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The Passive Voice
Lecture 7
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I did it

This is done 

The passive: whodunnit?
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It was done.... But who did it?      

The samples were analyzed.

The dog was beaten.

My wallet was stolen. 

The patient was examined.

The paper was published. 

This was done by....      

The samples were analyzed by students.

The dog is beaten by Fred.

My wallet was stolen by the old woman.

The patient was examined by two medical doctors.
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He/she/they did it ....      

• Students analyzed the samples.

• Fred beats his dog.

• The old woman stole my wallet. 

• Two medical doctors examined the patient. 

Choice of passive or active 

Depends on

- context 
- emphasis
- flow 
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Passive voice in the Methods

• If you are just describing steps and procedures

The samples were categorized  ..... The tissues were stained....  Participants 
were questioned .....

• Active voice; if you are important as the actor:   

We constructed a sampling frame and selection process to minimize selection

biases and maximize generalizability of the accumulated evidence.

We obtained informed consent from 48 adults and 

placed them into either a training group (n = 24) or an 

untrained control group (n = 24). ..  This was done by….

Start out with the ‘We’, continue in the passive voice
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‘We’ is not the only alternative 

• When the new protocol was applied, acceptable solutions were 

obtained for each case. 

• After application of the new protocol, each case resulted in 

acceptable solutions.

Our analysis of scientific abstracts demonstrates that positive and—
to a lesser extent—negative words are increasingly used over the 
past four decades. By contrast, this increase was absent for neutral
and random words. The increase in positive words could not be
attributed to general language tendencies as represented by the 
millions of printed books searched through in thisstudy. Neither is 
the increase driven by one or two words, because all words showed
increased frequency patterns. 

Passive voice may help to maintain cohesion
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Use the passive

• .…. if the actor is not important

•….. if describing general facts, relations or 
associations

Use the active voice

• ….. whenever you can, to write crisp and clear

• ..... if necessary, in Methods and Results (to underline reasons and goals)

• ..... in presenting your Research Question in the Introduction:     

In this study, we aim to .... 

• …… in the discussion, to be clear about who did or found what: 

In this study, we developed a method that .... ; 
In contrast to the findings of Jones, we detect .....
On the basis of these results, we conclude .....
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