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Reasons for Using the Passive

1
The agent is unknown, unimportant or obvious
My cell phone’s been moved. (= we don’t know who did this)
The food is kept in the fridge. (= it’s not important who does this)
The burglar has been arrested. (= it’s obvious the police has done this)

2
The main topic of the sentence is not the agent

In English, the main topic of the sentence normally comes at the beginning, and new information about it comes at the end. If the agent is not the main topic, we use the passive. Compare:

Bill Gates and Paul Allen founded Microsoft in 1975.

(Bill Gates and Paul Allen are highlighted here)

Microsoft was founded by Bill Gates and Paul Allen in 1975.

(Microsoft is highlighted here)

REMEMBER:

You can still include the agent in the sentence, using by.

Microsoft was founded by Bill Gates and Paul Allen.

3
Formal texts
a
In more formal texts, the passive is preferred because it sounds less personal. This is especially true in scientific, technical or academic writing.

The students were asked to complete the questionnaire.

b
The following passive constructions are particularly common in such formal contexts: It is claimed that …, It is believed that …, It is agreed that …

c
Because of the emphasis on formality, the passive is more frequent in written English than spoken English. However, the passive is still common in spoken English in more formal situations.
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