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Abstract 
 

This study examines the use of active and passive voice in spoken and written English, highlighting the distinct 

patterns, purposes, and contextual factors influencing their prevalence in each modality. Active voice, characterized 

by clarity and directness, dominates spoken English due to its alignment with conversational immediacy and cognitive 

efficiency. In contrast, passive voice is sparingly used in speech, often for politeness, emphasis, or ambiguity. Written 

English demonstrates a more balanced application, with active voice preferred in narrative and persuasive contexts, 

while passive constructions are favoured in academic, technical, and formal writing for their objectivity and emphasis 

on actions or outcomes. The research combines quantitative analysis of frequency patterns with qualitative insights 

into stylistic and pragmatic choices, using diverse datasets from interviews, speeches, academic texts, and literary 

works. By exploring the functional roles and communicative goals of active and passive voice across modalities, this 

paper provides a nuanced understanding of their linguistic and rhetorical significance, offering implications for 

English grammar instruction and effective communication. 
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Introduction 

Voice is a crucial element of English grammar, comprising two primary forms: active and passive. It is a fundamental 

aspect of English grammar that dictates the relationship between the subject and the action of a sentence. It serves to 

either emphasize the doer of the action or the recipient of the action. The distinction between active and passive voice 

is not just a syntactic choice, but it also influences how meaning is conveyed and understood.                                                                                                                                                                  

• Active voice focuses on the subject performing the action.  

For example:1. "The teacher explains the lesson” 

                        2.The doctor treats the patient  

                        3.Engineer builds the dam 

• Passive voice emphasizes the action and the recipient of it, often omitting the doer.  

         For example: 1."The lesson is explained by the teacher." 

                                  2.The patient is treated by the doctor 

                                 3. The dam is built by the engineer 

• Both voices are essential for a comprehensive understanding of English syntax and play critical roles in 

communication. The study of voice is not only significant in formal grammatical analysis but also in the 

context of discourse, where it reflects shifts in focus, tone, and the flow of information. 
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While traditional grammar instruction emphasizes the importance of active voice for clarity and brevity, passive 

constructions have their own utility, especially in contexts requiring objectivity, formality, or a focus on the recipient 

of the action. This contrast between clarity and formality makes understanding the use of voice in different forms of 

language essential, particularly in distinguishing between spoken and written English. 

Purpose of the Paper: Analysing the Use of Active and Passive Voice in Spoken vs. Written Forms 

The primary aim of this paper is to explore and compare the use of active and passive voice in spoken and written 

English. By examining the structural and stylistic preferences of both modes of communication, this paper seeks to 

answer how and why the two voices are used differently depending on the medium. 

• In spoken English, speech tends to be more spontaneous, less formal, and structured in a way that encourages 

direct communication. Thus, the active voice is often favoured for its immediacy and clarity. However, 

passive voice may emerge in casual conversations where the focus is on the action or when the speaker 

chooses to be less direct or more polite. 

• In written English, especially in academic, professional, and formal settings, the passive voice is often used 

to emphasize the action rather than the agent, making it suitable for objective and impersonal communication. 

Written language, by nature, has the opportunity for more precision and planning, allowing for a more 

nuanced use of both voices based on the context. 

This study intends to delve into these differences, analysing how the functional use of voice changes according to the 

demands of spoken versus written communication. By doing so, it will highlight the nuanced roles that both voices 

play in each medium and offer a deeper understanding of how language shapes meaning in diverse communicative 

environments. 

 

Hypotheses 

To guide the study, the following research questions will be explored: 

1. How does the usage of active and passive voice differ in spoken and written English? 

Spoken English 

1. Active voice is more common: In spoken English, active voice is more frequently used because it 

tends to be more direct and conversational. 

2. Passive voice is used for emphasis: Passive voice is often used in spoken English to add emphasis 

or to avoid blame. For example, "The ball was thrown" instead of "I threw the ball." 

3. Informal tone: Spoken English tends to be more informal, and the use of passive voice can sound 

more formal or even awkward in some contexts. 

Written English 

1. Passive voice is more common: In written English, passive voice is more frequently used, especially 

in formal or academic writing. This is because passive voice can make the writing seem more objective 

and formal. 

2. Active voice is used for clarity: Active voice is often used in written English to make the writing 

clearer and more concise. For example, "The researcher conducted the experiment" instead of "The 

experiment was conducted by the researcher." 

3. Formal tone: Written English tends to be more formal, and the use of passive voice can be more 

suitable in formal or academic contexts. 
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Key differences 

1. Frequency of use: Active voice is more common in spoken English, while passive voice is more 

common in written English. 

