active voice in reporting

active voice in reporting is a cornerstone of clear, concise, and impactful
communication, especially within the field of journalism and media.
Understanding and implementing active voice techniques can significantly
enhance the readability and effectiveness of news articles, features, and
investigative pieces. This comprehensive guide delves into the nuances of
using active voice in reporting, exploring its benefits, common pitfalls to
avoid, and practical strategies for writers. We will examine how active voice
contributes to stronger storytelling, clearer attribution, and a more direct
engagement with the reader, ultimately empowering journalists and content
creators to produce more compelling and credible reports.
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The Power of Active Voice in Journalism

The choice between active and passive voice in reporting is more than just a
grammatical preference; it's a strategic decision that profoundly impacts the
clarity, conciseness, and impact of your message. In journalism, where
conveying information efficiently and accurately is paramount, the active
voice often emerges as the preferred tool. It creates a sense of immediacy,
assigns clear responsibility, and makes sentences more dynamic and engaging
for the reader. Mastering the active voice allows reporters to cut through
ambiguity, strengthen their narrative, and ensure their stories resonate
effectively with their audience.



Active voice in reporting emphasizes the subject performing an action. For
instance, instead of saying "The ball was thrown by the pitcher," an active
construction would be "The pitcher threw the ball." This directness is
invaluable in news writing, where every word counts. By consistently choosing
the active voice, journalists can ensure their reports are not only
grammatically sound but also inherently more powerful and easier to
comprehend, fostering a stronger connection between the reader and the
information presented.

Understanding Active vs. Passive Voice in
Reporting

At its core, the distinction between active and passive voice lies in the
relationship between the subject and the verb. In an active voice
construction, the subject of the sentence performs the action of the verb.
Conversely, in the passive voice, the subject receives the action. This
grammatical difference has significant implications for the flow and clarity
of reporting.

Defining Active Voice in Reporting

Active voice in reporting is characterized by sentences where the subject is
the doer of the action. This structure naturally leads to more direct and
forceful statements. For example, "The committee approved the proposal."
Here, "committee" is the subject, and "approved" is the action it performed.
This clarity is crucial for ensuring accountability and understanding who is
responsible for specific events or decisions within a report.

Defining Passive Voice in Reporting

Passive voice construction occurs when the subject of the sentence is acted
upon. 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. Often, the performer of the action is either omitted or placed at the
end of the sentence in a prepositional phrase starting with "by." An example
in reporting might be, "The proposal was approved by the committee." While
grammatically correct, this construction can sometimes obscure the agent of
the action or make the sentence less impactful.

Key Grammatical Differences

The primary grammatical difference is the placement and role of the subject.
In active voice, the subject is the actor. In passive voice, the subject is
the recipient of the action. This fundamental difference affects sentence



structure, verb usage, and the overall emphasis of the information being
conveyed.

Benefits of Employing Active Voice 1in News
Articles

The consistent use of active voice in news articles offers a multitude of
advantages that contribute to more effective journalism. These benefits
extend from improving reader comprehension to enhancing the overall
credibility and impact of the written word. By prioritizing active
constructions, reporters can create more engaging and informative pieces.

Clarity and Conciseness

Active voice sentences are typically shorter and more direct than their
passive counterparts. This inherent conciseness makes information easier to
digest, particularly in fast-paced news environments. When reporters use
active voice, they eliminate unnecessary words and grammatical complexities,
allowing the core message to shine through without obstruction.

Stronger Impact and Engagement

Sentences written in the active voice tend to be more dynamic and forceful.
This energy draws the reader in and makes the narrative more compelling. A
subject performing an action creates a more vivid image and a stronger sense
of agency, which can significantly boost reader engagement and retention.

Clearer Attribution and Responsibility

In reporting, it is vital to clearly attribute actions and statements to
their sources. Active voice naturally highlights the agent performing the
action, making attribution straightforward and unambiguous. For instance,
"The CEO announced the layoffs" is far clearer about who made the
announcement than "The layoffs were announced." This clarity is essential for
journalistic integrity and for holding individuals and organizations
accountable.

Improved Readability Scores

Readability metrics often favor active voice constructions. Simpler sentence
structures and a direct subject-verb-object pattern contribute to lower
Flesch-Kincaid scores and similar readability measures. This means that
articles written predominantly in active voice are more accessible to a wider



audience, including those with lower literacy levels or those who are simply
skimming for information.

