Active versus Passive Writing

Ask yourself the following questions:

1. Is there an action going on in the sentence?
2. Is the person or thing that does the action in the subject position at the front of the sentence?
	- If yes then the sentence is not passive
	- If no, and the object of the action is at the front of the sentence, then the sentence is 	passive.

Most passive sentences contain:

Form of “to be” + past participle = passive voice

Passive: ‘The deer (object) was killed (action) by the lion (subject)’
Active: ‘The lion killed the deer’
Passive sentences often lack clarity
	- ‘The working class was marginalized’…(who did the marginalizing?)
	- ‘Heart disease is considered the leading cause of death in the United States’…(who did 	the considering?)

Exceptions where Passive Voice can Work

 To emphasize an object….100 votes are required to pass the bill (Active: The bill requires 100 votes to pass)
 To de-emphasize and unknown subject…Over 120 different contaminants have been dumped into the river
 If readers do not need to know who is responsible for the action…’Baby Sophia was delivered at 3.30 am yesterday’ (Active: ‘Dr. Susan Jones delivered baby Sophia at 3.30 am yesterday’)

Scientific Writing

Previously, Journals would not allow the use of the first person, leading to common use of the passive voice.  The passive voice gives an impression of objectivity…’The drugs were delivered in a randomized order.’
However, you should strive to use active construction, even when writing Research Design Sections.  Simplest approach…use ‘I will’ or ‘we will’ etc.

Final thoughts

Check through your writing to find ‘verb to be’ and ‘past participle’ combinations and determine if you can more effectively communicate your intended meaning by re-writing in the active form.
I used the website below to write the handout. You can find much more in depth discussion at the website if you are interested.
http://writingcenter.unc.edu/handouts/passive-voice/

Other words to avoid in grants: ‘believe’ and ‘hope.’.
Use ‘this’ and ‘it’ as infrequently as possible and never use ‘this’ or ‘it’ to reference something from a previous sentence.

