When to use the gerund ? 

About time > The gerund answers to the question "When? (indicating time)…while”. 

- “C'est en partant de l'école que je suis tombée sur Sophie” (“That’s when I was leaving school that I bumped into Sophie”)
- “En partant de l'école, je suis tombée sur Sophie.” (While leaving school, I bumped into Sophie") 

The subject is always involved in the action, that’s why we can’t use it to talk about objects. 
For example : 
- “En fermant la porte, la sonnette a sonné.” (“While closing the door, the bell rang”) > it’s not correct because it means the bell closed the door. 

- “En fermant la porte, ça a fait sonner la sonnette” (“While closing the door, it made the bell rang”) > The fact that someone closed the door is meant even if it’s not literaly expressed. 

About length > “In the meantime”

- Tout en faisant du shopping, les amies parlaient.“ ("While shopping, the friends talked”) 

It’s always about two actions happening very precisely at the same time. 
For example, you can’t say:

-“J'ai passé deux ans en jouant au tennis” (It means that you played tennis 24/7 for two years!) > J'ai passé deux ans à jouer au tennis. (> You played tennis for two years)

About cause > It answers to “Why ? … Because”

-“Je suis tombée malade en jouant dans la neige” (“I got sick because I played in the snow.) 

About means, ways > ” How?… By doing that.“

-"Vous iriez mieux en faisant du Yoga.” (“You’ll feel better if you do some Yoga”)

About condition > “If…”

-“En lisant beaucoup de livres, tu apprendras plus vite.” (“If you read a lot of books, you’ll learn faster”)

About opposition, constrast > 

- “Même en comprenant notre problème, le directeur n'a rien pu faire pour nous aider” (“Even if he got what our problem was, the manager couldn’t do anything to help us

