Use the Active Voice in Research Consent Forms

It is nearly always easier to read the active voice than the passive voice.  The active voice uses fewer words and closes the distance between the reader and the writer.  The active voice shows who is doing the action.  This is helpful to a weak reader.  It is not realistic to use the active voice in every sentence of a consent document.  However, most sentences (85-90%) can and should be purged of the passive voice in a Plain Language consent form.

Passive:
Before you have breakfast, you will be asked to give a blood sample. 

Active:
Before you have breakfast, we will ask you to give a blood sample. 

*************************************************

Passive:
It is hoped by the researchers that this study will help find a cure for Parkinson’s disease.

Active:
We hope that this study will help find a cure for Parkinson’s disease.

Passive:
The instructions we have given you must be carefully followed.

Active:
Please follow our instructions carefully

Watch for the passive voice when a form of the verb “to be” is used, along with a past participle of a verb.  

· Forms of the verb “to be” include am, are, is, was, were, be, been, being
· Past participles usually end in “ed” or “en”

The passive voice has been rewritten into the active voice in the following sentences.  
******************************************************

Passive
My neighbor’s life has been cut short by cancer.
Active
Cancer has cut my neighbor’s life short.
Passive
The meatloaf was consumed with gusto in the hospital cafeteria.  [By whom?  We must guess.]
Active
In the hospital cafeteria, employees and visitors consumed the meatloaf with gusto.
Passive
A small amount of blood will be drawn from a vein in your forearm.  
Active
We will draw a small amount of blood from a vein in your forearm.

Passive
Despite the patient’s best efforts, the bedpan was missed again.
Active
The patient missed the bedpan again, despite his best efforts.
Passive
You are being asked to take part in this study because your heart valve does not work correctly.

Active
We are asking you to take part in this study because your heart valve does not work correctly.
Passive
After your time taking the study drug is finished, you will be asked to return for a follow-up visit.
Active
After you stop taking the study drug, we will ask you to return for a follow-up visit.
Passive
You will be paid $50 for the visit and will receive a check in the mail within one month.

Active
As payment for the visit, we will mail you a check for $50 within one month.
Passive
We will show you how the study drug should be injected.
Active
We will show you how to inject the study drug.
Passive
Your skin may be pulled by the electrodes when they are removed.

Active
The electrodes may pull your skin when we remove them.  
Passive
At each visit, the study drug will be dispensed, and any leftover drug will be collected.  
Active
At each visit, we will collect any leftover study drug and give you a new supply.
Passive
Your 24-hour urine collection bottle should be brought to your next study visit.
Active
Please bring your 24-hour urine collection bottle to your next study visit.
Passive
These symptoms, though rare, have been seen in people with your condition.  [obscure meaning here…]
Active
We have seen these symptoms in people with your condition, but only rarely.
Active
People with your condition have rarely reported these symptoms.
Passive
It is hoped that the study device will work well.

Active
We hope that the study device will work well.
Passive 
Your blood pressure will be measured while you are lying down.

Active
We will measure your blood pressure while you are lying down.
Passive
The study doctor can be reached very quickly.

Active
We can reach the study doctor very quickly.
Passive
How will the risks and benefits be compared?

Active
Please explain how you will compare the risks and benefits.
Passive 
Taking part in this study is not assured.
Active
We are not sure whether you can take part in this study.
Passive
You will be reimbursed for parking expenses on study visit days, once your receipts have been submitted.
Active
Once you submit receipts, we can reimburse you (pay you back) for parking expenses on study visit days.
Passive
Alternative treatments will be discussed by the study doctor.

Active
The study doctor will discuss other treatment choices with you.
Passive
You will be scheduled to undergo an MRI and to be evaluated by the study doctor.
Active
We will schedule you for an MRI and for an evaluation by the study doctor.
Passive
If you become too uncomfortable, the scan will immediately be stopped, and you will be removed from the scanner.
Active
If you feel too uncomfortable, we will stop the scan and take you out of the scanner right away.
Passive
Your test results will be obtained within two weeks.
Active
We will receive your test results within two weeks.
