
active voice vs passive voice

active voice vs passive voice: Understanding this fundamental distinction in
grammar is crucial for clear, concise, and impactful writing, whether you're
crafting blog posts, academic papers, or marketing copy. This article will
delve deep into the nuances of active and passive voice, explaining what they
are, how to identify them, and when to use each effectively. We'll explore
the benefits of prioritizing active voice for stronger sentences and examine
scenarios where passive voice can be a strategic choice. By mastering the
interplay between active voice vs passive voice, you can significantly
enhance your writing's readability, persuasiveness, and overall
professionalism.
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Understanding Active Voice

Active voice is the backbone of direct and powerful writing. In sentences
constructed with active voice, the subject performs the action. The structure
typically follows a pattern: Subject + Verb + Object. For instance, "The
author wrote the article." Here, "author" is the subject, "wrote" is the
verb, and "article" is the object. The author is actively doing the writing.
This directness makes sentences easier to understand and more engaging for
the reader. Active voice generally leads to shorter, more vigorous sentences,
improving clarity and readability.

The inherent strength of the active voice lies in its ability to clearly
establish who or what is responsible for an action. This clarity is vital in
many forms of writing, from technical manuals to creative storytelling,
ensuring that the reader always knows the agent of the verb. Mastering the
use of active voice is a significant step towards becoming a more effective
communicator through the written word.



Understanding Passive Voice

Passive voice, on the other hand, shifts the focus away from the performer of
the action and onto the recipient of the action. The subject of the sentence
receives the action rather than performing it. The typical structure for
passive voice is: Subject + "to be" verb + Past Participle + (optional "by"
phrase). For example, "The article was written by the author." In this
sentence, "article" is the subject, but it's not performing the action of
writing; it's being written. The agent, "the author," is often relegated to a
prepositional phrase at the end of the sentence or omitted entirely.

While often criticized for its potential to create wordy and indirect
sentences, passive voice serves specific purposes. It can be used to
emphasize the object of the action, to maintain objectivity, or when the
performer of the action is unknown, unimportant, or intentionally concealed.
Understanding when and why passive voice is employed is as crucial as
understanding when to use active voice.

Identifying Active Voice vs Passive Voice

Distinguishing between active and passive voice is a fundamental skill for
any writer. The most straightforward method is to identify the subject of the
sentence and determine if it is performing the action or receiving the
action. Look for the presence of a "to be" verb (am, is, are, was, were, be,
being, been) followed by a past participle of the main verb. If the sentence
contains this construction and the subject is not the doer of the action,
it's likely in the passive voice.

Here's a simple test: try to rephrase the sentence by putting the object of
the action at the beginning. If it naturally forms a clear sentence where the
original subject is now in a "by" phrase, you've likely identified a passive
construction. For example, "The ball was kicked by the boy." Rephrased: "The
boy kicked the ball." This transformation helps confirm the voice.

Active Voice Check: Does the subject perform the verb's action?

Passive Voice Check: Is the subject acted upon? Is there a "to be" verb
+ past participle construction? Is the agent introduced by "by"?

When to Use Active Voice

The general rule of thumb in most writing is to favor the active voice. Its
directness and conciseness make your writing more dynamic and engaging. When
you want to convey a clear sense of responsibility, urgency, or personality,
active voice is your best tool. For instance, in marketing copy, "Our team
developed this innovative solution" is far more compelling than "This
innovative solution was developed by our team." The former instills
confidence and highlights the actor.



Active voice is also essential for clarity in instructions, reports, and
narrative writing. It helps readers quickly understand who is doing what,
reducing ambiguity and the potential for misinterpretation. For search engine
optimization (SEO), active voice often results in shorter, more keyword-rich
sentences, which can contribute to better readability and search engine
rankings.

When to Use Passive Voice

Despite the strong advocacy for active voice, there are specific contexts
where passive voice is not only acceptable but preferable. One common
situation is when the performer of the action is unknown. For example, "The
window was broken during the night." We don't know who broke the window, so
passive voice is the appropriate choice.

