
Modals of Obligation and Necessity: Rules, Options, and
Bans INTERMEDIATE

Focus: Necessary actions with 'must', Prohibited actions with 'mustn’t', Formal vs. informal rules,
Essential secrets and noise control, Using 'needn’t' without 'to', Using 'don’t need to' with 'to',
Optional actions, Time management contexts, Contrast between 'mustn’t' and 'needn’t', Permitted
vs. forbidden behavior

1. Obligation: Must

We use must to talk about strong obligations. This often comes from the speaker (subjective obligation) or written rules and laws.

Structure: Subject + must + verb (base form)
Example: I must call my mother; it is her birthday. (Internal obligation)
Example: Passengers must wear seatbelts. (Formal rule)

2. Prohibition: Mustn’t (Must not)

We use mustn’t to say that an action is forbidden. You do not have a choice; you cannot do it. This is often used for dangerous
situations, secrets, or breaking rules.

Structure: Subject + mustn’t + verb (base form)
Example: You mustn’t tell anyone. It is a secret.
Example: We mustn’t make noise in the library.

3. Lack of Necessity: Needn’t / Don’t need to

We use these forms to say that an action is optional. It is not necessary, but you can do it if you want. It is not forbidden.

A. Needn’t (Formal/British English focus)

Be careful: This behaves like a modal verb. It does not use 'to'.
Structure: Subject + needn’t + verb (base form)
Example: We have plenty of time. We needn’t rush.

B. Don’t / Doesn’t need to (Standard/Common)

This uses the regular auxiliary verbs (do/does). It requires 'to'.
Structure: Subject + don’t/doesn’t need + to + verb
Example: It is Sunday. I don’t need to get up early.

4. Critical Distinction: Mustn’t vs. Needn’t

This is the most common mistake at this level. You must look at the context.

Modal Meaning Context Clue

Mustn’t Prohibited (Don't do it!) Danger, secrets, "Stop!", "It's illegal."

Needn’t Optional (Not necessary) "It's free," "We have time," "It's okay."

Compare:
You mustn’t drive here. (It is a pedestrian zone; it is illegal).
You needn’t drive me. (I can take the bus; it’s not necessary).
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Practice: Rules, Secrets, and Options
Instruction: Complete the sentences using the correct form. Use must, mustn’t, needn’t, or
don’t/doesn’t need to.

Pay close attention to whether the action is necessary, forbidden, or optional.
Watch out for the word 'to' inside or outside the gap!

1. This is a top-secret project. You  (not/tell) anyone about the details.

2. We have plenty of bread at home, so you  (not/buy) any more today. (Use
needn’t)

3.  (you/leave) so soon? The party is just getting started! (Use a form of must)

4. The museum is free for students. You  (not/pay) for the ticket. (Use don’t need to)

5. Be quiet! You  (not/shout) inside the hospital.

6. Look at that sign. All visitors  (sign) in at the reception desk.

7. She has already finished her homework, so she  (not/study) tonight. (Use doesn't
need to)

8. We have hours before our flight leaves. We  (not/rush) to the airport. (Use
needn’t)

9.  (we/bring) our own towels to the swimming pool, or do they provide them? (Use
need to)

10. In football, you  (not/touch) the ball with your hands unless you are the
goalkeeper.

11. It is a formal dinner party. You  (wear) a suit and tie.

12. I can hear you perfectly clearly. You  (not/scream). (Use needn't)

13. Where  (I/go) to register for the class? (Use need to)

14. The paint is still wet! You  (not/touch) the wall!

15. Thanks for the offer, but I can walk home. You  (not/drive) me. (Use don’t need
to)
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Answer Key
1. mustn’t tell (Prohibition/Secret)
2. needn’t buy (Lack of necessity - no 'to')
3. Must you leave (Question - Obligation/Annoyance)
4. don’t need to pay (Lack of necessity - Optional)
5. mustn’t shout (Prohibition/Noise control)
6. must sign (Obligation/Rule)
7. doesn’t need to study (Lack of necessity)
8. needn’t rush (Lack of necessity - Time management)
9. Do we need to bring (Question - Necessity)

10. mustn’t touch (Prohibition/Game rule)
11. must wear (Obligation/Social rule)
12. needn’t scream (Lack of necessity - Context implies "it's not necessary to shout to be heard", though

mustn't fits for prohibition, the cue requested needn't)
13. do I need to go (Question - Necessity)
14. mustn’t touch (Prohibition/Warning)
15. don’t need to drive (Lack of necessity)
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