
The passive  

1. Definition and form 

The passive is a particular sentence construction: 

ACTIVE:  

SUBJECT                         VERB                         OBJECT  

 (AGENT) 

 Mr Wolf                              ate                                                 Granny 

PASSIVE: 

SUBJECT                       VERB PHRASE                     AGENT 

 

  Granny                                 was eaten                         by Mr Wolf 

 

To change a sentence from active to passive:  

a) move the object (Granny) to the position of grammatical subject (before the verb); 

 b) insert the verb be as an auxiliary verb in the tense required (was);  

c) follow with the past participle of the main verb (eaten), which must be a transitive verb of 

course, and, often optionally;  

d) end with by and the agent (Mr Wolf). Sometimes an instrument might (also) be mentioned, 

e.g with a fork. 

The verb/-phrase changes from the active form (ate) to the passive form (was eaten). 

 

 The past participle has two main contexts: 

1. after the auxiliary have in perfect tenses; 

2. after the verb be in passive sentences (transitive verbs only). 

 

Some verbs, mostly stative, just don't 'work' in the passive: 

?You are fitted by that suit. ? The competition was entered by Joan. 

 

While others would sound strange in the active form: 

? It flabbergasted me. ?Your calls have inundated us. 

 
2. ‘‘Get’’ instead of ‘‘be’’ 

 

‘‘Get’’ may be used instead of be in many cases. The first use in the table 

(informal/colloquial) generally applies across  the board. Notice that most of 

these structures are agentless passives. 

 



Use Examples  

1.  in informal/colloquial communication You get told one thing, then another 

happens. 

 2. to avoid ambiguity with the past participle as 

adjective (when the agent is not mentioned). 

The verb be is often followed by an adjective 

so get may be preferred for faster and more 

accurate communication. 

My bike was broken. (Mine was a broken 

bike?) 

He is beaten/embarrassed. (Now or 

usually?) 

My bike got broken. (That's what 

happened.) 

He gets beaten/embarrassed. (Usually.) 
3. often used for unfortunate/unexpected events She got ripped off. We got eaten alive by 

midges. 

4. as get is often a synonym of become it 

therefore can carry its 'change over time' 

meaning. 

The papers got destroyed by the rain. 

We got drenched. 

5. an achievement, usually after time/effort She (finally) got picked for the job. 

 

3. Conjugation  

Verb form Active  voice  Passive voice 

Simple present eats is eaten 

Present continuous is eating  is being eaten 

Simple past ate was eaten 

Past continuous was eating was being eaten 

Present perfect has eaten  has been eaten 

Past perfect had eaten had been eaten 

Future will eat will be eaten 

Conditional  would eat would be eaten 

Modals  can eat 

must eat 

should eat 

must have eaten 

should have eaten 

can be eaten 

must be eaten 

should be eaten  

must have been eaten 

should have been eaten 

 

4. Causative passive 
Using have or get we say how we cause something to be done, or experience some 

misfortune: 

[1] She had/got her hair done last Friday. 

[2] She had her wallet stolen. 

[3] She got her wallet stolen. 

[4] She got the kids dressed. 

[5] I'll have you thrown out. 

[6] He '11 get us thrown out. 

[7] Did he get that leak fixed? 

 

 

 

 



5. Direct and indirect object 

Eve gave the apple to Adam/Eve gave Adam the apple 

Depending on 'topic fronting' the passive form of the above could be either 

The apple was given to Adam (by Eve). or Adam was given the apple (by Eve). 
 

6. It Is Said That/ He Is Said To, etc. 

The verbs think, believe, say, report, know, expect, consider, understand etc can be used in 

the following passive patterns in personal and impersonal constructions. 

 

Active:                 People believe that he lied in court. 

Passive:               It is believed (that) he lied in court. (impersonal)    

                            It ÷ passive÷that-clause 

                            

                            He is believed to have lied in court. (personal) 

                            Subject ÷passive÷to-infinitive 

 

Active:                They expect him to arrive soon. 

Passive:              It is exected (that) he will arrive soon. (impersonal) 

                           It ÷ passive÷that-clause 

 

                           He is expected to arrive soon. (personal) 

                           Subject ÷passive÷to-infinitive 

 

Different tenses in personal passive constructions. 

Present active: 

People believe that Mr Brown owns a lot of land in the north. 

Present personal passive construction: 

Mr Brown is believed to own a lot of land in the north. 

 

Future active: 

People expect that a new land will be introduced next year. 

Future personal passive construction: 

A new land is expected to be introduced next year . 

 

Past active : 

People believed that Mr Brown owned a lot of land in the north. 

