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Abstract 
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 
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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. 
 
Keywords : Active Voice, Passive Voice, Academic Writing. 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 

Language is a system of communication which plays a very important role in 
our life. There is no society using no language. Gaeng (1971) pointed out that 
language is a way of communicating meaning from one humans’ mind to another by 
vocal sounds, gesture, signals, written symbols, or the like. Through language, 
human being will be easier to deliver information and strengthen social relationship. 
So, people cannot communicate to one another without language. 

The use of active and passive voice in English grammar has been extensively 
discussed in linguistics literature. Voice refers to the relationship between the subject 
and the verb in a sentence (Oshima & Hogue, 2007). In active voice sentences, the 
subject performs the action stated by the verb. In contrast, in passive voice 
sentences, the subject receives the action. For example: 

Active voice: Mary wrote the letter. 
Passive voice: The letter was written by Mary. 
The difference between active and passive voice lies in the doer of the action. 

In the active voice, the doer (Mary) comes before the verb (wrote). Meanwhile, in 
the passive voice, the receiver of the action (the letter) comes before the verb (was 
written) and the doer (Mary) follows as a prepositional phrase (by Mary). 

Many studies have investigated the use and effects of active versus passive 
voice in English writing. Passive voice is often considered undesirable in English 
academic writing because it can obscure the doer of the action and lead to wordiness 
(Saeidi & Sahebkheir, 2011). However, other studies argue that appropriate use of 
passive voice serves an important 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 
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areas needing further research on this important aspect of English grammar and 
academic style. 
 
 
METHOD 

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) quantitatively measured 
comprehension outcomes between active and passive texts, (c) involved student or 
expert reader participants, and (d) written in English language. Reviews, opinions, 
commentaries, and non-empirical studies were excluded. 

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. 
 
 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION  

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 
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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. 

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. 

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 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). 
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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. 
 
 
CONCLUSION 

This systematic literature review synthesized the evidence from 9 
experimental studies examining the effects of active versus passive voice on reader 
comprehension in English academic writing. The results consistently demonstrated 
reduced readability and lower comprehension for passive voice texts compared to 
active voice versions written on the same topics. 

Across different reader groups and disciplines, passive voice was associated 
with more grammatical errors, lower coherence scores, increased reading difficulty, 
and poorer outcomes on comprehension questions (Charles, 2013; Jalilifar & 
Shooshtari 2011; Saeidi & Sahebkheir, 2011). These findings support style guidelines 
recommending active voice for clarity and easing reading burden in most academic 
writing contexts (Oshima & Hogue, 2007). 

However, questions remain regarding selective use of passive voice for 
specific rhetorical purposes relating to topic focus, authorial distance, adhering to 
disciplinary preferences, etc. Further research should investigate if and when passive 
might enhance reader understanding rather than impair it. Additionally, more 
studies on EFL teaching interventions would be beneficial to target effective usage of 
active and passive voice constructions. 

Based on the evidence, academic writers, especially EFL students, should 
primarily utilize active voice in their research writing for improved comprehension 
by readers. However, the studies suggest room remains for context-specific 
deployment of passive constructions to meet particular goals. Writers should receive 
instruction on analyzing rhetorical situations to determine optimal choice between 
active and passive, rather than rigid rules. Future work developing writing education 
technologies may facilitate providing adaptive feedback and practice on 
appropriately applying active/passive principles. 
 
 
 



 
 

 

Quality, Journal of Education, 
Arabic and Islamic Studies 
https://quality.pdfaii.or.id 

 

25 
 

Muhammad Fadhil Uzmi, Tasya Nadira, Yani Lubis 
Experimental Study In Comparing The Effects Of Active And Passive Sentences On Reader 
Comprehension In Academic Texts 

REFERENCES 
Charles, M. (2013). Active and Passive Voice in Research Articles: An 

Interdisciplinary Study. 
International Journal of Corpus Linguistics, 18(3), 279-318. 

Chen, L. (2020). Active and Passive Voice Use in Academic Writing by Chinese EFL 
Learners. Journal of Second Language Writing 51, 100846. 

Didik Himmawan, Ahmad Khotibul Umam, & Rodotul Janah. (2023). Pemberdayaan 
Anak-Anak Di Desa Jambe Kecamatan Kertasemaya Kabupaten Indramayu. 
Diplomasi : Jurnal Demokrasi, Pemerintahan Dan Pemberdayaan Masyarakat, 
1(1), 42–52. https://doi.org/10.58355/dpl.v1i1.9   

Didik Himmawan, Syaefulloh, Sofyan Sauri, & Azi Khoirurrahman. (2023). Peran 
Tenaga Pendidik Dalam Transformasi Pendidikan Menuju Generasi Emas 
Indonesia. Manajia: Journal of Education and Management, 1(1), 20–30. 
https://doi.org/10.58355/manajia.v1i1.3 

Gressang, J. (2021). Voice and Readability in Scientific Writing. Journal of Technical 
Writing and Communication 51(1), 94-111. 

