer” is used to express a choice between two or more options. You can use “prefer + 

noun/gerund + to + noun/gerund” or “prefer to + base form of verb + rather than + base form of 

verb.” Make sure to use “to” instead of “than” when comparing nouns or gerunds. 

 
3. What is the difference between “would rather” and “would prefer”? 

Both “would rather” and “would prefer” express preferences, but “would rather” is generally 

considered more informal. “Would rather” is followed by the base form of the verb, while “would 

prefer” is followed by “to + base form of verb.” 

 
4. How can I express a strong dislike for something? 

You can use verbs like “hate,” “detest,” or phrases like “can’t stand” to express a strong dislike. 

These words indicate a more intense aversion than “dislike.” 

 
5. Is it correct to say “I like to reading”? 

No, it is not correct. The correct way to say it is “I like reading” or “I like to read.” After “like,” use 

either the gerund form (verb + -ing) or the infinitive form (to + base verb). 
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6. How do I ask someone about their preferences politely? 

You can use phrases like “What do you prefer?” or “Would you rather…?” to ask about someone’s 

preferences politely. You can also add “please” to make your request more polite. 

 
7. Can I use “would like” to express preferences? 

Yes, “would like” can be used to express preferences, especially when making requests or offers. 

For example, “I would like a cup of coffee, please” expresses a preference for coffee. 

 
8. What are some idiomatic expressions for expressing preferences? 

Some idiomatic expressions for expressing preferences include “I’m not a big fan of…,” “I have a 

sweet tooth,” and “I’m keen on…” These expressions can add color and personality to your 

expressions of preference. 

 
9. How do I express a conditional preference? 

To express a conditional preference, you can use conditional sentences. For example, “If I have 

time, I would prefer to go for a walk” expresses a preference that depends on having time. 

 
10. What are some common mistakes to avoid when expressing preferences? 

Some common mistakes include using “than” instead of “to” with “prefer,” using the base form of 

the verb after “would rather,” and using “to” after “would rather.” Avoid these mistakes by following 

the usage rules outlined in this guide. 

 

Conclusion 

Expressing preferences is a vital skill for ESL learners, enabling effective communication and 

meaningful conversations. By understanding the grammatical structures, vocabulary, and usage 

rules outlined in this guide, you can confidently express your likes, dislikes, and choices in various 

contexts. Remember to practice regularly and pay attention to common mistakes to improve your 

English skills. Mastering the art of expressing preferences not only enhances your language 

proficiency but also empowers you to connect with others, make informed decisions, and navigate 

everyday situations with ease. Continue practicing and exploring different ways to express your 

preferences to become a more fluent and confident English speaker. 
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