They thought that the prisoners had escaped. 

Past personal passive construction: 

Mr Brown was believed to have owned a lot of land in the north. 

The prisoners were thought to have escaped. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Exercises 

 

I. Fill in the right hand column with passive transformations.  

 

TENSE (etc.) ACTIVE PASSIVE 

present simple 

present continuous 

She takes photos. 

She is taking photos. 
 

past simple 

past continuous 

She took a photo. 

She was taking a photo. 
 

future simple 

future with going to 

(future continuous) 

She '11 take a photo. 

She's going to take a photo. 

She 11 be taking photos. 

 

present perfect simple 

(present perfect cont.) 

She has taken a decision. 

She has been taking photos. 
 

past perfect simple She had taken photos before 

then. 
 

future perfect simple She will have mastered 

relative clauses by next week. 
 

modal Someone might buy it.  

modal perfect Someone could have killed 

us. 
 

infinitive (or gerund) Someone needs to clean my 

desk. 
 

perfect infinitive Better to have loved.  

gerund (of be) He doesn 't like it when 

someone tells him what to do. 

 

 

II. Rewrite the sentences in passive voice. 

1. Jenny would congratulate you……………………………….……………………………….. 

2. We would pick you up…………………………………………………………………………  

3. She would order a pizza.……………………………………………………………………….. 

4. He would build a new house…………………………………………………………………....  

5. They would take the opportunity……………………………………………………………….  

6. You would not recognize Jim…………………………………………………………………..  

7. I would not do that kind of job. ……………………………………………………………….. 

8. Would they decorate the room? ………………………………………………………………. 

9. Would the DJ play this song? ………………………………………………………………… 

10.  Would Simon open the window? ………………...…………………………………………… 

 

 III. Write these sentences in another way, beginning in the way shown. 

 

1. They didn't give me the information I needed. 

I ……………………………………………………………………………………………………. 



 

2. They asked me some difficult questions at the interview. 

I …………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

3. Linda's colleagues gave her a present when she retired. 

Linda………………………………………………………………………………………………. 

4. Nobody told me about the meeting. 

I wasn't …………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

5. How much will they pay you for your work? 

How much will you………………………………………………………………………………… 

6. I think they should have offered Tom the job. 

I think 

Tom………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

7. Has anybody shown you what to do? 

Have you…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

IV. Causative forms : write the correct response, changing the simple past sentences into 

the passive causative form sentences :   

1. My mother changed the curtains. 

My mom……………………………………………….. 

2. Thomas washed the car. 

Thomas………………………………………………… 

3. Maria redesigned the web site. 

Maria …………………………………………………. 

4. Kelly took Mr. Brown to the beach. 

Kelly…………………………………………………… 

5. John brought the cat to the vet. 

John….………………………………………………… 

6. Jane put the vase on the table. 

Jane……………………………………………………. 

7. We drove Mr. Jones to the airport. 

We ……………………………………………………. 

8. We fed the dog. 

We ……………………………………………………. 

9. We gave the money to the homeless shelter. 

We…………………………………………………….. 

10. Thomas cut his hair. 

Thomas………………………………………………… 

V. Finish the sentences using personal and impersonal passive constructions. 

1. It is said that this orchestra is the best in the world.  

This orchestra………………………………………………………. 

 



 

2. It is believed that the thieves have left the country.  

The thieves……………………………………………………... 

3. The fire is reported to have started by accident. 

 It………………………………………………………………... 

4. He is known to be making a lot of money.  

It………………………………………………………………… 

5. It is expected that they will arrive in time for dinner.  

They……………………………………………………………... 

6. She is said to know a lot about gardening.  

It…………………………………………………………………. 

7. It is thought that he will be attending the meeting.  

He………………………………………………………………… 

8. It is believed that we are able to win the competition. 

 We……………………………………………………………….. 

9. The company is thought to be making a big profit.  

It………………………………………………………………….. 

10. It is reported that the government has reached a decision.  

The government…………………………………………………… 

11. It is said that they were responsible for the damage.  

They……………………………………………………………….. 

12. She is expected to break the world record. 

 It…………………………………………………………………… 

13. He is known to have several foreign bank accounts.  

It……………………………………………………………………. 

14. They are reported to have financial problems. 

 It……………………………………………………………………. 

15. it is considered that this surgeon is a brilliant practitioner. 

 This surgeon………………………………………………………… 

16 . It is now thought that some redundancy in the Midlands is inevitable. 

 Some redundancy …………………………………………………… 

 

VI . Fill the gaps with the correct tenses (active or passive voice). 

