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Passive forms

Passive forms with be
1
In passive sentences, the subject of the sentences is not the doer of the verb 


(‘the agent’) – unlike active sentences.



Someone stole my purse. (Active)


  [subject]



My purse was stolen. (Passive)



 [subject]

2
Normally the agent is not included in a passive sentence because it is unimportant or 
obvious who the agent is, or because we want to avoid saying who is responsible.



Two men were arrested after the match.


Several artefacts have been found by archaeologists.


But if the agent is of particular interest, we use by.


This house was built by Bruce and Tom.

3
Note the passive of -ing forms.



The house is being searched by the police.


The house was being cleaned when I arrived.
4
The passive infinitive form (without to) is often used after modal verbs.



Robin will not be included in the team. He hasn’t been playing well.


Do you think the Panda can be saved?



We think you should be given the prize.

5
Some verbs are not usually used in the passive form. For example:


a intransitive verbs such as happen, come, fall, crash.



It was happened yesterday. 


b state verbs such as consist, belong, have, seem, be, depend, exist.



This coat belonged was belonged to my grandmother.
6
Some verbs are most often found in common passive phrases.



You’re not allowed to travel by train without a ticket.



Susan was involved in the school play.


I am supposed to help my mum with the cooking today.



They’re not used to the cold weather.

Using passive forms

1
Normally, the beginning of a sentence tells us what the topic is, and new information is 
added at the end. When the topic of the sentence is not the agent, the passive use.


This piece of art, Norham Castle, Sunrise, was painted by J.M.W.Turner in 1835. 

Critics admire the painting for its beautiful depiction of light.


[the topic is the painting Norhan Castle, Sunrise]


J.M.W. Turner painted several great paintings around 1835. They are much loved 

for the depictions of light.  


[the topic is J.M.W. Turner]
2
We often use the passive when we want a style that is impersonal and objective. For this 
reason it is common in academic texts and news reports.



Earthquakes are caused by tectonic plates.



[academic text]



Two women have been arrested in connection to a robbery at a shoe store. 



[news report]

3
The passive is often used with reporting verbs such as believe and think. These 
constructions are common in formal writing.



People think that most snakes are poisonous.



[active]


Most snakes are thought to be poisonous.



[passive]


It is believed that most snakes are poisonous. 


[passive]


Other verbs commonly used in this way are: allege, assume, consider, expect, intend, 
rumour, know, report, suppose, think, understand.



It is rumoured that celebrities Catherine Jordana and Peter Andrew are going to 


divorce.



Robbers are known to be operating in the area.



The President’s comment was not intended to offend. 

Passive forms without be

1
Be is often used in newspaper headlines.


TOWN WAS DAMAGED IN STORM



ELECTIONS SPECIAL: PRESIDENT BOND IS DEFEATED BY SENATOR 


THOMPSON  

2
In relative clauses using passive constructions, the relative pronoun and verb to be can be 
omitted. This is known as a ‘reduced relative clause’.



The man (who was) sentenced by the judge was actually innocent. (= the man 


sentenced by the judge) 



The greatest album (which has ever been) recorded is… (= the greatest album 


recorded is)

3
Passives are often used as adjectives at the beginning of a sentence. This is a fairly formal 
usage, and is more common in writing. 



Beaten 5–1 by Cambridge United, Peterborough were relegated to League 2.



Angered by Michael’s comments, Victor decided to resign.
Verbs with two objects

1
Some verbs have two objects, indirect and direct.



She gave Geoffrey a car.
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In the passive form, the indirect or direct object can become the subject of the sentence.



Geoffrey was given a car.



A car was given to Geoffrey.

2
Some other verbs which follow this pattern: ask, give, hand, lend, offer, pay, promise, show, 
teach, tell. 


Passive forms with get and have
1
We often use have + past participle to talk about services which we arrange and which are 
paid for, or for things you experience, which may be unpleasant.


You can have your photos developed in the chemist opposite.



They had their wallets taken while they were asleep.

2
We can use get + past participle for actions which are accidental or unexpected.



Sebastian got hit by a car when he was crossing the road. He’s fine though. Just a 

bit bruised.

3
We can always use get + past participle when the process is in someway difficult.



Henrietta got her first album reviewed in The Times.
4
There are quite a lot of idiomatic expressions where get + past participle is used to mean 
‘yourself’, e.g.



get changed, get engaged, get dressed, get undressed, get married, get started, get 

lost


Passives with get are generally more colloquial than passives with be.



James and Sandra were married in Rome. (= more formal)


James and Sandra got married in Rome. (= more informal)
Avoiding the passive

In conversation and other informal contexts, people often avoid the passive because it sounds more formal. Active verbs with ‘impersonal’ pronoun s lie you, we and they are preferred. Compare the examples:


They chased the robber. (= colloquial)

The robber was chased. (= more formal)

They say she is very bad-tempered. (= usual in conversation)

She is said to be very bad-tempered. (= more common in formal contexts)

Female lions usually do all the hunting. (= less formal) 

Hunting is usually done by female lions. (= more formal)

You should check the oil in your car every week. (= verbal instructions)

The oil should be checked every week. (= written instructions)
Note: The pronoun one also exists in English, but is considered excessively formal by most youner speakers, and is therefore avoided.


One must have regular employment if one wants to live well.


You must have regular employment if you want to live well.
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