Common Mistakes When Using Active Voice 1in
Reporting

While active voice is a powerful tool, its application in reporting isn't
always flawless. Journalists can sometimes fall into traps that diminish the
effectiveness of their otherwise active constructions. Recognizing and
avoiding these common errors is crucial for maximizing the benefits of this
grammatical approach.

Over-Reliance on "To Be" Verbs

Even when attempting to use active voice, writers can inadvertently rely
heavily on forms of the verb "to be" (is, am, are, was, were). While not
inherently passive, an excessive use of "to be" verbs can still lead to
weaker, less dynamic sentences. For example, "He is a reporter" is
grammatically active but less impactful than "He reports for the newspaper.”

Ignoring the Performer of the Action

A fundamental aspect of active voice is the clear identification of the
performer. A mistake occurs when an active sentence is constructed but the
agent remains unclear or is implied rather than stated. For instance, "The
decision was made by the board" is passive. An active version would be "The
board made the decision," clearly stating the performer.

Unnecessary Complexity in Sentence Structure

While active voice generally simplifies sentences, writers can sometimes
create convoluted active sentences by adding too many clauses or modifiers.
This can negate the intended clarity and impact, making the sentence
difficult to follow. Breaking down complex ideas into shorter, active
sentences is often more effective.

Using Active Voice When Passive is More Appropriate

There are specific instances where the passive voice serves a purpose in
reporting, such as when the performer of an action is unknown, unimportant,
or deliberately being de-emphasized. Mistakenly forcing active voice in these
situations can lead to awkward phrasing or an inaccurate focus. For example,
if a vandal sprayed graffiti, and the identity of the vandal is unknown, a



passive construction like "Graffiti was sprayed on the building" might be
more appropriate than an awkward active attempt.

Strategies for Mastering Active Voice in Your
Reports

Developing a strong command of active voice in reporting requires conscious
effort and practice. By implementing specific strategies, journalists can
consistently produce clearer, more impactful, and engaging content. These
techniques focus on sentence construction, word choice, and revision
processes.

Identify Subjects and Verbs First

When drafting a sentence, consciously identify the subject and the primary
verb. Ask yourself: Who or what is doing the action? Then, ensure that this
performer is the grammatical subject of the sentence and that the verb
directly reflects their action. This upfront focus helps naturally steer you
towards active constructions.

Rewrite Passive Sentences

A valuable revision technique is to actively seek out and rewrite any passive
voice sentences. Look for forms of "to be" followed by past participles, and
then try to identify the performer of the action. Rearrange the sentence so
that the performer becomes the subject and performs the action directly. For
example, transform "The report was written by the analyst" into "The analyst
wrote the report.™

Use Strong, Specific Verbs

The power of active voice is amplified by the use of strong, precise verbs.
Instead of general verbs, opt for those that convey specific actions and add
vibrancy. For instance, instead of "He said," consider "He declared," "He
announced," "He whispered," or "He shouted," depending on the context and the
intended tone.

Read Aloud for Flow and Clarity

Reading your work aloud is an excellent way to catch awkward phrasing,
unnecessary complexity, and instances where passive voice might have crept in
or where active voice could be stronger. Sentences that sound clunky or
indirect when spoken aloud are often indicative of grammatical issues or a



lack of clarity that active voice can resolve.

Focus on the "Who" and "What"

In reporting, the "who" and the "what" are often the most critical pieces of
information. Active voice inherently emphasizes these elements by placing the
actor (who) at the forefront and making their action (what) the central verb.
Prioritizing these elements in sentence construction naturally leads to more
effective active voice usage.

When to Consider Using Passive Voice in
Reporting

While the active voice is generally preferred in reporting, there are
specific situations where the passive voice can be a more appropriate and
effective choice. Understanding these exceptions allows for more nuanced and
strategic writing.

When the Performer is Unknown

If the person or entity performing an action is not known or cannot be
identified, the passive voice is often necessary. For example, "The windows
were broken overnight." In this case, the focus is on the damage, as the
perpetrator is unknown.

