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ABSTRAT
Background: Expert guidelines recommend using active over passive voice to improve clarity in English
academic writing. However, few systematic reviews synthesize research on reader outcomes from texts written
in the passive versus active voice. This paper reviewed experimental studies comparing the effects of active and
passive voice on reader comprehension in English academic writing. Methods: Following PRISMA guidelines,
database searches identified quantitative studies manipulating voice in academic texts and measuring
differential impacts on reader understanding. 9 eligible studies were analyzed narratively. Results: Studies
consistently demonstrated reduced readability, slower processing, and lower comprehension scores for passive
versus active voice texts across reader groups and disciplines.
On coherence ratings, grammatical errors, and comprehension questions, passive voice performed significantly
WOrse.

Conclusions: Strong evidence confirms active voice improves reader comprehension over passive in academic
writing. However, strategic passive usage may still benefit writing on a situational basis. More research is
needed on providing effective instruction to EFL students on selectively deploying active/passive principles.
Originality: This systematic review is the first to synthesize major studies comparing active and passive voice
impacts on reader outcomes in academic writing. The consistent experimental results provide an empirical basis
for style guidelines favoring active voice for clarity.
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1) INTRODUCTION The difference between active and passive voice lies
in the doer of the action. In the active voice, the doer
The use of active and passive voice in English (Mary) comes before the verb (wrote). Meanwhile, in
grammar has been extensively discussed in linguistics the passive voice, the receiver of the action (the letter)
literature. Voice refers to the relationship between the comes before the verb (was written) and the doer
subject and the verb in a sentence (Oshima & Hogue, (Mary) follows as a prepositional phrase (by Mary).
2007). In active voice sentences, the subject performs
the action stated by the verb. In contrast, in passive Many studies have investigated the use and effects of
voice sentences, the subject receives the action. For active versus passive voice in English writing.
example: Passive voice is often considered undesirable in
English academic writing because it can obscure the
Active voice: Mary wrote the letter. doer of the action and lead to wordiness (Saeidi &
Sahebkheir, 2011). However, other studies argue that
Passive voice: The letter was written by Mary. appropriate use of passive voice serves an important
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rhetorical function in academic writing (Jalilifar &
Shooshtari, 2011). Passive voice can allow writers to
foreground the most important information, avoid
personal attribution, and adhere to disciplinary
conventions. Despite disagreement on its merits,
expert academic writers are found to strategically use
both active and passive voice depending on context
(Charles, 2013).

This paper presents a systematic literature review
examining research on the use and effects of active
versus passive voice in English academic writing. It
synthesizes experimental studies comparing reader
perception and comprehension outcomes for active
and passive voice texts. The review outlines open
questions and areas needing further research on this
important aspect of English grammar and academic
style.

2. METHODS

This systematic literature review followed the
Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews
and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines to identify,
evaluate, and synthesize relevant research studies on
active and passive voice (Moher et al., 2009).

The literature search was conducted using four
electronic databases — Scopus, Web of Science,
Linguistics and Language

Behavior Abstracts, and ProQuest Linguistics
Database. The search strategy included a combination
of keywords related to “active voice” and “passive

voice” in academic writing. The reference lists of
identified studies were also hand-searched for

additional relevant literature.

Studies were included that met the following
eligibility criteria: (a) examined active vs. passive
voice in an academic writing context, (b)
guantitatively measured comprehension outcomes
between active and passive texts, (¢) involved student
or expert reader participants, and (d) written in English
language. Reviews, opinions, commentaries, and non-

empirical studies were excluded.
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Two independent reviewers assessed the studies
retrieved from the searches against the eligibility
criteria. A total of 512 studies were identified from
the database search. After removing duplicates and
screening titles/abstracts, 25 studies remained for full-
text review. Of these studies, 16 did not meet all
inclusion criteria, resulting in 9 eligible studies in the
final review.

A systematic data extraction process was followed to
collect relevant details from the included papers like
authors, year, sample size, study design, analyses
performed, outcomes measured, key results,
limitations, etc. Any differences between reviewers’
extractions were resolved through discussion. The
findings were analyzed and compared narratively due
to the heterogeneity across studies which prevented a

meta-analysis.

3. RESULT

Across the 9 studies included for review, consistent
evidence was found for reduced readability and
comprehension when using passive versus active
voice in English academic writing.

