The comma: some examples of typical uses

· Separating a series of clauses in a sentence

John chaired the meeting, Mary took the minutes, and Mike went to sleep.

I got into the office at five, switched on the computer, and made a coffee.

· Separating a series of words of the same grammatical type

The report is clear, concise, and easy to read.

The meeting was very, very long.

· Relative clauses and subordinate clauses, where the non-defining unit is contained within the main part of the sentence.

The new generation of mobile phones, which has been eagerly awaited by customers worldwide, is just about to hit the high street.

The guest speaker, recognising that his audience was getting bored, livened up his presentation with a few excellent jokes.

· Where a relative clause follows the main proposition of the sentence.

I sold my car and with the money I bought a computer, which I have installed in my study.

( !! In a main clause, don’t insert a comma between the subject and the verb.)

The car which I bought in France last year has just been sold.

The man I spoke to on the telephone said he was English.

· When inserting emphasis.

I always, without exception, lock my office when I go out.

We never, under any circumstances, consider applicants without a first degree.

· When a contrast or paradox is expressed using a linking word or expression between two clauses.

Our software business has remained lucrative, whereas sales of components has dropped sharply.

The conference was a success, even though the attendance was down on last year.

· To separate introductory phrases.

Whatever the product, you can be sure that we will find a place to display it at the exhibition.

In the case of small businesses, the risks can be considerable if cash flow is not maintained.

· Expanding on a proposition with examples.

There are many materials used for packaging food, such as aluminium, plastic film and waxed paper.

We have a wide range of computers including desktops, laptops and palmtops.

· Separating sequencers at the beginning of a sentence.

To start with, I’d like to say a few words about the company.

Next, I’ll show you some of our exciting new products.

And finally, I’ll ask Ms Nolan to give you all a brief tour of the factory. 

