common passive voice mistakes

Understanding and Avoiding Common Passive Voice
Mistakes

The passive voice, while sometimes necessary, is a common pitfall for writers seeking clarity and
impact. Many writers unintentionally fall into the trap of using the passive voice, which can lead to
wordy, indirect, and less engaging prose. Recognizing and correcting these common passive voice
mistakes is crucial for anyone aiming to produce powerful and effective writing. This comprehensive
guide will delve into what the passive voice is, why it's often problematic, and provide practical
strategies to identify and eliminate prevalent errors. We'll explore how to transform passive
constructions into active ones, enhancing the dynamism and directness of your sentences. Mastering
this skill will significantly improve your writing, making it more concise, authoritative, and reader-
friendly, effectively tackling those common passive voice mistakes head-on.
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What is the Passive Voice?

Before diving into common passive voice mistakes, it's essential to understand the fundamental
structure of the passive voice. In a sentence, the passive voice occurs when the subject of the
sentence receives the action of the verb, rather than performing it. This is typically formed using a
form of the verb "to be" (am, is, are, was, were, be, being, been) followed by the past participle of the
main verb. For instance, in the sentence "The ball was thrown by the player," the subject is "the ball,"
which is being acted upon. The performer of the action, "the player," is often relegated to a
prepositional phrase or omitted entirely. This contrasts with the active voice, where the subject
performs the action, as in "The player threw the ball." Understanding this distinction is the first step in
identifying and rectifying common passive voice mistakes.

Why is the Passive Voice Often Problematic?

While the passive voice has its legitimate uses, its overuse or misuse can significantly detract from
the quality of your writing. One of the primary reasons it's often problematic is its tendency to create
ambiguity. When the performer of the action is unknown or intentionally omitted, it can leave the
reader wondering who or what is responsible. Furthermore, passive constructions often lead to
wordier sentences, making your writing less concise and potentially less impactful. This indirectness
can also dilute the focus of your message, as the emphasis shifts from the doer of the action to the
recipient. In many contexts, particularly in business, creative writing, and persuasive pieces, a direct
and active voice is preferred for its strength and clarity, making the avoidance of common passive
voice mistakes paramount.

Common Passive Voice Mistakes and How to Fix Them

Writers frequently encounter several recurring issues when it comes to the passive voice. Recognizing
these common passive voice mistakes is the key to improvement. This section will break down these
prevalent errors and offer actionable advice on how to correct them, ensuring your writing is as strong
and effective as possible.

Mistake 1: Unnecessary Weakening of the Subject

One of the most frequent common passive voice mistakes is the unnecessary weakening of the
sentence's subject. When you use the passive voice, you shift the focus away from the actor
performing the verb. For example, consider "The report was written by Sarah." While grammatically
correct, it's less direct than "Sarah wrote the report." In the passive construction, "the report" is the
subject, but it's not performing any action. Sarah, the actual doer, is buried in a prepositional phrase.
This can make your writing feel less authoritative and engaging. The active voice places the subject at
the forefront, clearly identifying who or what is driving the action. This directness injects energy and
clarity into your sentences, making them more memorable and impactful.



How to Fix It

To avoid this common passive voice mistake, identify the performer of the action in your passive
sentence. If the performer is present (often in a "by..." phrase), make that performer the subject of
your sentence and change the verb to its active form. For example, "Mistakes were made" is a classic
passive construction. If you know who made the mistakes, say, "The committee made mistakes." If
the performer is unknown or irrelevant, you might need to rephrase the sentence entirely or consider
if the passive voice is truly necessary in that context.

Mistake 2: Obscuring Responsibility or Agency

Another significant issue among common passive voice mistakes is the obscuring of responsibility or
agency. This is particularly problematic in situations where accountability is important, such as in
business reports, legal documents, or historical accounts. For instance, a sentence like "The
regulations were changed" leaves the reader wondering who made the change. Was it a government
body, a committee, or an individual? This ambiguity can be intentional in some contexts, but more
often, it's an oversight that weakens the communication. In professional writing, clarity about who is
responsible for an action is often crucial for understanding and for assigning accountability. Avoiding
this common passive voice mistake ensures your writing is transparent and trustworthy.

How to Fix It

To rectify this, always ask yourself who is performing the action described by the verb. If the doer is
known and relevant, make them the subject. For example, "The regulations were changed by the new
administration" is better than "The regulations were changed." Even better would be the active voice:
"The new administration changed the regulations." If you are unsure of the performer, you may need
to do some research or acknowledge the uncertainty explicitly rather than relying on the passive
voice to mask it. This proactive approach addresses a key element of common passive voice
mistakes.

