
It has been done before...

We all think about what happened in the past when we are talking about things that could happen in 

the future. Did you know, though, that there is a whole extra verb form for this in English (well, it's 

for this and some other things). Consider this follow-up1 conversation that Fritzilinde had:

The grammar part that you are not looking forward to at all

What form are the verbs in that are underlined in the text above? (Answer: the present perfect 

passive.)

The present perfect: Before we talk about the passive, let's talk about the first two words: the 

present perfect. We form it with the verb 'have' and the third form (past participle) of the verb:

We have learned quite a lot.

The English teacher has impressed us very much.

Johnathan has done his homework.

1 'Follow-up' is a way to say that something is not the first conversation (or email, or meeting...) about a topic, but 
instead is just the most recent one in a series.

“What's the status on the Grammatik der Liebe album?” She asked, walking 
into the creative department without knocking.

“Finished.” Dieter, the head of the creative department said. “Did you think 
we wouldn't finish it?”

“I've been burned before.” Fritzilinde answered. “I find it's best to be very 
'hands on' in my interactions with this department.”

“That wasn't the first time my colleagues have been insulted by someone in 
your position,” Dieter said. “I want you to know I won't tolerate it. What's more, 
Sigmund tells me that, for the first time since I came to the company, violence has 
been threatened in our office. It will be reported to Human Resources.”

“Violence?” Fritzilinde looked puzzled.

Dieter raises his eyebrows. “Something was said about a vodka bottle and 
the rear-end of a valued member of the creative team.”

“Oh.” Fritzilinde snorted a laugh. “If that was the first time something like 
that has been said to him, it's no wonder this department never gets anything done 
on time.”



The present perfect passive

The passive is a form that takes a helping verb (to be). And the present perfect is a form that takes a 

helping verb (to have). That means that the present perfect passive takes two helping verbs. The 

verb 'to be' is put into the present perfect with the verb 'have,' and then the third form of the main 

verb is tacked on the end:

The sensors have been delivered late before.

They aren't the first meetings that have been scheduled at eight o'clock.

It won't be the first time that cigarette smoke has been smelled in the bathroom.

It's not that hard

So far, so good, right? In the sentences below, put the verb in the parenthesis into the present perfect

passive.

1. This is the first time the customer specifications ______________________________ 

(send) as a PDF. I don't know how to convert the file into something usable.

2. You ______________________________ (invite) to events like this before. Don't be too 

nervous, be polite to the customers, and don't drink more than one beer.

3. This is the first time that our shipment ______________________________ (delay) by the 

carrier. We're very sorry for the inconvenience and will do everything we can to expedite2 

the delivery.

4. It's the third time that complaints ______________________________ (send) to the Human 

Resources department about your behavior. This is your first formal warning.

5. Regina ______________________________ (lay off) from companies before, she knows 

the everything she has to do at the work office in order to get her unemployment.

6. Deadlines ______________________________ (miss) before. We all know that doesn't 

mean the end of the world, it just means we need to work a little harder.

7. The English lesson ______________________________ (not cancel) until now. I'm very 

grateful for the extra homework I can get.

8. The sensor data ______________________________ (not verify), so that seems like the 

first thing we should do.

2 A fancy, business way to say 'make faster.'
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Talk to your teacher3

Look back at the examples you just finished. What seems to be the extra meaning that the present 

perfect adds to the sentences? Can you identify any signal words or phrases?

There is another situation in which the present perfect is used. (In our case, it's used with the

passive.) Have a look at this conversation that Fritzilinde had with Marcel from the Human 

Resources department:

The situation now

In the conversation above, Fritzilinde and Marcel are not talking about things that happened in the 

distant past. They are talking about something that happened in the past which is part of the 

situation now. There are two ways to try and think about this:

• We talk about the present by talking about what 'set it up.' (Marcel brings up the complaint 

made in the past as a way of talking about the problem between Fritzilinde and Dieter now.)

• We talk about an action that was done in the past and is, somehow, 'still done.' (Fritzilinde 

thinks that Sigmund misunderstood their conversation in the past, and it will stay 

misunderstood until she clarifies it.)

3 Don't worry. The teacher's contract prohibits biting the students.
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“I don't have time for this, Marcel,” Fritzilinde said as she walked into his 
office. “The Grammatik der Liebe album has just been finished and the next project 
has already been given to me.”

“I'm sorry, Fritzi,” Marcel answered patiently, “but a complaint has been 
received and we have to follow procedure.”

“A complaint?” Fritzilinde had already forgotten the conversation she had 
with Dieter.

“It has been said that you threatened to do some unmentionable things with a
vodka bottle.”

Fritzilinde rolled her eyes.

“Now,” Marcel said, and pushes a paper with Fritzilinde's signature on it 
across the desk, “let me show you where you signed this paper saying that the Code 
of Conduct in our office has been made clear to you. Would you like to go over the 
Code of Conduct again?”

“That won't be necessary,” she answered. “I'm very sorry if my exchange 
with Sigmund has been misunderstood as a threat. I will apologize to him 
immediately.”



Some examples

The best way to get used to this weird meaning of the present perfect is just to read a lot of 

examples. So, as you read the examples below, think about what is happening now that is being 

discussed by using the present perfect.

1. It seems that your order ______________________________ (delay) due to difficulty with 

the tolerances you specified.

2. The meeting ______________________________ (postpone) until after the audit. First 

things first, after all.

3. The entire sector ______________________________ (disrupt) by the introduction of 

cheap integrated circuits from China.

4. I ______________________________ (not inform) about the changes.

5. Your vacation ______________________________ (cancel) because we need those 

technical drawings as soon as possible.

6. The batteries ______________________________ (not test) in that use case, but I don't 

imagine there will be problems.

7. The customers ______________________________ (contact) about the change in materials.

8. The new dies ______________________________ (deliver) and we expect production to 

start in the next forty-eight hours or so.

9. The satelite ______________________________ (put) into orbit by a private contractor.

10. Our problems with electromagnetic compatibility ______________________________ (not 

solve) to our satisfaction, yet.

11. The drinks ______________________________ (no pay) for, yet. But, you go and I'll stay 

here and pay for them.

12. Our brainstorming sessions ______________________________ (record) as photos of the 

white board. We should have made audio recordings, too.

13. Our best products ______________________________ (create) in the search for solutions 

to our own problems.

14. The grammar ______________________________ (not explain), but I think I can 

understand it from the context.
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Your turn

Now, take a moment to think about your own work. If you think you have already mastered the 

grammar, just write some sentences from your own work here.

If it's still unclear to you, a possible way to start is to brainstorm some situations that you are

dealing with in your work. ('A customer complaint') Then, working backwards from those 

situations, try using the grammar to explain how the situation happened. ('Our products have been 

delivered too late.')
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