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A question from Jun in Korea: 

I would like to know what the difference is between don't have to and shouldn't have to and  

have to and should have to. 

 

Amy Lightfoot answers: 

Hello there, thanks for your question. I can understand why this might be a bit confusing – the 

difference all rests on the meaning and use of the word 'should'. Let’s have a look at the two 

pairs of language items that you have asked about. 

 

Have to can be used in a sentence in the same way as must and it means that you have no 

choice about doing something. Here are some examples: 

 

You have to pay your taxes, otherwise you will be put in jail. 

We have to eat, otherwise we'll die. 

 

On the other hand, should have to is used to talk about things where the speaker or writer 

feels that is a good idea to do something. He or she probably thinks that it would be better if 

people didn’t have a choice, even though they do. For example: 

Banks should have to tell us exactly what they are doing with our money. 
Dog owners should have to pass a test before they are allowed to get one. 

 

In most countries, it isn’t necessary for either banks or dog owners to do either of these things. 

The speaker or writer is simply saying that, in his or her opinion, it would be better if they did. 

Now let’s have a look at your other items: 
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Banks don’t have to tell us exactly what they are doing with our money. 

Dog owners don’t have to pass a test before they are allowed to get one. 

 

As you can see, these are talking about the same things we mentioned earlier. Don’t have to 

means that there is no obligation to do something, although they could do it if they wanted to. 

It's important to note that while have to is the same as must, don’t have to is NOT the same as 

must not. If you say someone doesn’t have to do something, then they still have a choice 

about whether they do it or not. 

 

Finally, have a look at these sentences: 

 

We have to pay for our education. 

We shouldn’t have to pay for our education. 

 

As we said earlier, the use of have to shows that there is no choice: we have to pay.  

Shouldn’t have to means that the speaker or writer feels that it would be better if there wasn’t 

an obligation to do pay for our education. This is the opposite to should have to where the 

speaker or writer feels it would be better if there WAS an obligation to do something.  

 

I hope this makes the meaning and use of these language items clearer for you – try using 

them in a few sentences yourself.  

 
___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Amy Lightfoot started out doing a degree in psychology in 1995 and quickly became 

interested in the processes involved in learning languages. She now has a Trinity CertTESOL, 

DELTA and MA in English Language Teaching. She has taught English and worked on 

teacher training projects in the UK, Portugal, India, Afghanistan and Bhutan. She is currently 

working as a freelance materials writer and language trainer in Somerset, England.   

 


