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In the world of journalism, clarity and precision are paramount. When writers rely too
heavily on passive voice, their messages can become vague, less engaging, and sometimes
confusing for readers. Recognizing and correcting passive constructions is essential for
crafting compelling, clear, and impactful articles. This article will explore the importance of
active voice in journalism, identify common passive voice mistakes, and provide practical
tips to rewrite passive sentences into active ones, ultimately enhancing the quality of your
writing.

Understanding Passive Voice and Its Impact on
Journalism

What Is Passive Voice?

Passive voice occurs when the subject of a sentence receives the action rather than
performs it. For example, "The report was written by the journalist" places the emphasis on
the report rather than on the journalist. While passive voice can be useful in certain
contexts, overusing it can weaken the clarity and immediacy of your writing.

The Downside of Passive Voice in News Articles

Using passive voice excessively in journalism can lead to:
¢ Vague sentences that obscure who is responsible for actions
¢ Less engaging and dynamic storytelling
e Reduced clarity, making it harder for readers to follow the narrative

¢ Increased wordiness, which can dilute the main message



Why Journalists Should Favor Active Voice

Enhances Clarity and Directness

Active voice clearly identifies the subject performing the action, making sentences more
straightforward and easier to understand. For example, "The mayor announced the new
policy" is more direct than "The new policy was announced by the mayor."

Creates Engaging and Dynamic Content

Readers are more likely to stay engaged when sentences are lively and direct. Active
constructions provide energy and immediacy to news stories, encouraging reader
involvement.

Strengthens Accountability

Using active voice assigns responsibility clearly. This is particularly important in
investigative journalism, where accountability is key.

Common Passive Voice Mistakes in Journalism
and How to Correct Them

Identifying Passive Sentences

Passive sentences often contain forms of "to be" followed by a past participle, such as

was," "were," "is," "been," or "being," plus a verb. For example:
e "The decision was made by the committee."

e "The event was attended by hundreds."

Strategies to Rewrite Passive Sentences into Active
Voice

To improve your writing, follow these steps:
1. Identify the object receiving the action.
2. Determine who or what is performing the action.

3. Rearrange the sentence so that the subject performs the action directly.



Examples of Passive to Active Voice Rewrites

e Passive: "The report was published by the agency."
Active: "The agency published the report."

e Passive: "The new policy was implemented by the government."
Active: "The government implemented the new policy."

e Passive: "Several witnesses were interviewed by the police."

Active: "The police interviewed several witnesses."

Practical Tips for Journalists to Avoid Passive
Voice

1. Be Conscious During Writing

Pay attention to sentence structure as you write. Look out for forms of "to be" plus past
participles and question whether the sentence can be made more direct.

2. Use Action Verbs

Choose strong, active verbs to convey actions vividly. For example, instead of "The bills
were passed by the legislature,” write "The legislature passed the bills."

3. Read Sentences Aloud

Reading your sentences aloud helps identify passive constructions that may sound
awkward or indirect.

4. Edit Ruthlessly

During editing, review your work specifically for passive sentences. Use editing tools or
checklists to flag and revise them.



5. Practice Rewriting

Regularly practice turning passive sentences into active ones. This strengthens your ability
to write clearly and confidently.

Tools and Resources to Improve Your Writing

Online Grammar and Style Guides

Leverage resources like Grammarly, Hemingway Editor, or Purdue OWL to identify passive
voice and suggest active alternatives.

Writing Workshops and Courses

Enroll in journalism or professional writing courses that emphasize active voice and clarity.

Reading Quality Journalism

Study well-written news articles from reputable outlets to observe how professional
journalists effectively use active voice.

Conclusion: Striving for Clear and Impactful
Journalism

In journalism, the clarity of your message can significantly influence public understanding
and perception. While passive voice has its place, overreliance on it can diminish the
impact of your writing. By actively working to identify and revise passive constructions into
active voice, you can craft stories that are more engaging, transparent, and authoritative.
Remember, every journalist's goal is to inform with precision and clarity—embracing active
voice is a vital step toward achieving that goal. Practice, awareness, and continuous
improvement will ensure your writing stands out for its directness and readability,
ultimately serving your audience better.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main focus of the article titled 'Oops! A
Journalist Made A Mistake!'?

The article highlights a journalist's mistake and emphasizes the importance of identifying
and rewriting passive voice sentences for clarity.



Why is it important to rewrite sentences from passive
to active voice?

Rewriting sentences from passive to active voice improves clarity, makes the writing more
engaging, and helps readers understand who is performing the action.

Can you provide an example of a sentence written in
passive voice and its active voice rewrite?

Passive: The report was written by the journalist. Active: The journalist wrote the report.

What are some common signs that a sentence is in
passive voice?

Common signs include the use of the verb 'to be' (is, was, were) followed by a past
participle, and the subject receiving the action rather than performing it.

How can journalists improve their writing to avoid
passive voice mistakes?

Journalists can review their sentences to identify passive constructions and practice
rewriting them in active voice for more direct and impactful communication.

What tools or methods can help in identifying passive
voice in writing?

Grammar checkers, writing software, and manual review focusing on sentence structure
can help identify passive voice constructions.

Why did the journalist's mistake in using passive voice
matter in the context of the article?

Using passive voice can obscure who is responsible for actions, potentially leading to
confusion or misinterpretation, which is critical in journalistic writing that values clarity and
accountability.

