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EASY GUIDES SERIES, SHEET 2

Simple rules for using 
possessive apostrophes
When I started to write this ‘easy guide’ my aim was to follow the example set in 
the first sheet, ‘Three rules to select the correct its’: be short, sharp and decisive 
in helping you to work out possessive apostrophe usage.

Indeed, if you consult a good grammar or punctuation reference, you will find a 
short and usually clear summation. However, these books tend to assume the 
reader already has a fairly high level of knowledge about grammar.

I did not want to assume a lot of knowledge on the part of potential readers. As 
I wrote, I also found that I had a lot more to say about the subject than what you 
would find in a grammar book and a different way of saying it. 

I wanted to provide some logic behind each of the two main forms of usage, 
something that could be learnt and applied over and over again to give the 
correct result, and I wanted to provide lots of examples and some exercises to 
consolidate learning.

So I think that this is still an ‘easy guide’, but it is far more comprehensive than 
I originally envisaged. Don’t be discouraged by the length of the file; there are 
actually only two rules to learn and there are a lot of examples, exercises and 
answers. I have included a one-page summary as a memory aid.

This guide is for people who have difficulty working out possessive apostrophes. 
Complete and understand it and you should never have trouble with them again.

Paula Ruzek
Senior commercial writer, editor and proofreader
Professional Word Services
info@profwordservices.com.au
June 2010
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Simple rules for using possessive apostrophes

Introduction

Too many people just guess on placement of possessive apostrophes in their 
writing. Considering that about 95% of possessive apostrophe usage can be 
covered by two rules, it’s easy to get it right.

Possessive apostrophes show that a person, animal, plant, object or thing 
‘owns’ or ‘possesses’ something (which could be tangible, such as a car or red 
hair, or intangible, such as a characteristic, e.g. courage, business principles).

Possessive apostrophes:

 O   Are attached to nouns (person/people, animal/s, plant/s, object/s or 
thing/s).

 O Include an ‘s’ at the end.

In deciding where the apostrophe goes — before or after the ‘s’ — the main 
decision you have to make is how many people, animals, plants or objects/
things ‘own’ or ‘possess’ that something, i.e. is it a singular possessive 
apostrophe or a plural possessive apostrophe?

RULE 1
Singular apostrophes 

In its singular form, the possessive adds an ’s:

 O Mary’s shoes
 O The house’s doors
 O The computer’s motherboard
 O The sunset’s colours
 O Australia’s standard of living

When deciding if a word needs a singular possessive apostrophe, the answer to 
the question ‘How many?’ must be ‘One’.

The dogs bark is worse than its bite.
How many dogs ‘own’ the bark? One.

Therefore, it is a singular possessive apostrophe and it goes before the ‘s’.

The dog’s bark is worse than its bite.

Some more examples of singular usage:

The family’s car was wrecked in the accident.
How many families ‘owned’ the car? One.

How does the proposal tie directly into the accounting practice’s 
business objectives?
How many practices ‘own’ the business objectives? One, 
the accounting practice.

Blue Crypt’s Client Development Director is Jonathan Edwards.
How many companies ‘own’ Jonathan Edwards? One, Blue Crypt.
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The Australian Marketing Institute is one of the business school’s 
sponsors.
How many business schools ‘own’ the Institute as a sponsor? One.

The Motor Accident Commission was South Australia’s only national 
award winner.
How many states ‘own’ the Motor Accident Commission? One, South 
Australia.

Trickier singular apostrophes – words that already end in ‘s’ 

In most instances, the same rule applies to words that already end in ‘s’:

The bus’s arrival was delayed by two flat tyres.
How many buses ‘own’ the flat tyres? One.
(NOT The bus’ arrival was delayed by two flat tyres.)

James’s fiancée is a beautiful woman.
How many men ‘own’ a beautiful fiancée? One, James
NOT James’ fiancée was a beautiful woman OR Jame’s fiancée was a 
beautiful woman.

Tim Jones’s best time for 100 metres is 10.2 seconds.
How many Joneses (that’s the correct plural!) ‘own’ a best time of 10.2 
seconds? One, Tim

The exception: words that end in ‘s’ where the extra ‘s’ would not usually be 
pronounced. These are fairly uncommon occurrences. Some examples:

 O Socrates’ plays
 O Ulysses’ companions
 O Robert Menzies’ terms as Australian Prime Minister
 O Archimedes’ Principle
 O Jesus’ life
 O For goodness’ sake

THE RULE: When the answer to the question ‘How many (people, plants, 
animals or objects)?’ is ‘One’, the apostrophe goes BEFORE the ‘s’.