Mistake 3: Creating Wordiness and Indirectness

The passive voice often introduces unnecessary words, making sentences longer and less direct. This
contributes to a common passive voice mistake where prose becomes bloated and less engaging.
Consider the difference between "The decision was made by the board to postpone the meeting" and
"The board decided to postpone the meeting." The latter is shorter, more direct, and easier to
understand. The passive construction requires additional words ("was made by") to convey the same
information. This verbosity can make your writing seem hesitant or less confident. Cutting out these
extra words through active voice improves readability and impact, directly counteracting one of the
most common passive voice mistakes.



How to Fix It

To combat wordiness, actively scan your sentences for forms of "to be" followed by a past participle.
Then, look for a "by..." phrase or try to identify the implied actor. Reconstruct the sentence with the
actor as the subject. For example, "It is believed that the project will be completed on time" can
become "Many believe the project will be completed on time," or if a specific group is believed to hold
this belief, "The team believes the project will be completed on time." Simplifying sentences through
active voice is a primary strategy for overcoming common passive voice mistakes.

Mistake 4: Misplaced Emphasis

Sometimes, writers use the passive voice without realizing it shifts the emphasis away from what they
intend to highlight. A common passive voice mistake occurs when the object of the action is made the
subject, inadvertently drawing attention to it over the agent. For instance, "The groundbreaking
discovery was made by Dr. Aris" emphasizes "the groundbreaking discovery." If the purpose of the
sentence is to credit Dr. Aris, the active voice, "Dr. Aris made the groundbreaking discovery," is far
more effective. The passive voice can subtly alter the message by changing what the reader focuses
on first. Correcting this common passive voice mistake ensures your intended message is conveyed
with the right emphasis.

How to Fix It

To ensure proper emphasis, identify what you want to be the focus of your sentence. If you want to
emphasize the actor, use the active voice. If you genuinely want to emphasize the object or the action
itself, the passive voice might be appropriate. However, be deliberate about this choice. For example,
in a scientific paper discussing a phenomenon, "The specimen was observed to change color" might
be acceptable if the change in color is the primary focus. But if the scientist observing is important,
"Dr. Lee observed the specimen change color" is better. Always consider your intended emphasis to
avoid common passive voice mistakes.

Mistake 5: Impeding Clarity in Instructions or
Processes

When writing instructions, guides, or procedural documents, the passive voice can create confusion
and make steps harder to follow. This is a critical area where common passive voice mistakes can
lead to significant problems. For example, "The device should be inserted into the slot" is passive. It
doesn't clearly state who should perform this action. Is it the user, an operator, or a technician? A
more effective instruction would be active: "Insert the device into the slot." This direct command
clearly indicates the action the reader needs to take. Using the passive voice in instructions often
leads to a less clear and less user-friendly experience, making it a prevalent among common passive
voice mistakes.



How to Fix It

For instructions and process documentation, prioritize the imperative mood and active voice. Address
the reader directly with clear, action-oriented verbs. Instead of "The file should be saved before
closing," write "Save the file before closing." Instead of "The data will be analyzed by the software,"
write "The software will analyze the data." This directness ensures that readers understand exactly
what they need to do, avoiding the ambiguity that often results from common passive voice mistakes
in instructional content.

Mistake 6: Overuse in Academic or Scientific Writing

While academic and scientific writing traditionally employs the passive voice to maintain objectivity,
an overreliance can still lead to less engaging and more cumbersome prose. Many common passive
voice mistakes in these fields involve making the research itself the subject, rather than the
researchers. For example, "It was found that the results were significant" is a classic example. While
aiming for objectivity, this can sound detached. Modern scientific writing often encourages more
active constructions when appropriate. For instance, "Our study found that the results were
significant" or "We observed a significant change in the data." Being mindful of overuse, even in
formal contexts, helps to avoid common passive voice mistakes that can obscure meaning or dampen
impact.

How to Fix It

In academic and scientific writing, review your work for instances of passive voice. Consider whether
an active construction would improve clarity or conciseness without sacrificing necessary objectivity.
If you are describing your methods or findings, using "we" (if reporting as a team) or "the
researchers" as the subject can make the writing more direct. For example, instead of "The
experiment was conducted under controlled conditions," try "We conducted the experiment under
controlled conditions." This approach helps to strike a balance and mitigate common passive voice
mistakes.