Additional Resources
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In the world of journalism, clarity, precision, and engagement are paramount. However,
even seasoned writers can sometimes fall into the trap of passive voice, which can obscure
meaning, weaken the impact of a story, or make sentences unnecessarily convoluted.
Recognizing and correcting passive constructions is essential for crafting compelling,
straightforward narratives. In this guide, we will explore the pitfalls of passive voice,



analyze example paragraphs, and provide a step-by-step approach to rewriting them in
active voice for clearer communication.

Understanding Passive Voice in Journalism
What Is Passive Voice?

Passive voice occurs when the subject of a sentence receives the action instead of
performing it. Typically, passive sentences are constructed with a form of the verb "to be"
followed by a past participle, often accompanied by the agent introduced with "by." For
example:

- Passive: The report was written by the journalist.
- Active: The journalist wrote the report.

Why Is Passive Voice a Concern for Journalists?
While passive voice isn't inherently wrong, overusing it can lead to several issues:

- Lack of Clarity: Readers may find passive sentences ambiguous or harder to understand.

- Reduced Engagement: Active sentences are more direct and lively, keeping readers
interested.

- Vague Attribution: It can obscure who is responsible for an action, which is particularly
problematic in investigative or accountability journalism.

- Wordiness: Passive constructions often require more words, which can dilute the message.

Common Scenarios Where Passive Voice Creeps Into Journalism

Before diving into rewriting techniques, it's helpful to recognize typical instances where
passive voice appears:

1. Describing Events: "The event was organized by the community center."

2. Attributing Actions: "Mistakes were made during the investigation.”

3. Reporting Findings: "The data was analyzed by the research team."

4. Quoting Sources: Sometimes, quotes are embedded in passive constructions, like "It was
stated by the spokesperson that..."

Analyzing Example Paragraphs

Let's examine some example paragraphs written in passive voice, identify the issues, and
explore how to rewrite them in active voice.

Example Paragraph 1 (Passive Voice)



The city council's decision was announced yesterday by the mayor. The new policy was
approved after hours of debate. Several community members expressed concerns during
the meeting.

Issues ldentified:

- The first sentence passively reports who announced the decision.

- The second sentence uses "was approved," which is passive and less engaging.

- The third sentence is active but could be more direct.

Rewritten in Active Voice:

Yesterday, the mayor announced the city council's decision. After hours of debate, the

council approved the new policy. During the meeting, several community members
expressed concerns.

Example Paragraph 2 (Passive Voice)

The survey results were released by the research institute last week. It was found that the
majority of respondents favored the new regulations. Many participants had concerns about
the potential economic impact.

Issues ldentified:

- The first sentence is passive and lacks immediacy.

- The second sentence uses "It was found," which is vague and indirect.

- The third sentence is active but can be more concise.

Rewritten in Active Voice:

Last week, the research institute released the survey results. The data shows that the

majority of respondents favor the new regulations. Many participants expressed concerns
about the potential economic impact.

The Step-by-Step Process to Rewrite Passive Voice

Transforming passive voice into active voice might seem daunting at first, but following a
structured approach makes it manageable.

Step 1: Identify the Subject, Verb, and Object

- Passive: The report was written by the journalist.
- Active: The journalist wrote the report.

Tip: Look for the "by" phrase, which often indicates the doer of the action.

Step 2: Determine the Doer of the Action



Find who is performing the action. If this information is missing or vague, consider who it
should be or add it if necessary.

Step 3: Reorder the Sentence

Make the doer of the action the subject of the sentence. Then, follow with the verb and the
object.

Step 4: Simplify and Clarify

Remove unnecessary words and focus on clarity. Use strong, direct verbs to make
sentences more lively.

Practical Tips for Writers

- Start with Active Voice: When drafting, aim to write in active voice from the beginning.

- Use Tools and Software: Many writing tools highlight passive constructions, making them
easier to identify.

- Read Aloud: Passive sentences often sound awkward or verbose when read aloud.

- Seek Feedback: Editors and peers can help spot passive voice and suggest improvements.
- Prioritize Clarity: Always ask yourself if the sentence clearly communicates who is doing
what.

When Passive Voice Is Appropriate

While active voice is generally preferred in journalism, there are situations where passive
voice can be justified:

- When the agent is unknown or irrelevant: "The documents were stolen."

- To emphasize the action or event over the actor: "The award was received with great
fanfare."

- In scientific or technical writing: Sometimes, passive constructions are standard to focus
on processes or results.

Always evaluate whether passive voice adds value or diminishes clarity before using it.

Final Thoughts: Striking the Right Balance

Mastering the art of writing in active voice enhances the quality of journalistic storytelling.
While passive voice can be a useful tool in specific contexts, overreliance on it can weaken
your narrative. By practicing identification and rewriting techniques, journalists can ensure
their stories are clear, engaging, and authoritative.

Remember: The goal is to communicate effectively. Clear, active sentences help your
audience understand and stay engaged with your reporting.



Summary Checklist for Rewriting Passive to Active

- [ 1 Identify sentences with passive constructions.
- [ 1 Find the doer of the action.

- [ 1 Make the doer the subject of the sentence.

- [ ] Use strong, active verbs.

- [ ] Remove unnecessary words or phrases.

- [ 1 Read aloud to ensure clarity and engagement.

By applying these principles and techniques, you can transform passive voice-laden
paragraphs into compelling, straightforward narratives that captivate your readers and
uphold journalistic integrity.
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