Another important use of passive voice is to emphasize the recipient of the
action or the action itself, rather than the performer. In scientific or
technical writing, maintaining objectivity is often paramount. Sentences like
"The samples were analyzed using a mass spectrometer" allow the focus to
remain on the scientific process rather than the researcher performing the
analysis. It creates a tone of impartiality and authority.

Furthermore, passive voice can be used to create a smoother flow between
sentences or paragraphs when the subject of the current sentence is the
object of the previous sentence. It can also be a stylistic choice to create
a more formal or impersonal tone. In journalism, passive voice can be
employed to avoid naming a perpetrator when it's not yet confirmed or to
protect sources.

Transforming Passive to Active Voice

Learning to convert passive voice sentences into active voice is a valuable
skill for refining your writing. The process involves identifying the agent
(the "doer") of the action, which is often found in a "by" phrase. If no "by"
phrase is present, you may need to infer the agent or rephrase the sentence
entirely. Once the agent is identified, make it the subject of the new
sentence.

Next, change the passive verb construction ("to be" + past participle) to the
active form of the verb. Ensure the tense remains consistent. Finally, make
the original subject of the passive sentence the object of the active
sentence. For example, "Mistakes were made" (passive) can become "We made
mistakes" (active), assuming "we" is the implied agent. This transformation
strengthens the sentence, making it more direct and impactful.

Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them

Writers often fall into predictable traps when using passive voice. One of
the most common is overuse, leading to sentences that are wordy, indirect,



and lack punch. This can bore readers and obscure the main message. To avoid
this, regularly review your writing, specifically looking for "to be" verbs
followed by past participles. Ask yourself if the sentence would be stronger
if the performer of the action were made the subject.

Another pitfall is the unintentional use of passive voice to avoid
responsibility. While there are legitimate reasons for passive voice, using
it to evade accountability can undermine your credibility. Be mindful of
whether your word choice is obscuring who is responsible for an action. If
clarity and accountability are important, active voice is generally the
better choice.

A related issue is the "dangling modifier," which can occur in both active
and passive constructions but is often exacerbated by the indirectness of
passive voice. Ensure that any introductory phrases clearly relate to the
subject of the sentence. Regular proofreading and a keen eye for sentence
structure will help you sidestep these common errors.

The Impact of Active Voice vs Passive Voice on
SEO

The choice between active voice and passive voice can have subtle but
significant implications for search engine optimization (SEO). Search engines
like Google prioritize content that is clear, concise, and user-friendly.
Active voice generally contributes to these qualities. Shorter, more direct
sentences in active voice are often easier for search engines to parse and
understand, potentially leading to better indexing and ranking.

Furthermore, active voice can lead to more natural keyword integration. When
you write in active voice, you are more likely to use strong verbs that
clearly describe actions. This can help you incorporate primary and secondary
keywords more seamlessly into your content, without sounding forced or
unnatural. While passive voice isn't inherently bad for SEO, a strategic
preference for active voice can support a stronger overall SEO strategy by
improving readability and clarity, which are increasingly important ranking
factors.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main difference between active and
passive voice?

The main difference lies in the subject's role. In active voice, the subject
performs the action. In passive voice, the subject receives the action. For
example, 'The dog chased the ball' (active) vs. 'The ball was chased by the
dog' (passive).

When is active voice generally preferred in writing?

Active voice is generally preferred for its clarity, conciseness, and



directness. It makes writing more engaging and easier to understand, as the
agent performing the action is clear.

In what situations might passive voice be more
appropriate?

Passive voice is useful when the action or the object of the action is more
important than the doer, or when the doer is unknown or irrelevant. It's also
common in scientific or technical writing to maintain objectivity.

How can I identify if a sentence is in passive voice?

