
Commas are used to “indicate a separation of ideas or of elements within the structure of a sentence.” The following are the most common ways in which they are misused.

Missing comma after an introductory element

Commas are usually necessary after introductory words, phrases, or clauses.

Example: When Irwin was ready to eat, his cat jumped onto the table.

Missing comma in a compound sentence

Compound sentences are made up of two or more parts that could each stand alone. When the parts are joined by “and”, “but”, “so”, “yet”, “nor”, or “for”, a comma is necessary between the two parts.

Example: Sarah said she would arrive at noon, but she and Ben arrived an hour late.

Missing comma(s) with a nonrestrictive element

A nonrestrictive element is a word or phrase that is not essential to the meaning of the sentence. If you can remove the phrase and the sentence still makes sense, you need to set it off with commas. 

Example: Kirsten’s first doll, Malibu Barbie, is still her favorite.

Unnecessary comma(s) with a restrictive element

Unlike nonrestrictive elements, restrictive elements are essential to the meaning of the sentence. Restrictive elements are not set off by commas. 

Example: Shakespeare’s tragedy Othello deals with the danger of jealousy. (No commas are necessary because Othello is essential to the meaning of the sentence.)

Comma splice

A comma splice occurs when two clauses that could each stand alone as independent sentences are only separated by a comma. To fix this, replace the comma with a semicolon or a period, or add a word like “and” or “although” after the comma.

Example: Hemingway was an influential writer, and he changed 20th century prose. 


          Hemingway was an influential writer; he changed 20th century prose.

Missing comma in a series

When writing lists, separate all the items with commas, including the last two.

Example: Sharks eat squid, shrimp, crab, and other fish.
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