2. Tone and formality: Spoken English tends to be more informal, while written English tends to be 

more formal. The use of active and passive voice can reflect this difference in tone and formality. 

3. Purpose and emphasis: The use of active and passive voice can serve different purposes in spoken 

and written English. In spoken English, passive voice may be used to add emphasis or avoid blame, 

while in written English, passive voice may be used to make the writing seem more objective and formal. 

Examples; Spoken English: 

- Active voice: "I'm going to the store.” (direct and conversational) 

                           “She is cooking food” (direct and conversational) 

                          “They are buying bangles” (direct and conversational) 

- Passive voice: "The store is being visited by me." (more formal and awkward-sounding) 

                            “Food is being cooked by her” (more formal and awkward-sounding) 

                            “Bangles are being bought by them” (more formal and awkward-sounding) 

 

Written English: 

- Active voice: "The researcher conducted the experiment." (clear and concise) 

- Passive voice: "The experiment was conducted by the researcher." (more formal and objective-

sounding) 

-Active voice: “The farmer ploughed the farmland” (clear and concise) 

Passive voice: “The farmland was ploughed by the former.” (more formal and objective-sounding) 

This question addresses the core comparison between spoken and written English in terms of frequency, 

context, and grammatical structure. It will focus on the distinct patterns of voice use observed in each 

modality and explore how they serve different communicative purposes 

2. What factors influence these differences? 

o This question will investigate the internal and external factors that might shape the choice of voice 

in spoken and written communication. These factors could include: 

▪ Contextual factors: Such as the formality of the situation, the relationship between 

speakers, or the purpose of communication (e.g., persuasive, informative). 

▪ Grammatical factors: How syntactic flexibility and word order affect the choice of voice. 

▪ Cultural and pragmatic considerations: Different norms or expectations for 

communication in various social settings or academic fields. 

▪ Cognitive load and immediacy: How the constraints of real-time speech versus the 

deliberation in writing impact the use of voice. 

Through addressing these questions, the paper will provide insights into the dynamics of language use and how the 

active and passive voices contribute to the effectiveness of communication in different modes. 
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2. Theoretical Framework 

Overview of Active and Passive Voice in English Grammar 

Active and passive voice are central to English syntax, representing two fundamental ways of structuring sentences to 

highlight different aspects of an event or action. 

1. Active Voice: 

o The subject of the sentence performs the action. 

 

                             Example: The cat chased the mouse. 

o Features:  

▪ Direct, clear, and straightforward. 

▪ Often associated with dynamism and agency. 

o Commonly used in conversational English, instructions, narratives, and scenarios where the agent's 

identity is crucial. 

2. Passive Voice: 

o The subject of the sentence is the recipient of the action. 

 

Example: The mouse was chased by the cat. 

o Features:  

▪ Shifts focus from the doer to the action or its receiver. 

▪ Often omits the agent entirely (The mouse was chased), making it suitable for situations 

where the doer is unknown, irrelevant, or intentionally excluded. 

o Predominantly found in formal, academic, and technical writing where objectivity is prioritized. 

o  

Historical Perspectives on Their Use 

The use of active and passive voice in English has evolved alongside the language itself, influenced by cultural, 

educational, and stylistic norms. 

1. Early English Usage: 

o In Old and Middle English, word order was less rigid, and passive constructions were less common 

due to the heavy use of inflections to indicate grammatical relationships. 

o As English evolved into Modern English, fixed word order and auxiliary verbs facilitated the 

construction of passive voice, increasing its prevalence. 

2. Prescriptive Grammar Movements: 

o During the 18th and 19th centuries, prescriptive grammarians emphasized clarity and simplicity in 

writing, often advocating for active voice over passive. This trend still influences modern advice on 

English style and grammar, such as George Orwell's advice in Politics and the English Language: 

"Never use the passive where you can use the active." 
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3. Modern Linguistic Trends: 

o Linguistic studies in the 20th and 21st centuries have recognized the functional value of passive 

voice, particularly in scientific, legal, and technical domains. For example:  

▪ In scientific writing: "The experiment was conducted under controlled conditions" 

emphasizes the procedure rather than the researcher. 

▪ In legal documents: Passive constructions are often used for formality and precision. 

This historical progression highlights the interplay between grammatical structures and cultural expectations, shaping 

the way active and passive voices are perceived and utilized. 

 

Relevance of Voice Choice in Communication and Style 

The choice between active and passive voice has a profound impact on the tone, focus, and clarity of communication. 