When the Performer is Unimportant

In some cases, the identity of the actor is irrelevant to the story, and the
action itself or the recipient of the action is the primary focus. For

instance, "The new policy will be implemented next month." The emphasis is on
the policy and its implementation, not necessarily on who is implementing it.

To De-emphasize the Performer

Occasionally, a reporter may wish to de-emphasize the person or group
responsible for an action. This might be done to maintain neutrality, avoid
unnecessary blame, or shift the reader's focus. For example, "Mistakes were
made in the initial investigation." This phrasing avoids singling out an
individual responsible for those mistakes.



For Variety and Sentence Structure

While not a primary reason, judicious use of passive voice can sometimes
provide sentence structure variety, preventing a report from becoming
monotonous. However, this should be done sparingly and with a clear purpose.

Analyzing Active Voice in Real-World Reporting
Examples

Examining how established news organizations and reputable journalists employ
active voice in their reporting provides valuable insights and practical
examples. Analyzing published articles allows us to see the direct
application of these principles in action and understand their effectiveness
in conveying complex information.

Case Study: Breaking News

In breaking news situations, clarity and speed are paramount. Look at how
reports on significant events are structured. You'll often find sentences
like "Police arrested the suspect" or "The stock market surged yesterday."
These active constructions immediately convey who did what, providing
essential information without delay. The directness of active voice is
crucial for readers trying to grasp rapidly unfolding events.

Case Study: Investigative Journalism

Investigative pieces often rely on meticulous detail and clear attribution.
Active voice helps to clearly establish the chain of events and the roles of
different individuals or organizations. For instance, "The whistleblower
provided documents," or "The company concealed the environmental damage."
These active statements pinpoint responsibility and build a clear narrative
of wrongdoing or discovery.

Case Study: Feature Stories

Even in more narrative-driven feature stories, active voice contributes to a
more engaging reading experience. When describing characters or events,
active verbs create vivid imagery and a sense of forward momentum. Phrases
like "She navigated the crowded market," or "The city buzzed with
anticipation" use active voice to draw the reader into the scene and the
emotions of the story.



The Impact of Active Voice on Reader Engagement

The choice of grammatical voice has a profound impact on how readers perceive
and interact with news content. Active voice, with its inherent directness
and dynamism, plays a significant role in fostering greater reader engagement
and comprehension, ultimately contributing to the overall success of a
report.

Creating a Direct Connection

When a report uses active voice, the reader can more easily connect with the
actions and the actors involved. This directness creates a sense of immediacy
and involvement, making the reader feel more present in the narrative. The
subjects are doing things, and the reader can clearly see and understand
these actions.

Enhancing Comprehension and Retention

Simpler, more direct sentences are easier to process and remember. Active
voice reduces cognitive load by eliminating ambiguity and unnecessary
complexity. This improved comprehension leads to better retention of
information, ensuring that the key messages of the report are effectively
communicated and understood by the audience.

Building Trust and Credibility

Clear attribution and unambiguous statements, which are hallmarks of active
voice in reporting, contribute to the overall credibility of a news source.
When readers can clearly understand who said what or who did what, they are
more likely to trust the information presented. This transparency is
fundamental to maintaining a strong reputation in the field of journalism.

Frequently Asked Questions

Why is active voice generally preferred in news
reporting?

Active voice is preferred in news reporting because it's more direct,
concise, and engaging. It clearly identifies the 'doer' of the action, making
the sentence easier to understand and the narrative more dynamic.



What are the key benefits of using active voice in
journalistic writing?

Key benefits include improved clarity, stronger impact, increased
conciseness, and a more authoritative tone. It helps readers quickly grasp
who is responsible for what, which is crucial for factual reporting.

Can you give an example of a sentence in passive
voice and its active voice equivalent in a news
context?

Passive: 'The new policy was announced by the mayor.' Active: 'The mayor
announced the new policy.' The active version is more direct and immediately
identifies the subject.

When might passive voice be considered acceptable,
or even necessary, in news reporting?

Passive voice can be useful when the actor is unknown, unimportant, or
deliberately being de-emphasized. For example, 'A suspect was arrested last
night' if the identity isn't revealed yet, or to focus on the event rather
than the perpetrator.

How does the use of active voice contribute to the
overall credibility of a news report?

By clearly attributing actions to specific individuals or entities, active
voice enhances transparency and accountability. This clarity helps build
trust with the audience, as it avoids ambiguity about responsibility.

