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A learner in England wants to know what the rules are for using ‘who’ and ‘whom’.  
 
 
 
 
 
Sian Harris answers: 
There are two things worth knowing about the use of the pronoun ‘whom’. Firstly, 
in modern English usage it’s considered rather formal and old-fashioned, although 
it does still sometimes appear in academic and official forms of writing. ‘Who’ is 
the modern equivalent that can be used either formally or informally and in 
spoken and written forms.  
 
We are also more limited with the use of ‘whom’ grammatically, as it only 
appears as an object pronoun – so relating to or defining the object of the 
sentence, rather than the subject. For example, we might refer to the man to 
whom I spoke. In this case the man is the object, and I the subject. ‘Whom’ 
refers to ‘the man’, not me, and is preceded by the preposition ‘to’. In modern 
everyday use, we’d be much more likely to say the man who I spoke to, with 
the preposition coming at the end of our sentence and creating a much more 
informal and colloquial effect.  
 
‘Who’ is also flexible in that it can be both a subject or an object pronoun. So, the 
man who spoke to me or the man who I spoke to would both work. We can’t 
do the same thing with ‘whom’ which is limited to defining our object. 
 
So, I hope that’s clear – thanks again for your question. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Audio available online at: 
 
www.bbclearningenglish.com/radio/specials/1535_questionanswer 
 
Sian Harris is the Manager of English Language Training & Development at the 
BBC World Service, and runs specialist courses in London and overseas for BBC 
staff. Before joining the BBC, she spent 10 years as an English language teacher, 
examiner and academic manager in schools and colleges in London.  
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