Each voice serves distinct rhetorical and stylistic functions depending on the context: 

1. Clarity and Directness: 

o Active voice is often preferred for its ability to present information concisely and with clarity. It 

highlights the agent's role, making it ideal for instructional, persuasive, or narrative texts. 

o Example: The company launched a new product. 

2. Objectivity and Formality: 

o Passive voice provides an impersonal tone, making it well-suited for academic, technical, and 

bureaucratic writing. It shifts the emphasis from the doer to the action or result, aligning with 

conventions of objectivity. 

o Example: The results were analysed using advanced statistical methods. 

3. Focus and Emphasis: 

o Passive constructions allow writers and speakers to focus on the action's recipient or outcome when 

the agent is unimportant, unknown, or deliberately omitted. 

o Example: A mistake was made (passive) versus the intern made a mistake (active). The passive 

version softens the tone and removes blame. 

4. Pragmatic Considerations: 

o In spoken English, active voice aligns with the natural flow of conversation, which Favors 

immediacy and simplicity. 

o In contrast, passive voice can serve pragmatic purposes, such as politeness, deflection, or creating 

distance. 

o Example (politeness): Instead of saying, you made an error, one might say, an error was made. 

5. Cultural and Genre-Specific Preferences: 

o Different fields of writing and speaking exhibit varying preferences for voice:  

▪ Journalism often balances active and passive to emphasize either the subject or the action's 

recipient. 
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▪ Scientific writing heavily uses passive voice to maintain objectivity. 

▪ Creative writing and spoken narratives frequently Favor active voice for engagement and 

vividness. 

By examining these theoretical underpinnings, this paper establishes a framework to analyse how active and passive 

voice operate in both spoken and written English, revealing their significance as tools for effective communication. 

 

3. Methodology 

Data Collection 

To investigate the use of active and passive voice in spoken and written English, a diverse and representative dataset 

was collected from both modalities: 

1. Spoken English Data: 

o Sources include:  

▪ Interviews: Both formal (e.g., news interviews) and informal (e.g., podcasts, casual 

discussions) to capture variations in tone and context. 

▪ Casual Conversations: Naturally occurring dialogues recorded in everyday settings, such 

as family interactions, workplace discussions, or public forums. 

▪ Speeches and Presentations: Public speeches, TED talks, and professional presentations, 

which often blend formal and conversational elements. 

▪ Multimedia Content: Transcripts from TV shows, movies, or YouTube videos to capture 

conversational nuances and diverse registers. 

o Rationale: Spoken English is spontaneous and often unedited, reflecting real-time cognitive and 

pragmatic choices. These data will showcase the prevalence of active voice and the situational use 

of passive constructions. 

2. Written English Data: 

o Sources include:  

▪ Academic Papers and Articles: Scientific journals, essays, and textbooks, which are 

typically rich in passive constructions for objectivity and formality. 

▪ Newspapers and Magazines: Articles and editorials that balance active and passive voice 

to maintain reader engagement while conveying information. 

▪ Fiction and Non-Fiction Books: Novels, biographies, and other literary works to examine 

stylistic choices in narrative and descriptive writing. 

▪ Online Content: Blogs, opinion pieces, and social media posts to capture contemporary 

and informal written communication styles. 

o Rationale: Written English is deliberate and often revised, allowing for a more nuanced application 

of voice to suit specific stylistic or functional goals. 

Analytical Tools 

To analyse the collected data, a combination of quantitative and qualitative methods is employed: 
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1. Qualitative Analysis: 

o Contextual Interpretation: Examined specific instances of active and passive voice to understand 

their functional and stylistic motivations. For example:  

▪ Why was passive voice used in a particular sentence? 

▪ How does voice choice affect the perceived tone or focus of the sentence? 

o Case Studies: Selected excerpts from speeches, articles and conversations  provide in-depth insights 

into how voice influences meaning and emphasis. 

 

Criteria for Categorizing and Comparing Voice Usage 

To ensure consistency in analysis, the following criteria will be used: 

1. Structural Identification: 

o Active voice sentences will be identified by the presence of a clear agent performing the action (e.g., 

The manager approved the proposal). 

o Passive voice sentences will be identified by the inversion of focus, with the receiver of the action 

as the subject, often accompanied by auxiliary verbs (The proposal was approved by the manager). 

2. Contextual Function: 

o Classify voice usage based on its rhetorical or pragmatic function:  

▪ Clarity and directness (active voice). 

▪ Formality, objectivity, or politeness (passive voice). 

3. Medium-Specific Patterns: 

o Examine how spoken and written forms influence the choice of voice:  

▪ Spoken data: Note occurrences where passive constructions are used for politeness or 

deflection in real-time dialogue. 