Identifying the Passive Voice in Your Writing

Being able to spot the passive voice is fundamental to correcting common passive voice mistakes.
The most reliable way to identify passive constructions is to look for a form of the verb "to be" (is, am,
are, was, were, be, being, been) immediately followed by the past participle of a main verb. For
example, "is eaten," "was written," "are seen," "were provided." Once you find this pattern, ask
yourself: is the subject of the sentence doing the action, or is it receiving the action? If the subject is
receiving the action, it's passive. Another tell-tale sign is the presence of a "by..." phrase that
indicates the performer of the action, though this phrase is often omitted in passive sentences.

Here are some additional indicators to watch out for:

e Sentences where the subject seems to be acted upon rather than acting.



e Phrases like "it is believed," "it is thought," "it was found," which often signal passive
construction and can be areas for common passive voice mistakes.

e Wordy sentences that could be made more concise by switching to active voice.

Strategies for Converting Passive to Active Voice

Once you've identified instances of passive voice, the next step is to convert them into active voice to
avoid common passive voice mistakes. The process generally involves three key steps:

1. Identify the actor: Look for the "by..." phrase or infer who is performing the action. If the
actor is unknown or irrelevant, the passive voice might be acceptable, but usually, the actor is
discoverable.

2. Make the actor the subject: Rewrite the sentence so that the actor becomes the subject.

3. Change the verb: Adjust the verb to its active form. This usually means removing the "to be"
verb and using the simple past or present tense of the main verb.

For example, to fix "The cake was baked by my grandmother," you would identify "my grandmother"
as the actor, make her the subject, and change "was baked" to "baked." The active sentence is "My
grandmother baked the cake." Practicing these steps diligently will help you eliminate common
passive voice mistakes from your writing.

The Role of Context in Using the Passive Voice

While this guide focuses on common passive voice mistakes and their avoidance, it's crucial to
acknowledge that the passive voice isn't inherently "bad." There are specific contexts where its use is
not only acceptable but also preferred. These include situations where the actor is unknown,
unimportant, or when you want to deliberately de-emphasize the actor. For instance, "The Mona Lisa
was painted in the early 16th century" is appropriate because the emphasis is on the artwork and its
creation time, not necessarily on Leonardo da Vinci himself, who is implied. Similarly, in scientific
writing, as mentioned, maintaining objectivity can sometimes lend itself to the passive voice.
However, the key is to use it intentionally and judiciously, rather than falling into it as a default,
thereby avoiding the pitfalls of common passive voice mistakes. Understanding the nuances of
context ensures you can leverage the passive voice effectively when needed, without succumbing to
its common errors.

Conclusion: Mastering Active Voice for Clearer



Communication

In summary, understanding and correcting common passive voice mistakes is fundamental to
producing clear, concise, and impactful writing. We've explored how the passive voice can weaken
subjects, obscure responsibility, create wordiness, misplace emphasis, impede instructions, and be
overused even in formal contexts. By actively identifying passive constructions—typically
characterized by a form of "to be" plus a past participle—and consistently applying strategies to
convert them to the active voice, writers can significantly enhance their communication. Making the
actor the subject and adjusting the verb are the core techniques to combat these common passive
voice mistakes. While the passive voice has its place, mastering the active voice ensures your writing
is direct, authoritative, and engaging, ultimately leading to more effective reader comprehension and
a stronger authorial voice. Continuously practicing these principles will help you master the art of
clear communication and eliminate common passive voice mistakes from your repertoire.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the most common reason writers accidentally use
passive voice?

Often, writers default to passive voice when they're unsure who or what is performing the action, or
when they want to emphasize the action itself rather than the doer. It can also stem from a desire to
sound more formal or objective.

How can | identify passive voice in my own writing?

Look for forms of the verb 'to be' (is, am, are, was, were, be, being, been) followed by a past participle
(e.g., 'written,' 'taken,' 'seen'). Often, a 'by [doer]' phrase can be added, though it might be omitted.
For example, 'The report was written' uses passive voice.

What's the primary disadvantage of using too much passive
voice?

The main drawback is that it can make writing wordy, vague, and less direct. It can also obscure
responsibility, making it unclear who performed the action.

When is using passive voice acceptable or even preferred?

