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Active Voice

In-sen(ences written in active voic
i' verb;)he subject acts.
\-.--.--'

'/performs the action expressedint Lo

In each example above, the subject of the sentence performs the action expressed
verb.

You can see examples of all the verb tenses in active voice at
http : / / ow | . e n g I i s h . p u rd u e. ed u/ h a n d o u tsl g ra mm a r/ g_te n ses 2. h tm | .

Passive Voice
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Ppoja will presenf her l'****i-cft at the eonferenee.

Scientists have canducfed experlrrir::rts to test the hyBothesis.

of watching a rnovie sr TV.

http ://owl. engli sh. purdue. edufrandouts/pri ntlg r ammar/ g_actpass.html
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rform qcttgn has been omitted.

Sometimes the use of passive voice can create awkward sentences, as in the lastexample above. Also, overuse of passive voice throughout an essay can cause yourto seem ffat and uninteresting. In scientific writing, h-owever, passive voice is morereadily accepted since using it allows one to write without using personaf pronounsnames of particufar researchers as the subjects of sent-encei 6r"" the third exampf,above)' This practice helps to create the afipearance of an objective, fact-based disbecause writers can present research and conclusions withouf aftributing them toparticufar agents' Instead, the writing appears to convey information that is not linbiased by individuat perspectives or personaf interests.

You can recognize passive-voice expressions because the verb phrase wifl always ira form of be, such as amt is, was, were, aret or been.The presence of a be-verb,however, does.not necessarily mean that the sentence is in passive voice. Anotherrecognize passive-voice sentences is thatthey may incfude a "by the...', phrase aft,verb; the agent performing the action, if named, ii the oojeit of the preposition inphrase.

You can see examples of all the verb tenses in passive voice athttp : / / owt . en g t i s h . p u rd u e. e d u / ha nd ou ts/g ra m mar / g _ten ses 2. h tm f .

Choosing Active Voice

In most nonscientific writing situations, active voice is preferable to passive for themajority of your sentences. Even in scientific writing, overuse of passive voice or u;passive voice in long and complicated sentences can cause readers to lose interest

In sentences written in passive voice, ,t$t*t?'verb; the subject is a*ed upon. rn" un"ffimt*ffJff::tT :frthe . . ." phrase or may be omitted.

The boi was bitten by fhe dag.

I ;; reminded of watching a rnovie or TV by * rruthrough a car's windshietd.

http : / / owl. engl i sh. purdue. edu/handou ts/ pnnt/ grammu / g_actpass. html 6/2t/2004 
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become confused. Sentences in active voice are generalfy--though not afways-- cleand more direct than those in passive voice.
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Sentences in active voice are afso more concise than those in passive voice becausfewer words are required to express action in active voice than in passive.

ctive more concise

@)

gent not
pecified; most
ikely agents

The cammittee is considertnFtctior sn
lhl nfit.

By then, the sound figinee ill h,
compfetely rem ixed tne souri fraclc,

to Active Voice

Changing passive to active

If you want to change a passive-voice sentence to active voice, find the agent in athe"'" phrase, or consider carefutly who or what is performing the action expresse(verb' Make that agent the subject of the sentence , and cnanfe the verb uc.orJingl,Sometimes you will need to inier the agent from the surrounling sentences which Icontext.

Dassive (indirect) ve (directl:

The entrance exam was failed by over
one-third sf ttre applicants to the school. #:!1ffi-ffiapp*en* to rhe school"4

@
@

er a5The brakdflryere stammed on ai
the car sped downhill.

ffi
She slammed on ffle Eiakes as the car spe(
downhill"

b y ?

]our Fkycle has been damaged.'(agent ornitted) ,ffiorcycre.

tift'
Action on tf$ bllf is being cansictered by
tne (Grnmitl€€,

By then, the sounor*ffilm ave been
completely remixed bV the Elund
engineers.

t of the cla M*st of thd class is readinfi

http://owl.english.purdue. edu/trandouts/print/grammar/g_actpass.html 6/2U2004 qL



Choosing passive Voice

while active voice helps to create clear and direct sentences, sometimes writers finusing an indirect expression is rhetoricarrv un"itive in a given situation, so they chrpassive voice' Also, as mentioned above,'writeis in the sciences conventionaffy usepassive voice more often than writers in other discourses. pasiive voice makes senwhen the agent performing the action is obvious, unimportant, or unknown or whewriter wishes to postpone menti.gnlg the agent untit the tast part of the sentence (avoid mentioning the agent at alf. fti pasii""e uoice is effective in such circumstanbecause it hightights tha action and what is acted upon rather inun the agent perfothe action.
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lice are being notifred thiTIFTG prisc
VC

are made to be brokenr" he said
efiantly.

new experimental fiver-transptant oX
s performed successfu f ty yesterday.