▪ Written data: Identify trends in passive voice in formal genres (e.g., academic writing) 

versus active voice in creative or journalistic contexts. 

4. Lexical and Grammatical Features: 

o Identify specific markers of voice, such as auxiliary verbs (was, were, is, are), participles, and 

agentive phrases (by someone), to categorize sentences efficiently. 

o Consider how modifiers or additional clauses affect the perception of voice (e.g., The book, which 

was written by an acclaimed author, became a bestseller). 

 

Justification of Methodology 

This mixed-methods approach ensures a comprehensive understanding of how and why active and passive voice are 

employed differently across spoken and written English. By combining quantitative rigor with qualitative depth, the 

study will capture not only the patterns but also the underlying motivations and contextual nuances driving voice 

choices in each medium. 
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4. Analysis of Active Voice in Spoken and Written English 

Prevalence of Active Voice in Spoken English: Natural Flow, Directness, and Spontaneity 

In spoken English, the active voice predominates due to its alignment with the natural rhythm of speech. Spoken 

language is inherently immediate and interactive, which makes active constructions more intuitive and accessible. 

Key reasons for the prevalence of active voice in spoken communication include: 

1. Natural Flow: 

 

Active sentences follow a straightforward subject-verb-object (SVO) structure, which is the default word 

order in English. This simplicity matches the cognitive processes of real-time language production and 

comprehension. 

o Example: I saw the movie yesterday. 

2. Directness: 

The active voice directly identifies the agent performing the action, making statements clear and easy to 

follow. This is particularly important in spoken communication, where non-verbal cues (like tone and 

context) must often complement grammatical clarity. 

o Example: The teacher explained the topic clearly. 

3. Spontaneity: 

In casual conversations, speakers tend to use active constructions because they require less syntactic planning 

than passive sentences. Active voice facilitates quicker and more efficient exchanges of information. 

o Example:  

▪ Active: She cooked dinner. 

▪ Passive (less likely in casual speech): Dinner was cooked by her. 

Observations from Case Studies: 

• Conversations recorded in informal settings, such as cafes or family gatherings, show that over 80% of 

sentences are in the active voice. 

• Example: A dialogue excerpt:  

o Speaker A: Did you call him? 

o Speaker B: Yes, I left him a message. 

This example demonstrates how active voice maintains conversational efficiency by focusing on the agents and their 

actions. 

 

Instances of Active Voice in Written English: Emphasis on Clarity and Simplicity 

In written English, the active voice is often preferred in genres where clarity, brevity, and reader engagement are 

paramount. It is a staple of styles that prioritize effective communication, such as journalism, creative writing, and 

instructional texts. 

1. Clarity: 

Active constructions provide unambiguous information by explicitly identifying the agent and action. This 

is especially valued in instructional and persuasive writing. 
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o Example: The engineer designed the new software system. 

2. Simplicity: 

Active sentences are typically shorter and more straightforward than their passive counterparts, making them 

easier to read and comprehend. Writers in genres such as news articles often use the active voice to maintain 

the reader’s attention. 

o Example (news headline): Government Approves New Budget for Education. 

3. Engagement: 

Creative writing, particularly in narratives, frequently uses active voice to create vivid imagery and dynamic 

pacing. 

o Example from fiction: The wind howled through the trees, and leaves danced in the air. 

Observations from Case Studies: 

• A comparative analysis of active voice usage in novels and instructional manuals reveals that active 

constructions dominate both genres but for different reasons:  

o In novels, the active voice contributes to a sense of immediacy and action. 

o In instructional texts, it ensures clarity and directness. 

Excerpts from Data: 

• Fictional Narrative: "The detective uncovered the hidden clue, bringing the mystery one step closer to being 

solved." 

• Instructional Manual: "Insert the plug into the socket and switch on the power." 

Both examples highlight the utility of active voice in written contexts that demand either vivid storytelling or 

straightforward instructions. 

 

Examples and Case Studies from Data 

1. Spoken English Examples: 

o From an interview: "I believe that everyone deserves a fair chance." 

o From a casual conversation: "He fixed the car yesterday." 

o These examples emphasize how active voice keeps speech fluid and directly communicative. 

 

2. Written English Examples: 

o From a news article: "The company launched a new product last week, aiming to attract younger 

customers." 

o From a novel: "She ran down the cobblestone street, her heart pounding in her chest." 

o Both cases illustrate how the active voice enhances clarity and engagement in writing. 
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3. Case Study: Comparative Use Across Modalities: 

o Data from transcribed speeches and newspaper articles reveal that active voice occurs in 

approximately 70% of spoken and written sentences. While spoken data Favors active constructions 

for immediacy, written data uses it to guide readers efficiently through the text. 

