


When should we use passive voice in academic writing? 
Video 3 Transcript
Hi, this is Grace Larkin from Academic Skills. In this video, we look at when we should use passive voice in academic writing.
We should use active voice most of the time in academic writing, and only use passive voice sparingly – not much. This is not because passive voice is somehow wrong. Instead, passive voice should be used for specific reasons.  
The first reason to use passive voice is that the agent, the person or thing doing the action, is unknown or unimportant. Let’s look at this example.
“The first stage of Stonehenge was built approximately 5,000 years ago.”
This sentence is passive voice. We know it is passive voice because we have the verb be plus the past participle built. In this sentence, we do not know who built Stonehenge. Also, in this sentence we are more interested in the age, rather than who built it. So, in this sentence, the people who built Stonehenge are both unknown and unimportant. 

Another reason to use passive voice is that you want to avoid repetition because you recently mentioned the agent, perhaps in the previous sentences. For example,  
“The Victorian State Government is removing level crossings. The Victorian State Government is doing this to improve safety and ease congestion.”
You can see that this is a bit repetitive. Instead, I could choose to use passive voice to remove the repetition. 
“The Victorian State Government is removing level crossings. This is being done to improve safety and ease congestion.”
This time, I know my reader already knows that the agent is ‘the Victorian State Government’, because it is in the previous sentence. The second sentence is passive voice. We know it is passive voice because we have ‘be’ plus the past participle: ‘done’. 
A further reason to use passive voice is that you want to focus your reader’s attention on the receiver of the action or the action. Let’s look at an example.
“Water was mixed with the soil.”
This is passive voice. We know it is passive voice because we can see the receiver at the start ‘water. We can also see be plus the past participle ‘was mixed’.  In this sentence, we want the reader to focus on the action of mixing. We also want them to focus on the water. In this sentence, we don’t need to say who is mixing. This isn’t the focus. 
A final reason to use passive voice is that you might want intentionally avoid showing responsibility. To illustrate this reason, let’s look at this sentence. 
“Deadlines were missed.”
In this sentence, the writer does not want to say who missed the deadline. They can avoid this responsibility by using passive voice. We know it is passive voice because we have be plus the past participle ‘missed’.

So, remember, use passive voice in academic writing sparingly. There are specific reasons to use passive voice. 
1. The agent is unknown or unimportant.
2. You want to avoid repetition because you recently mentioned the agent. 
3. You want to focus the reader's attention on the action or the receiver of the action.
4. You want to intentionally avoid showing responsibility.
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