Look for a form of the verb 'to be' (is, am, are, was, were, be, being, been)
followed by a past participle (e.g., eaten, written, seen). Often, a 'by'
phrase indicates the doer, but it can be omitted.

What are some common pitfalls of overusing passive
voice?

Overusing passive voice can lead to wordy, vague, and uninteresting prose. It
can obscure who is responsible for an action, making it difficult for readers
to follow the narrative or understand accountability.

Can you give an example of how to convert a passive
voice sentence to active voice?

Certainly! 'The report was written by the intern.' To convert to active
voice, make the doer ('the intern') the subject and the action the main verb:
'The intern wrote the report.'

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to active vs. passive voice, each with a short
description:

1. The Power of the Active Voice: Unleash Your Writing's Energy
This book dives deep into the impact of using active voice to create more
dynamic and engaging prose. It offers practical strategies and numerous
examples to help writers transform sluggish sentences into impactful
statements. Readers will learn how to identify and eliminate unnecessary
passive constructions, leading to clearer communication and a stronger
authorial presence.

2. Passive Voice: A Writer's Guide to Strategic (Mis)Use
Rather than outright condemnation, this guide explores the nuanced situations
where passive voice can be a valuable tool. It examines instances where
anonymity, objectivity, or shifting emphasis makes passive constructions more
appropriate. The book provides clear guidelines for discerning when to
embrace the passive and when to steer clear, fostering a more sophisticated
understanding of sentence structure.

3. Mastering Sentence Flow: Active and Passive Voice in Harmony
This title focuses on the interplay between active and passive voice and how
their strategic combination can enhance readability and rhythm. It teaches



writers how to vary sentence structure to avoid monotony and guide the
reader's attention effectively. The book offers techniques for creating a
smooth, natural flow that keeps readers engaged from beginning to end.

4. The Clarity Compass: Navigating Active and Passive Voice for Precision
Designed for writers who prioritize clear and unambiguous communication, this
book offers a comprehensive approach to sentence construction. It provides
diagnostic tools to identify passive voice and outlines methods for rewriting
sentences to be more direct and forceful. The aim is to equip writers with
the skills to ensure their message is always understood with precision.

5. Beyond "Be": Eliminating Unnecessary Passive Voice in Your Work
This practical manual targets writers looking to sharpen their prose by
actively purging weak, passive constructions. It explains why passive voice
can often obscure meaning and create a sense of detachment. Through hands-on
exercises and accessible explanations, readers will learn to confidently
rewrite sentences, making their writing more vibrant and direct.

6. The Subtle Art of Sentence Choice: Active Voice Dominance
This book champions the pervasive use of active voice as the default for
impactful writing. It explores the psychological effects of active versus
passive voice on readers, highlighting how the former fosters a sense of
agency and directness. The author provides a wealth of examples and exercises
designed to ingrain active voice usage into a writer's natural style.

7. When to Be Passive: An Exception-Based Approach to Sentence Structure
This title takes a contrarian approach, focusing on the specific scenarios
where passive voice is not only acceptable but often preferable. It delves
into the ethical and stylistic reasons behind using passive voice in contexts
like scientific reporting, legal documents, or when the actor is unknown or
irrelevant. The book offers a framework for making informed decisions about
sentence construction.

8. Sentence Power-Up: Conquering Passive Voice for Stronger Writing
This energetic guide empowers writers to transform their sentences by
understanding and mastering the active voice. It breaks down the mechanics of
passive voice and provides actionable techniques for rewriting sentences for
greater impact and clarity. Readers will discover how to make their writing
more compelling and their message more persuasive.

9. The Dialogue of Voice: Active vs. Passive in Narrative and Exposition
This book examines the differing roles of active and passive voice in various
writing genres, from fiction to academic papers. It explores how each voice
contributes to tone, emphasis, and characterization in narrative, and how it
influences objectivity and authority in exposition. The author provides a
nuanced look at how writers can strategically deploy both active and passive
constructions to achieve specific effects.
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