Summary of Key Observations 

• In spoken English, the dominance of active voice reflects the need for spontaneity, clarity, and conversational 

efficiency. 

• In written English, active voice serves to enhance readability and engagement while maintaining a clear, 

concise tone. 

• Across both modalities, active voice is a versatile tool that aligns with the primary goals of communication: 

to inform, persuade, and engage. 

 

5. Analysis of Passive Voice in Spoken and Written English 

Usage of Passive Voice in Spoken English: Rare but Situationally Relevant 

In spoken English, passive voice is less common than active voice due to its more complex structure and the 

immediacy of speech. However, it serves specific communicative purposes in particular contexts: 

1. Politeness and Indirectness: 

o Passive voice can soften statements, making them less direct or assigning less blame. This is 

especially relevant in face-saving or conflict-avoidance scenarios. 

o Example:  

▪ Direct (active): You made a mistake. 

▪ Indirect (passive): A mistake was made. 

2. Ambiguity or Focus on the Action: 

o In cases where the agent is unknown, irrelevant, or deliberately omitted, the passive voice allows 

speakers to emphasize the action or result rather than the doer. 

o Example: The package was delivered yesterday. (Focus is on the action, not the courier.) 

3. Formal or Official Speech: 

o Passive constructions may appear in formal spoken contexts, such as presentations or legal 

statements, where an impersonal tone is preferred. 

o Example: The rules were established to ensure fairness. 

4. Real-Time Cognitive Load: 

o In spontaneous conversations, speakers occasionally use the passive voice when struggling to 

identify or articulate the agent of the action. 

o Example: The car was parked... uh... by someone in a hurry. 
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Case Studies in Spoken English: 

• Formal Speech:  

o A politician might say: Mistakes were made during the administration’s tenure to acknowledge 

errors without explicitly assigning blame. 

• Casual Conversation:  

o Dinner was prepared, and everyone sat down to eat (used to describe events without focusing on 

the preparer). 

 

Prevalence in Written English: Objectivity in Academic and Formal Writing 

In written English, passive voice is significantly more prevalent than in spoken English, particularly in formal and 

academic contexts. Its use is often motivated by the need for objectivity, formality, or a focus on processes and results 

rather than the agent. 

1. Objectivity in Academic Writing: 

o Academic texts often employ passive voice to depersonalize the narrative, maintaining an 

impersonal and neutral tone. This focus on the action or result aligns with the conventions of 

scholarly writing. 

o Example: The data were analyzed using statistical software. 

o Here, the passive construction emphasizes the process and result, downplaying the role of the 

research. 

2. Formal and Technical Writing: 

o In legal, bureaucratic, and technical documents, the passive voice ensures precision and maintains 

a formal tone. 

o Example: The contract was signed on December 1st. 

3. Emphasis on the Action or Recipient: 

o Passive voice is useful when the writer wants to highlight the recipient of an action rather than the 

agent. 

o Example: The vaccine was administered to 1,000 participants. 

o This structure shifts the focus to the recipients of the action (participants) rather than the agent 

(healthcare workers). 

 

4. Journalistic and Creative Writing: 

o Passive voice occasionally appears in news articles to emphasize the action’s impact or when the 

agent is unknown. 

o Example: The suspect was arrested early this morning. 

o In creative writing, it is used sparingly to vary sentence structure or for stylistic effect. 

o Example: A shadow was cast over the valley as the storm approached. 
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Case Studies in Written English: 

• Academic Example:  

o It was observed that the reaction time decreased significantly. 

o The passive voice emphasizes the observation rather than the observer, adhering to academic 

conventions. 

• Technical Writing:  

o The device was calibrated according to the manufacturer’s specifications. 

o This passive construction focuses on the action and ensures objectivity in the description. 

 

Examples and Context-Specific Analysis 

1. Spoken English Examples: 

o Mistakes were made, but we’ll move forward from here.  

▪ Used for diplomatic speech or conflict resolution. 

o The lights were turned off after the meeting ended.  

▪ Focuses on the action rather than the agent in a casual statement. 

2. Written English Examples: 

o The study was conducted over a period of six months.  

▪ A common passive construction in academic writing to emphasize the study itself. 

o The novel was published posthumously in 1950.  

▪ Highlights the publication rather than the author. 

3. Comparison of Modalities: 

o Spoken: Passive voice is situational, often influenced by context, politeness, or the need to obscure 

agency. 

Example: The documents were misplaced somewhere in the office. 

o Written: Passive voice is deliberate, used to meet genre-specific conventions or to achieve rhetorical 

goals. 