Passive voice is appropriate when the doer of the action is unknown, unimportant, or obvious. It's also
useful when you want to focus on the recipient of the action or the action itself, particularly in
scientific or technical writing (e.g., 'The experiment was conducted under controlled conditions').

What is a common passive voice construction that can be
confusing?

A common mistake is the 'implied agent' passive voice, where a form of 'to be' is used with a past



participle, but the 'by' phrase is missing, and it's not clear who or what is doing the action. For
instance, 'Mistakes were made' doesn't say who made them.

How can | convert a passive voice sentence to active voice?

To convert to active voice, identify the doer of the action (often found in a 'by' phrase or implied) and
make them the subject of the sentence. Then, rewrite the verb in an active form. For example, 'The
ball was thrown by John' becomes 'John threw the ball.'

Are there specific industries or writing styles where passive
voice is more prevalent and less of a 'mistake'?

Yes, scientific, legal, and academic writing often employ passive voice to maintain objectivity and
focus on processes or results rather than the researchers or individuals involved. However, even in
these fields, modern trends are encouraging more active voice for clarity and conciseness.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to common passive voice mistakes, each with a short description:

1.

The Unseen Agent: Avoiding Passive Voice Pitfalls

This guide delves into the common reasons why writers fall into the passive voice trap, often
stemming from a desire for formality or to obscure responsibility. It offers practical exercises and
clear examples to help readers identify and rephrase sentences where the passive voice weakens
their impact or creates ambiguity. The book emphasizes the benefits of active voice for clarity,
conciseness, and directness in all forms of writing.

2.

Clarity Undercover: Mastering Active Voice in Your Prose

This book focuses on the nuances of when and why the passive voice is used, and more importantly,
when it should be avoided. It provides actionable strategies for transforming wordy passive
constructions into more vibrant and engaging active sentences. Readers will learn to recognize
passive voice by its tell-tale "to be" verbs and past participles and discover how to inject dynamism
into their writing.

3.

Sentences That Speak: The Power of Active Voice

Dedicated to empowering writers with the strength of active voice, this book dissects the subtle ways
passive voice can diminish a message. It explores how to locate and eliminate unnecessary passive
constructions, making arguments more persuasive and narratives more compelling. Through targeted
exercises, writers will develop an intuitive sense for constructing clear, impactful sentences that
actively convey meaning.



The Transparent Sentence: Banishing Passive Voice Confusion

This title addresses the often-unconscious tendency to drift into passive voice, leading to unclear
attribution and a loss of sentence energy. The book offers a systematic approach to identifying
passive constructions and provides a toolbox of techniques for rewriting them effectively. It highlights
how active voice clarifies who is doing what, making writing more direct and understandable.

5.

Action Speaks Louder: A Writer's Guide to Active Verbs

This book champions the power of active verbs and the directness they bring to writing. It examines
the common mistakes of overusing the passive voice, particularly in academic and professional
contexts, and shows how to reclaim agency in one's sentences. Through practical examples and a
focus on strong verb choices, writers will learn to make their subjects the clear doers of actions.

6.

Eliminate the "By": Conquering Passive Voice Habits

This focused guide tackles the pervasive habit of using the passive voice, especially when the "by
phrase" is omitted, creating ambiguity. It provides diagnostic tools to identify sentences that are
weakened by unnecessary passivity. The book's exercises are designed to retrain writers' instincts,
promoting a preference for clear, active constructions that immediately identify the actor.

7.

Vigor in Verbs: Mastering Active Voice for Impact

This resource emphasizes how an active voice can significantly boost the vigor and impact of any
written piece. It illustrates how passive voice can inadvertently dilute meaning or create a sense of
detachment. The book offers practical strategies for spotting passive voice and transforming it into
strong, active constructions that captivate readers and convey information efficiently.

8.

The Direct Approach: Active Voice for Concise Communication

This book is a practical manual for writers seeking to communicate with greater conciseness and
directness by mastering active voice. It identifies common pitfalls of passive voice usage, such as
wordiness and vagueness. Through clear explanations and targeted practice, readers will learn to
choose active constructions that streamline their sentences and make their messages more
accessible.

9.

Sharpen Your Sentences: The Active Voice Advantage

This title explores the distinct advantage that active voice offers in creating sharp, clear, and
engaging prose. It dissects how passive voice can obscure meaning and dilute a writer's authority.



The book provides practical techniques for identifying and rectifying common passive voice errors,
empowering writers to construct sentences that are both precise and powerful.
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