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Abstract. This article investigates the use of passive voice constructions in spoken and
written English discourse, focusing on their frequency, functional roles, and stylistic
implications. While passive voice is often associated with formal, written contexts, its
presence in spoken discourse remains underexplored. Using a mixed-methods approach,
this study analyzes corpora of spoken (e.g., conversational transcripts) and written (e.g.,
academic articles, news reports) English to compare passive voice usage. Findings reveal
that passive constructions are more frequent in written discourse, serving to enhance
formality and objectivity, while in spoken discourse, they are less common but used
strategically for emphasis or politeness. The study highlights the influence of context,
audience, and communicative purpose on passive voice deployment, offering insights for
linguistic analysis and language teaching.
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Introduction. The passive voice, a grammatical construction where the subject
receives the action (e.g., The book was read by the student), is a key feature of English
syntax. While traditionally associated with formal written texts, its role in spoken
discourse is less understood due to the informal and spontaneous nature of speech. This
article explores how passive voice constructions differ in frequency, function, and
stylistic effect between spoken and written English discourse, addressing the following
questions: How prevalent is passive voice in spoken versus written contexts? What
functions do passive constructions serve in each modality? How do contextual factors
influence their use?

The study draws on systemic functional linguistics (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2014) to
analyze the role of passive voice in achieving communicative goals and on corpus
linguistics to quantify its occurrence. By comparing spoken and written corpora, the
article provides empirical evidence to elucidate the interplay between syntax, context,
and discourse type.
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Literature REWtructlons shift focus from the agent to the
action or recipient, often to achieve objectivity, formality, or emphasis (Biber et al.,
1999). Systemic functional linguistics posits that passives serve specific textual and
interpersonal functions, such as foregrounding the process or mitigating directness
(Halliday & Matthiessen, 2014). In written discourse, passives are prevalent in academic
and scientific writing to maintain objectivity (e.g., The experiment was conducted)
(Hyland, 2005). Biber et al. (1999) note that passives constitute approximately 25% of
verb phrases in academic prose but are less common in conversation.

In spoken discourse, passives are less frequent due to the preference for active voice in
spontaneous speech, which prioritizes clarity and directness (Carter & McCarthy, 2006).
However, passives may appear in specific contexts, such as formal speech or when
speakers aim to avoid assigning responsibility (e.g., Mistakes were made). Quirk et al.
(1985) suggest that passives in speech often serve politeness or hedging functions, as in It
was suggested that we meet later.

Recent corpus-based studies (e.g., Biber & Conrad, 2009) highlight register variation,
noting that news writing and academic texts favor passives for stylistic reasons, while
conversational English relies on active constructions. However, few studies directly
compare spoken and written discourse with a focus on passive voice functions,
particularly in naturalistic settings. This article addresses this gap by analyzing both
modalities through corpus data and qualitative interpretation.

Methodology. This study employs a mixed-methods approach, combining quantitative
corpus analysis with qualitative functional analysis to investigate passive voice usage in
spoken and written English discourse.

Data Collection

Two corpora were selected for analysis:

Spoken Corpus: A subset of the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA),
comprising 1 million words from conversational transcripts (e.g., interviews, talk shows).
This represents informal spoken English.

Written Corpus: A 1-million-word sample from COCA, including academic articles
and news reports, representing formal written English.

Quantitative Analysis

Frequency Analysis: Passive constructions (e.g., was/were + past participle, is/are +
past participle) were identified using automated tagging in AntConc software. The
frequency of passives per 1,000 words was calculated for each corpus.
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Statistical CoﬁW assessed whether differences in passive voice
frequency between spoken and written corpora were significant (p < 0.05).

Qualitative Analysis

Functional Analysis: A sample of 100 passive constructions from each corpus was
manually analyzed to identify their communicative functions (e.g., objectivity, emphasis,
politeness) based on Halliday’s (2014) functional framework.

Contextual Analysis: The discourse context (e.g., formality, audience, purpose) was
examined to understand why passives were used. For example, in spoken discourse,
passives in interviews were coded for politeness or hedging.