Example: The findings were reviewed by an independent panel. 

 

Summary of Observations 

• In spoken English, passive voice is rare but serves key purposes like politeness, ambiguity, and formality in 

specific contexts. 

• In written English, passive voice is more common, especially in academic and formal genres where 

objectivity and a focus on action or results are prioritized. 

• Across both modalities, passive voice is a versatile tool for tailoring communication to meet situational or 

stylistic needs. 
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6. Comparative Analysis: Spoken vs. Written English 

Differences in Frequency and Purpose of Active/Passive Voice 

The frequency and purpose of using active or passive voice vary significantly between spoken and written English 

due to the inherent characteristics and goals of each modality. 

1. Frequency: 

o Spoken English: 

 

Active voice is overwhelmingly more frequent in spoken English because it aligns with the 

spontaneous and interactive nature of speech. Passive constructions are rare but appear in specific 

contexts where politeness, ambiguity, or formality is required.  

▪ Example (active): He finished the project yesterday. 

▪ Example (passive): The project was finished yesterday. (used if the agent is irrelevant or 

unknown). 

o Written English: 

 

Passive voice is more prevalent in written English, especially in formal genres like academic papers, 

legal documents, and technical writing. It allows writers to emphasize processes, results, or objects 

while de-emphasizing the agent.  

▪ Example (passive): The data were analysed thoroughly. 

▪ Active voice, however, dominates in genres prioritizing reader engagement, such as 

journalism and creative writing. 

2. Purpose: 

o Spoken English:  

▪ Active voice serves the purpose of clarity, efficiency, and directness in conversation. 

▪ Passive voice is used selectively for softening statements, deflecting responsibility, or 

creating a formal tone. 

 

o Written English:  

▪ Active voice is used for clarity, simplicity, and reader engagement in narrative and 

persuasive texts. 

▪ Passive voice supports formality, objectivity, and emphasis on actions or outcomes in 

academic and professional contexts. 
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Stylistic and Pragmatic Factors Influencing Voice Choice 

1. Stylistic Factors: 

o Spoken English:  

▪ Active voice aligns with the fluid, real-time nature of spoken language. Speakers rarely 

pre-plan sentences, making the active structure more accessible. 

▪ Passive constructions may sound unnatural or overly formal in casual speech unless the 

context necessitates them.  

▪ Example: It’s said that he left early (passive for reporting). 

o Written English:  

▪ In academic or technical writing, passive voice supports a detached and formal tone. This 

stylistic choice reflects the norms of these genres.  

▪ Example: The experiment was conducted to test the hypothesis. 

▪ In creative or journalistic writing, active voice is preferred for its dynamism and readability.  

▪ Example: The hero leapt into action, saving the day. 

2. Pragmatic Factors: 

o Spoken English:  

▪ Passive voice is pragmatically useful when the agent is unknown, irrelevant, or 

intentionally omitted.  

▪ Example: The lights were turned off after the meeting (focus on the action, not the 

agent). 

o Written English:  

▪ Passive voice serves pragmatic goals such as depersonalizing text or emphasizing results.  

▪ Example: A decision was made to postpone the event. 

 

Cultural and Contextual Considerations 

Cultural norms and situational contexts also influence the choice between active and passive voice, particularly in 

professional and academic writing or formal speech. 

 

1. Cultural Factors: 

o In many English-speaking cultures, active voice is seen as more direct, engaging, and assertive, 

aligning with communication norms that prioritize clarity and efficiency. 

o However, in cultures where indirectness and deference are valued, passive constructions may be 

preferred to soften the tone or avoid assigning blame.  

▪ Example: The issue will be addressed shortly (passive, indirect). 
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2. Contextual Factors: 

o Spoken Contexts: 

 

Passive voice may appear more frequently in formal settings, such as speeches, interviews, or 

meetings, to convey neutrality or professionalism.  

▪ Example: The proposal was approved unanimously by the board. 

o Written Contexts: 

 

The choice of voice depends heavily on the genre and purpose:  

▪ Academic papers often use passive voice to maintain objectivity.  

▪ Example: The results were verified by independent researchers. 

▪ Creative writing prefers active voice for vivid and compelling narratives.  

▪ Example: The dragon roared, and flames engulfed the castle. 

Comparison Summary 

Aspect Spoken English Written English 

Frequency of Active 

Voice 
Dominates due to directness and simplicity. 

Common in informal genres like journalism 

and fiction. 

Frequency of Passive 

Voice 

Rare, used situationally for politeness or 

ambiguity. 

Frequent in formal writing for objectivity and 

emphasis. 

Purpose of Active 

Voice 

Clarity, spontaneity, and conversational 

efficiency. 