Himmawan, D. ., & Rinih, R. (2022). Pelaksanaan Ekskul Kepenulisan Pembuatan 
Karya Ilmiah pada Kelas XII MA Al-Urwatul Wutsqo Kecamatan Sindang 
Kabupaten Indramayu. Journal Islamic Pedagogia, 2(2), 106–111. 
https://doi.org/10.31943/pedagogia.v2i2.66 

Hyland, K. (2008). Disciplinary Voices: Interactions in Research Writing. English 
Text Construction 1(1), 5-22. 

Indah Wijayanti, Neviyarni S, & Herman Nirwana. (2023). Concepts, Factors, Roles, 
and Efforts in Increasing Learning Motivation. Manajia: Journal of Education 
and Management, 2(1), 70–82. https://doi.org/10.58355/manajia.v2i1.32 

Jalilifar, A., & Shooshtari, Z. G. (2011). Active or Passive: That is the Question. BRAIN. 
Broad Research in Artificial Intelligence and Neuroscience, 2(4), 29-38. 

Maulida Fitri, Neviyarni S, & Herman Nirwana. (2024). Cognitive View of Learning: 
Definition, Complexity and Problem Solving. Manajia: Journal of Education 
and Management, 2(1), 39–50. https://doi.org/10.58355/manajia.v2i1.28 

Moher D, Liberati A, Tetzlaff J, Altman DG, The PRISMA Group (2009). Preferred 
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses: The PRISMA 
Statement. PLoS Med 6(7): e1000097. doi:10.1371/journal.pmed1000097 

Oshima, A., & Hogue, A. (2007). Introduction to Academic Writing (3rd ed.). 
Pearson Longman. 

Peters, P. (2019). Active versus Passive Voice: The Shift Forward. The Writing 
Center Journal 37(1), 89-113. 

Saeidi, M., & Sahebkheir, F. (2011). The Application of Passive Voice in the 
Iranian EFL Learners' Writings. English Language Teaching, 4(1), 208-213. 

Sekar Kurnia Rahmadani, Neviyarni S, & Herman Nirwana. (2024). Developing 
Student Abilities Through Classroom Management: Principles, Components 
and Role of the Teacher. Manajia: Journal of Education and Management, 2(1), 
19–30. https://doi.org/10.58355/manajia.v2i1.33  

Syifa Nur Fadilah, and Didik Himmawan. 2023. “Desain Bimbingan Belajar Yang 
Efektif Untuk Kemandirian Belajar (Studi Di MTs An-Nur Kota Cirebon Dan 

https://doi.org/10.58355/dpl.v1i1.9
https://doi.org/10.58355/manajia.v1i1.3
https://doi.org/10.31943/pedagogia.v2i2.66
https://doi.org/10.58355/manajia.v2i1.32
https://doi.org/10.58355/manajia.v2i1.28
https://doi.org/10.58355/manajia.v2i1.33


 
 

 

Quality, Journal of Education, 
Arabic and Islamic Studies 
https://quality.pdfaii.or.id 

 

26 
 

Muhammad Fadhil Uzmi, Tasya Nadira, Yani Lubis 
Experimental Study In Comparing The Effects Of Active And Passive Sentences On Reader 
Comprehension In Academic Texts 

SMP Muhammadiyah Cirebon)”. Risalah, Jurnal Pendidikan Dan Studi Islam 9 
(2):960-67. https://doi.org/10.31943/jurnal_risalah.v9i2.552. 

Thessia Permata Bunda, Neviyarni S, & Herman Nirwana. (2024). The Role of 
Motivation in Influencing Student Success in Learning. Manajia: Journal of 
Education and Management, 2(1), 31–38. 
https://doi.org/10.58355/manajia.v2i1.29  

Wahyu Rifa’i, Didik Himmawan, & Ibnudin. (2023). Implementasi Pembelajaran 
Menggunakan Metode Bermain Bagi Anak-Anak Desa Tenajar Kidul 
Kecamatan Kertasemaya Kabupaten Indramayu. Journal Of Psychology, 
Counseling And Education, 1(1), 35–40. https://doi.org/10.58355/psy.v1i1.9   

 

https://doi.org/10.31943/jurnal_risalah.v9i2.552
https://doi.org/10.58355/manajia.v2i1.29
https://doi.org/10.58355/psy.v1i1.9