1. In the year 122 AD, the Roman Emperor Hadrian (visit) …………... his provinces in Britain. 

2. On his visit, the Roman soldiers (tell) …………… him that Pictish tribes from Britain's 

north (attack) ……………….. them. 

3. So Hadrian (give) …………… the order to build a protective wall across one of the 

narrowest parts of the country. 

4. After 6 years of hard work, the Wall (finish) …………………… in 128. 

5. It (be) ………………….. 117 kilometres long and about 4 metres high. 

6. The Wall (guard) ……………………… by 15,000 Roman soldiers. 



7. Every 8 kilometres there (be) ………………. a large fort in which up to 1,000 

soldiers (find) …………………….. shelter. 

8. The soldiers (watch) ……………… over the frontier to the north and (check) ……………… 

the people who (want) …………………. to enter or leave Roman Britain. 

9. In order to pass through the Wall, people (must go) ………………… to one of the small 

forts that (serve) ………………………. as gateways. 

10. Those forts (call) …………….. milecastles because the distance from one fort to 

another (be) …………………. one Roman mile (about 1,500 metres). 

11. Between the milecastles there (be) ……………………. two turrets from which the 

soldiers (guard) ……………… the Wall. 

12. If the Wall (attack) ………………. by enemies, the soldiers at the turrets (run) …………….. 

to the nearest milecastle for help or (light) …………….. a fire that (can / see) ……………… 

by the soldiers in the milecastle. 

13. In 383 Hadrian's Wall (abandon) ……………….. Today Hadrian's 

Wall (be) ……………….. the most popular tourist attraction in northern England. 

14. In 1987, it (become) ……………………… a UNESCO World Heritage Site. 

 

VII. Use active or passive, in any appropriate tense, for the verbs in parentheses. 

 

1. It's noon. The mail should be here soon. It (deliver, usually)………………………………….. 

sometime between noon and one o'clock. 

2. Only five of us (work)……………………….. in the laboratory yesterday when the explosion 

(occur)………………. . Luckily, no one (hurt)…………………………….. 

3. I was supposed to take a test yesterday, but I (admit, not) ……………… to the testing 

room because the examination (begin, already)…………………………………. 

4. Before she graduated last May, Susan (offer, already)………….. a position with a law firm. 

5. Right now a student trip to the planetarium (organize)…………………..by Mrs. Hunt. You 

can sign up for it at her office. 

6. He is a man whose name will go down in history. He ( forget,never) ………………………. 

7. A: Yesterday (be)…………………………….. a terrible day. 

B: What (happen)……………………………… ? 

A: First, I (flunk) ……………………a test, or at least I think I did. Then I (drop)………………... 

my books while I (walk)……………………. Across campus, and they Uall) into a mud puddle. 

And finally, my bicycle (steal)………………………………………. 

B: You should have stayed in bed. 

8. Yesterday we went to look at an apartment. I really liked it, but by the time we got 



there, it (rent, already)………………………………………. 

9. During the family celebration, the little boy was crying because he (ignore)…………………. 

. He needed some attention, too. 

10. A: Where (buy, you)………………………….. that beautiful necklace? 

B: I (buy, not)………………………. it. It (give) ……………………..tome for my birthday. (you, 

like)……………………………. it? 

11. The sun is just one of billions of stars in the universe. As it travels through space, it 

(circle)……………………………….. by many other celestial bodies. The nine known planets 

(hold)………………………….. in orbit by the sun's gravitational field. The planets, in turn, 

(circle)…………………… by their own satellites, or moons. 

12. Early inhabitants of this region (worship*)……………………. the sun and the moon. We 

know this from the jewelry, sculptures, and other artwork archaeologists have found. 

13. Since the beginning of the modern industrial age, many of the natural habitats of plants 

and animals (destroy)……………… by industrial development and pollution. 

14. The Olympic Games began more than 2,000 years ago in Olympia, a small town in 

Greece. At that time, only Greek men (allow)………………….. to compete. People of other 

nationalities (invite, not)…………………… to participate, and women (firbid)…………………. 

to set foot in the area where the games (hold)………………………………… 

1 5. Ever since it (build)……………………….. three centuries ago, theTaj Mahal in Agra, 

India, (describe, often) ………………………..as the most beautiful building in the world. It 

(design) ………………………….by a Turkish architect, and it (take) ………………..20,000 

workers 20 years to complete it. 

16. The photography competition that is taking place at the art museum today 

(judge)…………………….by three well-known photographers. I've entered three of my 

pictures  and have my fingers crossed. The results (announce)…………………………later this 

afternoon. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


