active voice in journalism

active voice in journalism is a cornerstone of clear, impactful, and engaging reporting.
Understanding its nuances is crucial for any journalist aiming to connect with their audience and
convey information effectively. This article delves deep into why active voice is paramount in
journalistic writing, exploring its benefits for readability, conciseness, and credibility. We will examine
common pitfalls that lead to passive voice and provide practical strategies for journalists to
consistently employ active constructions. Furthermore, we will discuss how mastering active voice
contributes to stronger storytelling and more persuasive communication in the fast-paced world of
news.

e Why Active Voice Reigns Supreme in Journalism
e Understanding the Mechanics: Active vs. Passive Voice

» Benefits of Employing Active Voice in News Reporting

[¢]

Enhancing Clarity and Directness

o

Boosting Readability and Engagement

[¢]

Promoting Conciseness and Word Economy

[¢]

Strengthening Credibility and Authority

e Common Scenarios Where Passive Voice Creeps In

o When the Actor is Unknown or Unimportant
o Maintaining Objectivity and Attribution
o Avoiding Direct Blame or Responsibility

o Sentence Structure and Flow

e Strategies for Mastering Active Voice in Your Journalism

o

Identifying and Replacing Passive Constructions

[¢]

Focusing on the Subject and Verb

[¢]

Practicing Sentence Restructuring

o

Reading Aloud to Catch Passive Voice



o Utilizing Editing Tools and Resources

e Active Voice in Action: Examples in Journalism
e The Impact of Active Voice on News Storytelling

e Conclusion

Why Active Voice Reigns Supreme in Journalism

In the realm of news reporting, clarity and impact are paramount. Journalists are tasked with
delivering information accurately and engagingly, ensuring that complex events and intricate details
are readily understood by a broad audience. This is where the power of active voice in journalism
becomes indispensable. It's not merely a stylistic preference; it's a fundamental tool for effective
communication that directly influences how a story is perceived and retained by the reader.

Active voice is the bedrock upon which compelling narratives are built. It ensures that sentences are
direct, dynamic, and easy to follow, cutting through the clutter that can often obscure the main point
of a news report. By prioritizing the performer of an action, active voice brings energy and immediacy
to the writing, making the news feel more relevant and alive for the reader.

Understanding the Mechanics: Active vs. Passive Voice

To truly appreciate the significance of active voice in journalism, it's essential to grasp the
fundamental difference between active and passive sentence structures. In an active voice sentence,
the subject performs the action. For example, "The reporter interviewed the witness." Here, "reporter"
is the subject, and "interviewed" is the action being performed by the reporter.

Conversely, in a passive voice sentence, the subject receives the action. The structure typically
involves a form of the verb "to be" (is, am, are, was, were, be, being, been) followed by the past
participle of the main verb. An example would be, "The witness was interviewed by the reporter." In
this case, "witness" is the subject, but it is being acted upon, not performing the action. The
performer of the action, "the reporter," is often placed at the end of the sentence in a prepositional
phrase or omitted entirely.

The Structure of Active Voice

The typical structure of an active voice sentence is Subject + Verb + Object. This straightforward
arrangement allows the reader to quickly identify who is doing what. This directness is highly valued
in journalism because it reduces cognitive load for the reader, allowing them to absorb information



more efficiently.

The Structure of Passive Voice

The structure of a passive voice sentence often looks like Subject (receiver of action) + "to be" verb +
Past Participle + (optional "by" phrase indicating the doer). While grammatically correct, this structure
can make sentences longer and less impactful. The emphasis shifts from the actor to the action itself
or the recipient of the action, which can sometimes dilute the message.

Benefits of Employing Active Voice in News Reporting

The consistent use of active voice in journalism offers a multitude of advantages that directly
contribute to the quality and effectiveness of news reporting. These benefits are not abstract; they
translate into tangible improvements in how readers understand and connect with the information
presented.

Enhancing Clarity and Directness

Active voice inherently leads to clearer and more direct sentences. When the subject is at the
forefront, performing the action, the reader immediately understands who is responsible for what.
This avoids ambiguity and ensures that the core message of the report is not lost in convoluted
sentence structures. For instance, "The president signed the bill" is far more direct and
understandable than "The bill was signed by the president." This clarity is crucial when reporting on
events where precision is critical.

Boosting Readability and Engagement

Sentences written in active voice tend to be more dynamic and engaging. The implied energy of the
subject taking action draws the reader in, making the text more compelling and less of a chore to
read. This heightened readability is essential for capturing and maintaining audience attention,
especially in a digital landscape where readers have numerous distractions. Active voice makes
stories feel more immediate and personal.

Promoting Conciseness and Word Economy

Active voice constructions are often more concise than their passive counterparts. By eliminating
unnecessary words, particularly forms of "to be" and prepositional phrases like "by someone,"
journalists can deliver their message more efficiently. This word economy is vital for fitting more
information into limited space and for creating a crisp, fast-paced reading experience that resonates



with modern audiences.

