THE PASSIVE VOICE

The use of the passive voice has an effect on the listener. The receiving object, which is now the subject, is emphasised, while the agent is given less emphasis (or can even be omitted). The passive can therefore be useful for the following two reasons:

1. Avoiding responsibility: to deliberately avoid mentioning the agent or to de-emphasise their importance, thereby manipulating the way the listener receives the information. The agent is no longer so responsible for the event or situation.
2. Describing a process: often in scientific or academic descriptions of processes the focus is on the object and action so that the agent is left in the background. This may be because the agent is unimportant or obvious or because the description aims to sound objective by removing the usual emphasis on the ‘doer’. Sometimes news reports describe news events in this way with this aim of sounding objective and impartial, however sometimes they are simply biased and using the passive to diminish the responsibility of an involved party.
3. Focus on the receiver:
So, let’s practice some of the situations where you could use the passive:
1. Avoiding responsibility

a) Role-play a boss speaking to a lazy worker. The boss asks the questions below and the lazy worker must respond using the passive voice to avoid taking personal responsibility for the problem.
	AT AN OFFICE

	1. Where are the letters I gave you to work on yesterday?
	2. Is the coffee ready? And where are the donuts?

	3. Do the employees have their pay checks yet?
	4. Did you cancel my appointment with Dr. Lee?

	5. Where is today's mail?
	6. The office looks a little messy this morning.

	7. Who mailed that package to Chicago yesterday?
	8. I'd like to see the reports I gave you yesterday.


	AT A RESTAURANT

	1. Are the tables set up for lunch?
	2. Why are the water glasses still dirty?

	3. The guests at table 5 need their check.
	4. Where are the dinner salads?

	5. The guests at table 3 don't have any water or menus.
	6. The guests at table 9 have nothing to drink.

	7. Why is it so hot in here?!
	8. There's no coffee ready.


	AT A ZOO

	1. There's no water in the monkey cages.
	2. The tiger needs some food.

	3. Why is there so much poop in the elephant area?
	4. The popcorn machine is broken.

	5. The cages are very dirty this morning!
	6. We need some mice and rats for the snake.

	7. Why is the giraffe walking freely throughout the zoo?
	8. I'd like to see the repainted sign for the baboon area please.


	AT A HOTEL

	1. Why are the beds still messy?
	2. There are no towels in room 17.

	3. Could I see last night's receipts please?
	4. The room keys aren't organized.

	5. Why is it so cold in here?
	6. The hall carpet is very dirty.

	7. How much soap did you order last week?
	8. How many postcards did you put in each room for the guests?


b) Now imagine you are a company spokesperson. An accident has occurred at one of your company’s factories. You have to give a press conference about the accident. Below are the details for the press briefing prepared in the active voice. You should change it into the passive voice so that your company and its staff sound less culpable! 
· Earlier today, our plant manager discovered a chemical leak from one of our storage vats.

· The supervisor of the morning shift accidentally opened a pipe.

· Employees released a chemical that went into the Northwoods River, and unfortunately, the chemical has contaminated the river.

· Our experts believe this happened because our factory safety team had not inspected the pipes for quite some time.

· We made a mistake. Our mistake has already killed many fish. We expect this error will cause many trees around the river to die also.

· Our managers are investigating the situation further and our board of directors is discussing the situation. I will tell you more as I find it out.

· For the moment, we advise you not to swim or fish in the river.
2. Describing a process

a) The following description of how to make popcorn is in the active voice. Turn it into the passive voice:
Popcorn is something you often eat when you watch a movie at a cinema. It is very easy to make perfect popcorn if follow the correct procedure. 

First, put three tablespoons of oil in a large pot. Then, heat the oil on a high flame until one kernel of popcorn pops when you drop it into the hot oil. Now, pour a quarter cup of popcorn into the pot and cover the pot with a lid. Reduce the flame and gently shake the pot. Continue shaking until the corn has popped. Finally, empty the popcorn into a large bowl and add melted butter and salt. 

As you can see making popcorn is very simple if you follow the steps above. Enjoy your movie! 
Now think of another process you could describe. Here are some ideas:

· at home: how your favourite dish is cooked. How fresh orange juice is made. How to add memory to your computer. How to make popcorn. 

· how a particular report is compiled or process carried out at work.

· how a manufacturing process works e.g. making paper, making glass, recycling, fresh fruit or vegetable cultivation.

· historical processes - things that happened in the past e.g. Italian unification, the building of the pyramids, Argentine independence..

· Other ideas: giving blood, changing a tyre, getting a drivers licence, getting married, renewing your passport.

taken from: http://www.admc.hct.ac.ae/hd1/english/process/index.htm
b) Sounding objective/ impartial when giving information
Think of a recent news story that interested you or look at the link below for some inspiration. Make a list of the key events and then present the news story using the passive as much as possible. You may also use some of the structures below to help you sound impartial.
(For some inspiration you could have a look at the BBC’s words in the news): http://www.bbc.co.uk/worldservice/learningenglish/language/index.shtml
It is thought that....he carries a gun 

It is said that.... he is 25 years old
It is believed that..... 

He is thought to....be 25 years old
The man is said to.... carry a gun
He is believed to....have robbed three banks

Notice the different forms:

It is said, believed etc. + that + clause

He, the man, etc. (the subject) is said, believed, etc. + to + infinitive or perfect infinitive
Now try retelling your news story again (or a different news story) and this time use these structures to make the report sound very impersonal. 
3. Focus on the receiver: 

Sometimes we want to highlight the ‘receiver’ of the action. This may be because we consider the ‘receiver’ very important and want to convey this importance.

Imagine you are a travel agent and need to present a wealthy customer with the plan for his personalised luxury holiday. First of all think about what will be included in the holiday. Now present the holiday plan and try to keep the customer as the subject of the sentence as much as possible.

E.g. you will be met at the airport by our representative and driven to your hotel where you will receive a glass of champagne to welcome you....

.