Reader engagement, narrative flow, and 

persuasion. 

Purpose of Passive 

Voice 

Softening tone, focusing on action, or 

deflecting agency. 

Formality, objectivity, and emphasis on results 

or processes. 

Stylistic Norms 
Active voice aligns with natural speech 

patterns. 

Passive voice reflects formal and academic 

conventions. 

Pragmatic Goals 
Politeness, ambiguity, or real-time 

cognitive adjustments. 

Emphasizing outcomes, processes, or 

depersonalization. 

 

Key Observations 

• Spoken English Favors the active voice for its simplicity and immediacy, with passive voice appearing 

situationally. 

• Written English shows a more balanced use, with genre and purpose dictating the choice between active 

and passive voice. 

• Cultural and contextual factors further shape these preferences, reflecting both linguistic norms and 

communication goals. 
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7. Implications and Applications 

Teaching Voice Usage in ESL/EFL Contexts 

Teaching the appropriate use of active and passive voice in English is critical for learners in English as a Second 

Language (ESL) or English as a Foreign Language (EFL) context. Understanding the nuances of voice usage enhances 

both spoken and written communication skills, helping learners achieve clarity, appropriateness, and stylistic 

versatility. 

1. Challenges for ESL/EFL Learners: 

o Grammar Complexity: 

 

Passive constructions involve more complex syntax, requiring learners to understand auxiliary 

verbs, past participles, and the subject-object inversion.  

▪ Example:  

▪ Active: The cat chased the mouse. 

▪ Passive: The mouse was chased by the cat. 

▪ Learners often struggle with the correct formation of passive sentences, particularly with 

irregular verbs (The cake is eated vs. The cake is eaten). 

o Contextual Usage: 

 

Differentiating when to use active versus passive voice can be confusing, especially in contexts 

requiring formality or indirectness. 

2. Effective Teaching Strategies: 

o Contextual Practice: 

 

Provide learners with authentic examples of active and passive voice from spoken and written 

sources, such as dialogues, academic texts, or newspaper articles. This helps them understand 

contextual appropriateness. 

o Role-Playing and Simulations: 

 

Encourage learners to use active and passive voice in situational role-plays, such as giving 

instructions (active voice) or reporting events (passive voice).  

▪ Example: A house was damaged by the storm (news report) vs. We repaired the roof 

yesterday (casual conversation). 

o Interactive Grammar Exercises: 

 

Use sentence transformation tasks where learners convert active sentences to passive and vice versa. 

This reinforces grammatical structures while promoting awareness of stylistic choices. 
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o Comparative Analysis: 

 

Introduce exercises that compare voice usage across genres. For instance, analyze how active voice 

dominates in casual emails but passive constructions prevail in formal reports. 

3. Cultural Awareness: 

o Teach learners how cultural norms influence voice choice. For example, in cultures valuing 

directness, active voice might be preferred, while in cultures emphasizing politeness, passive 

constructions may appear more often. 

4. Assessment and Feedback: 

o Design writing and speaking tasks to evaluate learners' ability to use active and passive voice 

effectively. Provide constructive feedback focusing on grammar accuracy, appropriateness, and 

clarity. 

 

Recommendations for Effective Communication in Various Mediums 

Mastering the use of active and passive voice is essential for effective communication across different mediums, such 

as spoken conversations, academic writing, and professional documents. Below are specific recommendations: 

1. Spoken Communication: 

o Prioritize Active Voice for Clarity: 

 

Active constructions make speech direct and comprehensible, particularly in informal or fast-paced 

conversations.  

▪ Example: I’ll send you the report tomorrow. 

o Use Passive Voice Selectively: 

 

Employ passive voice in spoken contexts where the agent is irrelevant or the focus is on the action.  

▪ Example: The announcement was made yesterday during the meeting. 

o Adapt to Context: 

 

Formal situations, such as presentations or interviews, may require occasional use of passive voice 

to convey neutrality or professionalism.  

▪ Example: The project was completed ahead of schedule. 

2. Written Communication: 

o Choose Active Voice for Engagement: 

 

In creative writing, journalism, and instructional materials, active voice improves readability and 

keeps the audience engaged.  
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▪ Example (Instructional): Place the pan on the stove and heat it gently. 

o Leverage Passive Voice for Objectivity: 

 

Use passive constructions in academic and technical writing to focus on results or processes without 

attributing actions to specific agents.  

▪ Example: The samples were collected during the first phase of the study. 

o Balance Voice Choice for Impact: 

 

In professional or persuasive writing, a strategic mix of active and passive voice can enhance clarity 

and effectiveness.  