Strengthening Credibility and Authority

When journalists consistently use active voice, it projects an image of confidence and authority. It
suggests that the reporter is certain about the facts and who is responsible for them. This directness
can bolster the credibility of the news outlet and the individual journalist, fostering trust with the
audience. Passive voice, on the other hand, can sometimes sound evasive or unsure.

Common Scenarios Where Passive Voice Creeps In

Despite the clear advantages of active voice, passive constructions often find their way into
journalistic writing. Recognizing these common scenarios is the first step towards actively combating
their overuse and ensuring that active voice remains the dominant style.

When the Actor is Unknown or Unimportant

There are legitimate instances where the actor performing the action is either unknown or not
considered the most important element of the story. In such cases, passive voice can be a useful tool.
For example, if a crime has occurred but the perpetrator is unidentified, a sentence like, "A window
was broken," accurately reflects the situation without attributing the action to an unknown subject.

Maintaining Objectivity and Attribution

Journalists often use passive voice to maintain a sense of objectivity, particularly when reporting on
official statements or events where direct attribution might be cumbersome. For example, "The report
was released yesterday" is a common and acceptable passive construction if the focus is on the
release of the report itself rather than the specific individual or entity that released it.

Avoiding Direct Blame or Responsibility

In some sensitive reporting situations, passive voice might be employed, intentionally or
unintentionally, to soften blame or deflect direct responsibility. For example, "Mistakes were made" is
a classic example of passive voice used to avoid naming the individuals or groups responsible for
errors. While this can be a strategic choice, overuse can lead to a perception of evasiveness.



Sentence Structure and Flow

Sometimes, passive voice might be chosen for stylistic reasons, to vary sentence structure or to
create a smoother flow between sentences. However, this should be a deliberate choice, not an
accidental consequence of sentence construction. Over-reliance on passive voice for flow can lead to
monotonous and less impactful writing.

Strategies for Mastering Active Voice in Your
Journalism

Developing a consistent habit of using active voice requires conscious effort and practice. By
implementing specific strategies, journalists can refine their writing and ensure that their stories are
as clear, concise, and impactful as possible.

Identifying and Replacing Passive Constructions

The most crucial step is learning to spot passive voice. Look for sentences that contain a form of "to
be" followed by a past participle. Once identified, ask yourself: Who or what is performing this action?
If the answer is clear, restructure the sentence to make that entity the subject. For example, change
"The decision was made by the committee" to "The committee made the decision."

Focusing on the Subject and Verb

When drafting, consciously focus on identifying the subject of your sentence and the action it is
taking. Think about who or what is the most important element to convey in that particular sentence.
Placing this subject at the beginning, followed by a strong, active verb, will naturally steer you toward
active voice constructions.

Practicing Sentence Restructuring

Regular practice in rewriting sentences is key. Take existing sentences, especially those that feel a bit
wordy or passive, and actively try to rephrase them using active voice. This exercise builds the
mental muscle needed to recognize and correct passive constructions on the fly.

Reading Aloud to Catch Passive Voice

Reading your work aloud is an invaluable technique for catching awkward phrasing and passive voice.
Sentences that are clunky or lack punch often signal the presence of passive constructions. When you



hear the sentence, you can often intuitively feel where the energy is being drained by passive
phrasing.

Utilizing Editing Tools and Resources

Many writing and editing software programs include features that can identify passive voice. While
these tools are helpful, they should be used as aids, not as definitive arbiters. A journalist's own
understanding and judgment are still essential for making nuanced decisions about voice.

Active Voice in Action: Examples in Journalism

To illustrate the power of active voice, consider these comparative examples commonly found in news
reporting. Active voice breathes life into factual reporting, making it more accessible and engaging for
the reader.

e Passive: The new policy was announced by the mayor during a press conference.

e Active: The mayor announced the new policy during a press conference.

e Passive: An investigation into the incident is being conducted by local authorities.

e Active: Local authorities are conducting an investigation into the incident.

e Passive: The company's stock price was affected by the earnings report.

e Active: The earnings report affected the company's stock price.

These examples highlight how active voice transforms a potentially passive and less immediate
statement into a clear, direct, and impactful declaration. The subject performing the action is
immediately apparent, enhancing the reader's comprehension and engagement.

The Impact of Active Voice on News Storytelling

The choice between active and passive voice profoundly impacts the overall narrative and
effectiveness of a news story. Active voice is not just about sentence structure; it's about how a story



is told, how it’s perceived, and how it resonates with the audience.

By prioritizing the doer of the action, active voice creates a sense of agency and dynamism. This
makes the story feel more immediate, as if events are unfolding in real-time for the reader. It imbues
the reporting with a certain energy and forward momentum that passive voice often struggles to
achieve. This dynamism is crucial for capturing attention and holding it throughout a piece of
journalism.

