Clear Language Policy and Procedures: Appendix 2

Avoiding the passive 

Passive sentences lack vigour and clarity. 

Passive sentences do not follow the normal structure of subject, verb, and object. Often they don’t even have a subject. Readers don’t know who took the action. For example:

Mistakes were made.

It has been decided that Christmas is cancelled this year.

The children were warned not to touch the food on the table.

Sometimes passive sentences do have a subject but the subject doesn’t appear in the usual place. For example: 


Mistakes were made by everyone involved.

It has been decided by the committee that Christmas is cancelled this year.

The children were warned by their parents not to touch the food on the table.

Writing in active voice

You can change a passive sentence into an active one by changing the sentence structure to subject, verb, and object. For example: 


Everyone involved made mistakes.


The committee decided that Christmas would be cancelled this year.


The parents warned the children not to touch the food on the table.

You will notice that when you restructure the sentence the verb becomes active, no longer consisting of the verb “to be” plus a past participle (a verb ending in –ed or another form of the past tense).

Sentences with active verbs are easier to read and to understand. They are usually shorter too. 