RULE 2
Plural possessive apostrophes

Most plurals of words already have an ‘s’ at the end — e.g. girls, customers, 
ladies, parents, weeks, cars — so there is no need to add an extra ‘s’ (we don’t 
say girls’s, parents’s, etc).

When deciding if a word needs a plural possessive apostrophe, the answer to 
the question ‘How many?’ must be ‘More than one’.

An example:

It is all about our culture, not about our customers cultures.
Are the cultures ‘owned’ by one customer, or more than one customer? 
More than one.

Therefore, it is a plural possessive and it goes after the ‘s’.

It is all about our culture, not about our customers’ cultures.



Some more examples:

The members’ forum was held at the University of Adelaide on 3 May.
Was this forum ‘owned’ by one member, or more than one member? 
More than one.

The girls’ excitement was magnified by the arrival of their teen idol on 
stage.
Was this excitement ‘owned’ by one girl, or more than one girl?  
More than one.

Many marketers are unable to overcome the cultural divide caused by 
partners’ lack of understanding of marketing skills.
Was this lack of understanding of marketing skills ‘owned’ by one 
partner, or more than one partner? More than one

Consider how you can generate support to deliver when others are 
demanding fee earners’ time.
Was this time ‘owned’ by one fee earner, or more than one fee earner? 
More than one

The bosses’ offer was way below what the union demanded.
How many bosses ‘owned’ the offer? More than one.

Trickier plural apostrophes – plurals that DO NOT end in ‘s’ 

In the examples so far in the rule 2 explanation, words such as partners, fee 
earners and members are obvious plurals. However, there are commonly used 
words in English that are plural without an ‘s’, such as children (plural of child), 
women (woman), men (man) and people (person).

 O The childrens playground was destroyed by fire.

 O The womens dresses were covered in mud.

 O The mens toilet walls were scrawled with graffiti.

 O The peoples will was revealed at the ballot box.

In each instance, a possessive apostrophe is required and the answer to the 
question ‘How many’ seems to be ‘More than one’, denoting an apostrophe after 
the ‘s’.

However, in each instance it goes before the ‘s’:

 O The children’s playground was destroyed by fire.

 O The women’s dresses were covered in mud.

 O The men’s toilet walls were scrawled with graffiti.

 O The people’s will was revealed at the ballot box.

This is one you just have to REMEMBER: 
Plurals that don’t end in ‘s’ take their possessive apostrophe BEFORE the ‘s’. 

THE RULE: When the answer to the question ‘How many (people, plants, 
animals or objects)?’ is ‘More than one’, the apostrophe goes AFTER the ‘s’ — 
EXCEPT for plurals that don’t end in ‘s’.
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Rules 1 and 2 cover the vast majority of possessive apostrophe usage. 
Understand and remember them, and from now on you will place possessive 
apostrophes correctly every time.

Some exercises follow to test and consolidate your newly acquired knowledge; 
you can go to them now and begin (click here). The answers are at the end of 
this file.

However, for those who are interested, here are a few more details about 
possessive apostrophes.

More tips about possessive apostrophes
Context can denote a singular or plural possessive apostrophe

Sometimes it is not obvious whether a singular or plural apostrophe should be 
used. In those instances, you need to understand the intent or context of the 
sentence.

The dogs behaviour was affected by the loud fireworks.

In this instance, the answer to ‘How many’ could be either ‘One’, or ‘More than 
one’.

The dog’s behaviour was affected by the loud fireworks. (One dog.)
The dogs’ behaviour was affected by the loud fireworks. (More than one 
dog.)

Both usages are correct; the question becomes ‘Which usage did you mean, 
one dog or more than one dog?’

Getting rid of a possessive apostrophe

Possessive apostrophes can often be removed by rewriting a sentence. The 
word ‘of’ usually replaces the apostrophe. For example:

The behaviour of the dogs was affected by the loud fireworks.

The dresses of the women were covered in mud.

Sometimes it makes the sentence read awkwardly:

Many marketers are unable to overcome the cultural divide caused by 
the lack of understanding of marketing skills by partners.

The book of Peter was on the bed (Peter’s book was on the bed)

Possessive apostrophes and collective nouns

Words such as jury, herd, flock, team, club and family are applied to a number 
of individuals who form a group. The question ‘How many’ still works in these 
instances:

The jurys verdict was ