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Use the Semicolon 
Strategies  
A.   Use semicolons to 

connect two related 
ideas  

B.   Place semicolons 
between two subject-
verb pairs or between 
two otherwise-
complete sentences 

C.   Use semicolons to 
separate listed items 
when items already 
include commas 

D.  Avoid using 
semicolons between 
phrases (where 
commas are needed) 

 
Before & After  
Before: We offered three 
loan options. Out of these, 
the member chose the third 
option. 

After: We offered three loan 
options; the member chose 
the third. 

Before: We shipped ten 
boxes to the client. The 
client was unsatisfied 
because they wanted 12. 

After: We shipped ten 
boxes to the client; they 
were unsatisfied since 
they’d asked for 12. 

                                       

 

 
Add the Semicolon to Your Toolkit to 
Professionalize Your Writing  
Workplace writers often avoid the semicolon because the 
risk seems too great: semicolons strike us as the 
punctuation option that’s easiest to get wrong. However, 
getting confident about using semicolons gives writers 
more options for expressing ideas the way you’d like to.  

Specifically, using the semicolon allows you to: 

§   Elaborate on your ideas while still staying on-topic 
§   Connect two related ideas together 
§   Create a more sophisticated writing style 

Semicolons, though, are different than commas. In some 
ways, they are like Super Commas, dividing or 
connecting whole sentences instead of just phrases like 
commas do, and acting as list dividers when commas 
have already been used in a list.  

Knowing when to use a semicolon or a comma helps you 
sound more professional in your writing. 

Sentences like the following can be connected via the 
semicolon: “The meeting was longer than necessary; we 
didn’t need to hear announcements that could’ve been 
listed in an email.” And doing so keeps your ideas 
related and your writing style clear and professional. 
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STRATEGIES 
Use semicolons to connect two 
related ideas. 
Two sentences with related ideas can be 
connected into one by using a semicolon. 
Connecting two sentences allows writers to 
better highlight the link between the two 
concepts.  

Use Sentence 2 to elaborate on Sentence 1, 
often in one of these ways: 

§   To provide more information about what 
was said in Sentence 1 

§   To explain why Sentence 1 is true 
§   To provide an example of the claim made 

in Sentence 1 

For example, in “The team attended this 
year’s conference; they hoped to gain 
information on industry trends,” Sentence 2 
elaborates on Sentence 1 by explaining why 
they went. 

 

Place semicolons between two 
otherwise complete sentences. 
Semicolons can only be used to connect two 
sentences that would be able to stand on 
their own. Both Sentence 1 and Sentence 2 
must be legitimate complete sentences on 
their own before combining them.  

To identify whether a sentence is complete, 
look for the two required parts of a sentence: 
Subject (or “doer”) and Verb (action). Each 
side of the semicolon must include S+V. 

We can use a formula, then, to ensure correct 
usage: S+V; S+V. For example: “The panel 
(S) spoke (V) clearly; we (S) learned (V) a lot.” 

Use semicolons to separate items 
in a list. 
When a list of items already includes commas 
within each item, we use a semicolon to 
separate the items.  

For example, in “We visited San Diego, CA; 
Tucson, AZ; and Denver, CO,” each item (a 
city-state pair) already used a comma, so 
using more commas to separate the listed 
cities/states would be confusing. Therefore, 
we use semicolons to separate the items. 

This applies to lists that don’t include names 
too: “They shopped for food, drinks, and 
napkins; hung streamers, signs, and 
balloons; and set up tables for the event.” 
 

Avoid using semicolons when 
you actually need a comma.  
We use commas to separate phrases, or 
sections of sentences, like in this example: 
“Yesterday after the meeting, I read the 
newsletter.” We don’t need a semicolon in 
this case because we aren’t connecting two 
otherwise-complete sentences. 

Commas should be used instead of 
semicolons in these situations: 

§   After introductory words: “On Tuesday, 
we’ll read the proposal.” 

§   After introductory clauses: “After we read 
the article, we discussed it.” 

§   When “connector words” are being used 
instead of a semicolon: “They find 
huddles useful, but they also like to 
connect in meetings.” 

 