In each of these examples, the passive voice makes sense because the agent is refunimportant compared to the action itsetf and what is acteJ;;;".

Changing active to passive

If you want to change an active-voice sentence to passive voice, consider carefuftyor what is performing the action expressed in the verb, and then make that agent t
hftp : //owl. english. purdue. edu/handouts/print/grammar/g_actpass.htmr

f f ioY?
Resul[5 wilt be published in
the next issue of the journal.

^
The researchers wilt pu611sffih
results in the next issue of the
Journal.

ashing and
cor/er-up pursued by
the CIA, di and fiis close
advissrs.

the CIA director
and his close
advisors

Itnu crA drreo# U*
advisors have pursued a pXicl

**-rr:ftuour.MistakEswere

?

*

agent not
specified; most
likely agents
;uch as "we"

e dispatcher is notirying pffi
ree prisoners have escaped.

urgeons successfully performed a new
perimental liver-tra nsplant operation
sterday.

Authorities make rules to be broken,', he
aid defianUy.
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object of a "by the..." phrase. Make what is acted
change the verb to a form of be + past participle.
is optional.
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upon the subject of the sentence
Including an explicit "by the..." p

The
was

to Passive Voice

corn m ittee's Yeco m mR da ti on
vetued by the presiding'officer:

A rair r*roffie crisis is betng
sought. (by the leaders)

fruffir ice have been dlsglvered
on the $rfiace of Mars. (bV
seientistb)

In each of these examples, the passive voice is useful for highlighting the action ar
is acted upon instead of the agent.

Some suggestions

1. Avoid starting a sentence in activevoice and then shifting to passive.

2. Avoid dangling modif iers caused by the use of passive voice. A dangling modif ier
word or phrase that modifies a word not clearly stated in the sentence-. (See also o
handout on dangling modif iers at
http://owl.eng l ish.purdue.edu/handouts/print/grammar/g_dangmod.html.)

vised

o save time, Kristin wrote the paper on a
uter.

king to lay off workers without

http : / / owl . engli sh. purdue. edu/handouts/pri ntlgra mmar/ g_actpass. html
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recornrnendation.

s.i*fr'# ave discovercd
traees afYe on the suface

ifnnecessary shift in voice
Many customers in the restaurant
Found the coffee too bitter to drink, bul
t was still ordered fresuentfv.

vf any customers in the restaurant found thi
:offee too bitter to drink, but they still orde
requently.

tle tried to act coof when he sfipped in
fhe puddfe, but he was still laughed at
2y the other students.

le tried to act cool when he slipped in the
uddle, but the other students still laughed
inr.

ngling modifier with passive

o save time, the paper was written on
cornputer. (Who was saving time?

' l
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ing the blame, consultants were
to break the bad news. Who was king to lay off workers without taking I

to lay off workers? The lame, the CEO hired consultants to break
ultants? news.

3. Don't trust the grammar-checking programs in word-processlng software. Many
grammar checkers flag all passive constructions, but you may want to keep some t
are flagged. Trust your judgement, or ask another human being for their opinion al
which sentence sounds best.

The following information must remain intact on every handout printed for distribution. -

This page is located at http://owl.english.purdue.edu /handouts/print/grammar/g_actpass.html.
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reseryed.
Use of th,s sate, including printing and distributing ourhandouts, constitutes acceptance of our
terms and conditions of fair use, available at
hLtp : / / ow L e n g I is h . p u rd u e . e d u/ | a b/fa i ru s e. htm l.

;  '  {  - ;  : . r , . f r r -  ' *

To contact OWL, please visit our contact information page at
http://owl.english.purdue.edu/lablcontact.html to find the right person to calt or email.
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