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Punctuation 
The purpose of punctuation is to make writing easier to read and understand.  
While the trend in business writing is to use less punctuation it is still 
important to understand how to punctuate correctly. 
The following provides an overview. 
 

Apostrophes  
Apostrophes have two purposes: 

• To show contractions where one or more letters are missing from a word 
eg can’t, don’t, you’ll 

• To show ownership: 
Singular: The cat’s whiskers (one cat) 
Plural: The cats’ whiskers (many cats) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Tips 

• Plural nouns ending in s take the s apostrophe 
 The governments’ budgets  Students’ answers 

• Plural nouns that do not end in s take the apostrophe s 

 The children’s memories  The cattle’s feeding pattern 

• No apostrophe s is used for pronouns 
 His, hers, yours, theirs, ours, its 

• Note: it’s is the contraction for it is 
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Colons 
Colons introduce lists, quotes or bullet points. 

For example: 
 The recipe needs these things: fun, synergy, commitment and focus. 

It was Pascal who said: ‘I have made this letter longer than usual 
because I lack the time to make it short’. 

 

Semicolons 
Semicolons are used to connect related statements or to separate complex 
items in a list. 

For example: 
 I’d like the meeting in Melbourne; it’s central for all delegates. 

The event will be attended by the following people: Mr Cheng, CEO of 
Cheng Enterprises; Ms Smith, Director of Smith Industries; and Ms 
Lang, CEO of Lang & Co. 

 

Commas 
Commas are used in sentences to make the meaning clearer.  They: 

• Separate an explanatory comment from the rest of a sentence. 
For example:  
Mark, a leader in his field, will speak on cybernetics. 
You must be able to remove the comment and the sentence should still 
make sense: Mark will speak on cybernetics 

• Separate items in a list.   
Use the word and between the last two items in a list. 
For example:  
I have a selection of books, magazines, newspapers and trade journals. 
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Quotation marks 
Quotation marks indicate direct speech and the quoted work of other writers. 

 

Brackets 
Brackets are often used to provide an explanation or additional information, 
which is not critical to the sentence. 
Brackets are also used when something just written, such as an abbreviation, 
needs an explanation. 

For example: 
 Kaleen (an ex-employee) has just won the lottery. 

The Australian Institute of Training and Development (AITD) 
conference was held on 22-23 April in Sydney. 

 

Dash 
The dash has a variety of uses and can be used in place of commas, colons 
and brackets. 

For example: 
 I was here for three hours – longer than I expected. 

Mr Brandon – the Director of Brandon Enterprises – attended the 
seminar. 

The conference attendees – Ms Taylor, Mr Jenkins and Mr Kilby – 
were happy with the eventual outcome. 
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Hyphens  
The purpose of a hyphen is to give two or more words a single sense, as in 
first-class honours or sister-in-law. 
Hyphens are also used to clarify meaning where otherwise there might be 
some confusion. 
For example:   
 Four-year-old newspapers 

 Four year-old newspapers. 
 