Furthermore, the consistent use of active voice contributes to a more confident and authoritative
tone. It signals to the reader that the journalist has a firm grasp of the facts and is not shying away
from clear attribution. This builds trust and reinforces the credibility of the reporting, which is a critical
asset in the field of journalism.

Ultimately, mastering active voice empowers journalists to craft stories that are not only informative
but also compelling and memorable. It's a skill that elevates good reporting to great reporting,
ensuring that the message reaches the audience with maximum clarity and impact.

Frequently Asked Questions

Why is active voice so crucial in modern journalism?

Active voice makes journalistic writing more direct, concise, and engaging for the reader. It clearly
identifies the subject performing the action, leading to stronger sentences that convey information
efficiently and with greater impact.

How does active voice contribute to journalistic credibility?

By using active voice, journalists can avoid vague phrasing and obfuscation often associated with
passive constructions. This directness fosters trust and transparency, making the reporting feel more
authoritative and reliable to the audience.

What are common pitfalls journalists encounter when trying
to use active voice?

A common pitfall is overreliance on the 'verb to be' (is, am, are, was, were) which often leads to
passive sentences. Another is not identifying the subject of the action clearly, especially in complex
narratives. Sometimes, journalists mistakenly believe passive voice sounds more formal or objective.

Can you provide an example of transforming a passive
sentence to an active one in a journalistic context?

Certainly. A passive sentence like: 'The new policy was announced by the mayor yesterday.' can be
transformed into active voice: 'The mayor announced the new policy yesterday.' This is more direct
and identifies who performed the action.



Are there any situations where passive voice might still be
acceptable or even preferred in journalism?

Yes, passive voice can be useful when the actor is unknown, unimportant, or intentionally being de-
emphasized. For example, 'Protests erupted in the city center.' Here, the focus is on the event, not
necessarily who initiated it. It can also be used for stylistic variation, but active voice should remain
the dominant choice.

Additional Resources

Here is a numbered list of 9 book titles related to active voice in journalism, each using and with a
short description:

1. The Active Voice: Mastering Clear and Concise Journalism

This practical guide delves into the fundamental importance of active voice for journalists. It offers
actionable strategies and examples for identifying and transforming passive constructions into
dynamic, engaging prose. The book emphasizes how active voice creates directness, accountability,
and impact in news reporting.

2. Sharp Sentences: The Power of Active Voice in News Writing

Focusing on the craft of sentence construction, this book highlights how active voice can dramatically
improve the clarity and readability of journalistic content. It explores the nuances of subject-verb-
object structure and its role in conveying information efficiently. Readers will learn techniques to
imbue their writing with energy and precision.

3. Direct Impact: Writing News with Active Voice

This resource provides a comprehensive exploration of why active voice is paramount for journalistic
integrity and effectiveness. It examines how using active constructions directly attributes actions to
their doers, fostering transparency and credibility. The book offers exercises and case studies to
solidify understanding and application.

4. The Journalist's Edge: Leveraging Active Voice for Stronger Narratives

This title positions active voice as a key tool for journalists seeking to craft compelling and memorable
narratives. It explores how to weave active voice seamlessly into storytelling, ensuring readers
remain engaged and informed. The book offers insights into how active phrasing can enhance the
emotional resonance of news.

5. Unlocking Clarity: The Active Voice Advantage in Media

This book argues that the strategic use of active voice is a significant advantage for media
professionals in an increasingly complex information landscape. It breaks down the common pitfalls of
passive voice and provides clear, accessible methods for journalists to adopt active phrasing. The
focus is on producing clear, understandable, and impactful media.

6. Action in Print: A Journalist's Guide to Active Voice

This accessible guide serves as a hands-on resource for journalists looking to master the application
of active voice. It demystifies the concept with straightforward explanations and numerous practical
examples from real-world news reporting. The book aims to empower journalists to write with greater
authority and impact.



7. Vigilant Verbs: Cultivating Active Voice in Journalism

This title emphasizes the proactive role journalists should play in their writing by consistently
employing active voice. It delves into how active verbs can create a sense of urgency and immediacy,
crucial elements in many news stories. The book encourages a mindful approach to sentence
construction, prioritizing clarity and accountability.

8. The Active Reporter: Mastering the Art of Direct Journalism

This book connects the practice of using active voice directly to the core principles of effective
reporting. It demonstrates how active constructions ensure that the agent of an action is always clear,
leading to more robust and reliable journalism. The text offers practical advice for reporters at all
levels.

9. Clarity First: Employing Active Voice for Public Understanding

Dedicated to the principle of clear communication, this book champions the use of active voice as
essential for public understanding of news. It explores how passive constructions can obscure
meaning and dilute responsibility, while active voice promotes transparency. The book provides a
roadmap for journalists to create content that is easily grasped and trusted.
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