What are common pitfalls to avoid when trying to
write 1in active voice for reporting?

Common pitfalls include mistakenly using 'to be' verbs as the main verb,
creating awkward sentence structures, or forcing active voice where passive
is more appropriate for clarity or anonymity.

How does active voice impact the reader's perception
of the reporter's objectivity?

While active voice can make reporting sound more confident, maintaining
objectivity relies on factual reporting and balanced presentation of
information. Active voice itself doesn't inherently compromise objectivity;
the content does.



Are there specific journalistic styles or
publications that strongly emphasize active voice?

Yes, many major news organizations, such as The Associated Press (AP)
Stylebook and Reuters, strongly advocate for the use of active voice in their
reporting guidelines due to its clarity and impact.

How can a reporter effectively transition from a
passive to an active voice structure during the
writing process?

To transition, identify the verb in the passive sentence and then find the
‘doer' of the action. Reconstruct the sentence with the 'doer' as the
subject, followed by the active verb and then the object.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to active voice in reporting, with
descriptions:

1. The Power of the Active Voice in Journalism : This foundational text
delves into the historical and stylistic reasons why active voice is crucial
for clear and impactful news reporting. It explores how the active voice
inherently conveys agency and directness, making complex stories more
accessible to readers. The book provides practical examples and exercises to
help journalists refine their use of active verbs, ensuring their writing is
both engaging and authoritative.

2. Active Reporting: Sharpening Your Newswriting Style : Focusing on the
practical application of active voice, this guide offers actionable advice
for journalists at all levels. It examines common pitfalls that lead to
passive construction and demonstrates how to rephrase sentences for maximum
clarity and conciseness. Readers will learn to identify and replace weak
verbs, leading to more dynamic and compelling news articles.

3. Crafting Clarity: The Active Voice Advantage for Reporters : This book
emphasizes how the active voice directly contributes to the clarity and
readability of news reports. It analyzes how sentence structure impacts
audience comprehension and argues that active verbs are essential for
conveying information efficiently. The guide provides a framework for editing
and self-correction, empowering reporters to consistently produce high-
quality, active prose.

4. The Unseen Force: Active Voice in Investigative Journalism : This title
explores the strategic advantages of using active voice in investigative
reporting, where precision and impact are paramount. It illustrates how
active construction can highlight accountability and responsibility,
strengthening the narrative of exposés. The book showcases case studies where



the skillful deployment of active voice was instrumental in revealing truths
and driving change.

5. Beyond Passive: Mastering Active Voice for Broadcast Journalism :
Tailored for broadcast journalists, this book addresses the unique demands of
spoken news delivery. It explains how active voice makes scripts more natural
and easier for anchors to read, improving listener engagement. The guide
offers techniques for converting passive sentences common in written reports
into punchy, active phrases suitable for broadcast.

6. Active Voice, Active Impact: Influencing Readers Through News : This book
connects the use of active voice directly to its power to influence and
engage readers. It argues that by using active verbs, reporters can create a
stronger connection with their audience, making news stories more memorable
and persuasive. The text offers strategies for weaving active voice into
different genres of reporting, from breaking news to feature stories.

7. The Active Sentence: A Reporter's Guide to Directness and Precision :
This practical manual focuses on the fundamental building blocks of effective
news writing, specifically the active sentence. It provides a clear
definition of active voice and offers numerous examples of how to construct
sentences that are both direct and precise. The book serves as a valuable
reference for reporters seeking to eliminate ambiguity and strengthen their
writing style.

8. Vigilant Verbs: Cultivating Active Voice in Your Reporting : This title
promotes a proactive approach to adopting active voice in daily reporting
practices. It encourages journalists to develop a "verb-centric" mindset,
constantly looking for opportunities to strengthen their sentences with
active verbs. The book offers insights into the psychological impact of
active versus passive language on reader perception.

9. Active Voice in the Digital Age: Engaging Online Audiences : This
contemporary guide examines the heightened importance of active voice in
online journalism, where attention spans are shorter and competition for
readership is fierce. It demonstrates how active construction can improve
click-through rates and overall reader engagement on digital platforms. The
book provides strategies for optimizing headlines and body copy for the
digital environment using active language.
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