Participants. The spoken corpus included diverse speakers (native and non-native
English speakers, various ages), while the written corpus comprised texts from academic
and journalistic sources. No direct participant data were collected, as the study relied on
pre-existing corpora.

Findings

Frequency of Passive Voice

Written Discourse: Passives occurred at a rate of 22.3 per 1,000 words in the written
corpus, with academic texts showing the highest frequency (28.7 per 1,000 words)
compared to news reports (18.5 per 1,000 words).

Spoken Discourse: Passives were significantly less frequent, occurring at 7.8 per 1,000
words (x> = 124.6, p < 0.001). They were most common in formal spoken contexts, such
as interviews (10.2 per 1,000 words), compared to casual conversations (5.4 per 1,000
words).

Functional Roles

Written Discourse:

Objectivity: Passives were prevalent in academic texts to depersonalize actions (e.g.,
The data were analyzed using statistical methods). This aligns with Hyland’s (2005)
findings on academic writing conventions.

Emphasis on Result: News reports used passives to highlight outcomes (e.g., The city
was devastated by the storm), foregrounding the event over the agent.

Formality: Passives contributed to a formal tone, as in The policy was implemented
last year.

Spoken Discourse:

Politeness/Hedging: Passives were used to soften statements or avoid blame (e.g., It
was decided that we’d postpone the event), particularly in formal interviews.
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Emphasis: In éiW@ntexts, passives highlighted key events (e.g.,
He was struck by a sudden 1dea).

Conversational Flow: Passives appeared in spontaneous speech to maintain coherence
when the agent was unknown or irrelevant (e.g., The room was already booked).

Stylistic Implications

In written discourse, passives enhanced formality and objectivity, aligning with genre
expectations (Biber et al., 1999). However, overuse risked creating dense, impersonal
texts.

In spoken discourse, passives were less intuitive due to the cognitive load of
spontaneous speech but served strategic purposes, such as politeness or narrative focus.
Their lower frequency reflects a preference for active voice in conversational clarity.

Discussion. The findings confirm that passive voice is more prevalent in written
discourse, particularly in academic and news genres, where it serves to maintain
objectivity and formality. This supports Biber et al.’s (1999) observation that passives are
a hallmark of formal registers. In contrast, the lower frequency in spoken discourse
reflects the preference for active voice in spontaneous communication, as noted by Carter
and McCarthy (2006). However, the strategic use of passives in speech for politeness and
emphasis suggests that their role is context-dependent rather than absent.

Systemic functional linguistics explains these differences through the lens of
communicative purpose. In written texts, passives align with the ideational function
(representing processes objectively), while in spoken discourse, they serve interpersonal
functions (e.g., mitigating directness). The variation also reflects audience expectations:
written texts target a broad, impersonal audience, while spoken discourse often involves
immediate, interactive contexts.

For language teaching, these findings suggest that passive voice instruction should be
tailored to discourse type. For example, academic writing courses should emphasize
passives for objectivity, while conversational English classes should highlight their
strategic use for politeness. The study also underscores the value of corpus-based
approaches in uncovering syntactic patterns, supporting Biber and Conrad’s (2009)
advocacy for empirical linguistics.

Limitations

The study is limited to English corpora, and findings may not generalize to other
languages with different passive constructions.
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The spoken cor

regional variations ze. g., Eritish English).

Qualitative analysis was based on a small sample, limiting generalizability.

American English, potentially overlooking

Conclusion. Passive voice constructions play distinct roles in spoken and written
English discourse, with higher frequency in written texts to achieve formality and
objectivity and strategic use in spoken discourse for politeness and emphasis. These
differences reflect the interplay of context, audience, and communicative purpose. For
educators, the findings highlight the need to teach passive voice contextually, while for
linguists, they underscore the value of corpus analysis in understanding syntactic
variation. Future research could explore passive voice in other languages or specific
spoken genres (e.g., political speeches) to further elucidate its discourse functions.
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