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PASSIVE VOICE  
 

1. Read this paragraph about research. Underline the passive voice verbs and circle the subjects of those verbs. 

 

How to Conduct Interviews for Research 

Many types of data can be easily gathered.  Research is more problematic if the data are collected from personal interviews. 

Before people are interviewed, the interviewers should be given some training, since only trained interviewers can carry out 

the process accurately. In some situations, the social and psychological aspects of interviews are too often ignored. Froe 

example, the use of white interviewers in a black community may distort the information.  Great care must be taken with the 

interview respondents, since they are very important to the research project. 

 

2. Now complete the sentence below with words from the box (there are some extra words): 

 

active    passive  (x2) object   subject   agent  

  

unknown  important  unimportant  known   action 

 

The  ..............................  voice focuses on the ..............................  receiving the action.  Usually it occurs when the 

..............................  of an action is ..............................  or ..............................  

E.G. The house was built in 1856. 

 

The .............................. voice emphasises the role of the ..............................  

E.G. Someone built the house in 1856 

 

Although  ..............................  verbs are more common in academic writing than in conversation and other types of writing, 

they account for only 25% of the verbs.  Overuse of passive voice can make writing less effective.  Even in research writing, 

professionals use some  ..............................  verbs with names or personal pronouns to describe some  ..............................   or 

interpretation or to emphasize the researcher’s role. 

 

3. There are three reasons why it might be effective for a research writer may want to omit the agent of an action: 

 

REASON FOR OMITTING AGENT 

 

PASSIVE VOICE EXAMPLE ACTIVE VOICE EXAMPLE 

Readers already know the agent (often 

“the researcher”). 

The production of iron was 

measured over time. 

Researchers measured the production of 

iron over time. 

Passive voice allows the object of the 

research to be used as the subject of 

the sentence, giving more importance 

to the object than to the researcher(s). 

Three plant communities on a 

march were exposed to elevated 

carbon dioxide concentrations. 

We exposed three plant communities on a 

marsh to elevated carbon dioxide 

concentrations. 

Passive voice contributes to a greater 

sense of objectivity, because human 

actions are not mentioned. 

No significant difference was 

found between the two groups. 

We found no significant difference between 

the two groups. 

 

4. There are two common functions which passive voice verbs perform: 

 

FUNCTION 

 

MOST COMMON PASSIVE VOICE VERBS AND EXPRESSIONS 

Describing methods and 

analyses 

 

be analysed  

be calculated  

be carried out 

 

be collected 

be measured 

be observed 

be obtained 

be prepared 

be set 

be tested 

be used 

 Reporting findings, or 

interpreting their 

meaning and connection 

with other research. 

 

be determined 

be expected 

be found 

be seen 

be shown be associated with  

be believed to be  

can be interpreted as 
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5. Fill in the gaps in the paragraph below using verbs from the chart in the table above. Decide whether passive or active 

should be used. 

 

Botanists can .............................. dangers to plants by studying individual leaves or flowers or seeds. White clover 

..............................as an ideal plant to study in order to observe threats to plant life (Peters 2013).  In this field study, Peters  

.............................. young leaves as they began to expand and then  .............................. observations of their development.  

From this study, some of the causes of death or damage in plant populations  ............................... In the future, plant leaves  

..............................carefully, since they contain important clues about plant health. 

 

6. Now, use the notes in the box below to write a paragraph about the scientific study of insects. For each sentence you 

write, choose between active and passive voice. Use some of the common passive voice verbs listed in No 4. 

 

� the scientific study of insects = entomology 

� over 1,000,000 species of insect observed in wild 

� perhaps 4 million species more? 

� insects in nearly all environments 

� only a few types in oceans 

� many believe: one of most abundant types of life 
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7. When you have finished, compare you paragraph with a partner’s. Explain the choices you made between active and 

passive verbs. 

 