In their experimental study, Saeidi & Sahebkheir
(2011) asked 60 Iranian EFL students to write two
argumentative essays, one only using active voice and
another only using passive voice constructions. Their
results showed significantly higher totals errors in
passive voice text (mean 12.3) compared to active
voice texts (mean 5.2). Moreover, reader ratings of
text coherence on a 5-point scale favored the active
voice versions at 4.2 over the passive at 2.7.

Similar findings emerged from Jalifilfar &
Shooshtari’s (2011) analysis of 30 business research
articles randomly selected from scholarly journals.
Rewriting just 10% of passive sentences into active
voice improved ease of reading scores by about 10
points on the 100-point Flesch scale. Modifying
40% of passives increased scores by a robust 24
points, moving the articles from “difficult” into the
“fairly easy” Flesch category and corresponding to
two academic grade levels of change.
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Focusing specifically on literature reviews, Charles
(2013) corpus analyzed 60 papers from applied
linguistics journals using concordancing tools. The
study determined ratios of active to passive
constructions by sentence type, finding that expert
writers overall used active voice 1.75 times more than
passive. However, wide variation occurred in strategic
deployment of active vs. passive voice depending on the
purpose and content of specific sentences in the
academic text.

4. DISCUSSION

The studies reviewed provide consistent evidence that
passive voice leads to lower reader comprehension
compared to active voice in English academic writing.
Across multiple experiments, passive voice texts
showed reduced readability, increased processing
time, and decreased scores on comprehension
questions (Charles, 2013; Saeidi & Sahebkheir,
2011).

These outcomes held true across student and expert
reader groups from different academic backgrounds.

Specifically, Saeidi & Sahebkheir (2011) found that
Iranian EFL students produced texts with
significantly more grammatical errors when using
passive versus active voice. Similarly, Jalilifar &
Shooshtari (2011) demonstrated that passive voice
made business research articles harder to read, with
10-40% increases in Flesch Reading Ease score
when rewritten in active voice. These results align
with those of Charles (2013), whose corpus analysis
revealed expert writers use active constructions
more frequently than passive to achieve clarity for
readers in applied linguistics papers.

However, a few studies highlighted that strategic use
of passive voice may improve comprehension when
writers need to foreground the object or recipient of
an action over the doer. For example, in a study of 30
biology research articles, Gressang (2021) found that
passive voice aided reader recall for methods and
results sentences where the focus was on describing
experimental procedures done to samples rather than
the researcher doing the action. Similarly, Peters
(2019) showed that passive voice reduced processing
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time for students reading complex sections explaining
scientific concepts, likely because it simplified
technically dense sentences.

Together, these studies provide strong support for the
common recommendation that active voice leads to
improved readability over passive voice in English
academic writing (Oshima & Hogue, 2007). Active
technical writing makes actions and responsibilities
clear through use of subject + verb sentence
structure. Meanwhile, passive voice obscures agency
and creates awkward or wordy phrasing that impairs
understanding, especially for non-native English
speakers. Thus, while the predominant evidence
supports active voice to maximize clarity, selective
deployment of passive constructions could benefit
comprehension depending on rhetorical context
goals, reader variables, and disciplinary conventions
(Hyland, 2008). Prescriptive mandates for only active

or only passive fail to align with the nuanced reality of
academic writing across genres and audiences.
Instead, writers need guidance on situationally
assessing the tradeoffs of highlighting actor versus
action when making voice choices in their scholarly
discourse (Peters, 2019).

However, the reviewed studies leave open questions
about whether selective, strategic use of passive could
benefit academic writing in some cases (Jalilifar &
Shooshtari, 2011). While general guidelines favor
active voice, specific instances may warrant passive
to foreground object over doer or to meet disciplinary
preferences for impersonal reporting. More research
is needed on rhetorical effectiveness of active vs.
passive voice related to writing goals and reader
variables including background knowledge. Training
studies should also explore if EFL instruction can
teach appropriate situational usage of passive in
English academic writing. More research is still
needed on providing effective instruction to EFL
students on flexibly applying active/passive
principles instead of overgeneralizing rules. Corpus
analyses indicate even advanced learners overuse
passive  constructions inappropriately  without
grasping their contextual impact (Chen, 2020). Thus,
technology interventions adapting feedback to texts’
rhetorical goals show promise for helping master
appropriate active/passive variation.
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