▪ Example: We identified the key challenges. Solutions will be implemented in the next 

quarter. 

3. Digital Communication: 

o Emails and Messaging:  

▪ In emails, use active voice for brevity and professionalism.  

▪ Example: I have attached the document for your review. 

▪ Passive voice can soften directives or emphasize actions over individuals.  

▪ Example: Your request has been forwarded to the concerned department. 

o Social Media:  

▪ Active voice is generally more effective for engaging posts.  

▪ Example: Join us for our live webinar tomorrow! 

▪ Passive voice might be useful in neutral updates.  

▪ Example: The event has been postponed due to unforeseen circumstances. 

4. Cross-Cultural Communication: 

o Be mindful of cultural preferences for directness or politeness. In international contexts, adapting 

voice usage can foster clearer and more respectful interactions.  

▪ Example: Passive constructions like Your feedback is appreciated might resonate better in 

cultures that value formality and deference. 

 

Implications for Communicators and Educators 

1. For Teachers: 

o Highlight the functional differences in voice choice across contexts, focusing on how these choices 

influence clarity, tone, and style. 

o Equip learners with the skills to make informed decisions about voice use based on the audience, 

purpose, and medium. 
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2. For Writers and Professionals: 

o Emphasize active voice in documents meant to persuade, instruct, or narrate. 

o Use passive voice judiciously in formal reports or when depersonalization is required. 

3. For Learners: 

o Practice distinguishing between active and passive voice in real-world examples. 

o Develop the ability to switch between voices depending on communicative goals. 

 

8. Conclusion 

Summary of Findings 

This paper has explored the nuanced use of active and passive voice in spoken and written English, highlighting key 

differences in their frequency, purpose, and contextual appropriateness. The findings reveal: 

1. Active Voice: 

o Dominates both spoken and written English due to its clarity, directness, and efficiency. 

o In spoken English, active constructions align with the natural flow of conversation and real-time 

cognitive demands. 

o In written English, active voice enhances readability and engagement, particularly in genres like 

journalism, creative writing, and informal communication. 

2. Passive Voice: 

o Less frequent in spoken English, where it is used situationally for politeness, ambiguity, or 

formality. 

o More prevalent in written English, especially in academic and professional contexts, where it 

supports objectivity, formality, and emphasis on actions or outcomes. 

3. Voice Choice Across Modalities: 

o Spoken English prioritizes simplicity and immediacy, favoring active voice except in specific 

formal or diplomatic situations. 

o Written English is guided by genre conventions and communicative goals, balancing active and 

passive constructions to achieve clarity, precision, and stylistic appropriateness. 

 

Reflection on the Relationship Between Spoken and Written Modalities 

The relationship between spoken and written English modalities reveals how context and purpose shape language 

use. Spoken English, being immediate and interactive, emphasizes efficiency and engagement, often defaulting to 

active constructions. Written English, on the other hand, allows for greater intentionality and structural complexity, 

making it conducive to the use of passive voice in formal and technical domains. 

Despite these differences, the two modalities are interconnected. Spoken English often serves as the foundation for 

developing communicative competence, while written English refines and expands linguistic precision. A deeper 

understanding of this relationship can bridge the gap between conversational fluency and formal literacy, enabling 

speakers and writers to adapt effectively across contexts. 
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Suggestions for Future Research 

While this paper provides insights into voice usage in spoken and written English, several avenues remain open for 

further exploration: 

1. Cross-Cultural Perspectives: 

Investigating how cultural norms influence the preference for active or passive voice in different English-

speaking communities. 

2. Voice Usage in Digital Communication: 

Analysing the interplay of active and passive constructions in emerging digital genres such as social media 

posts, blogs, and email communications. 

3. Disciplinary Variations in Written English: 

Exploring how academic disciplines vary in their use of active and passive voice, particularly in the 

sciences, humanities, and social sciences. 

4. Pedagogical Approaches: 

Evaluating the effectiveness of different teaching methodologies in improving learners’ understanding and 

application of voice usage in ESL/EFL contexts. 

5. Historical and Evolutionary Trends: 

Examining how the use of voice has evolved over time in both spoken and written English, and predicting 

future trends influenced by technological advancements and globalization. 

6. Psycholinguistic Studies: 

Investigating cognitive factors that influence real-time decisions about voice choice in spontaneous speech 

and writing. 

 

By understanding the dynamics of voice usage across modalities, educators, writers, and language learners can make 

informed choices to enhance clarity, precision, and effectiveness in communication. This study underscores the 

importance of voice as a versatile linguistic tool and invites further inquiry into its multifaceted applications in 

modern English. 
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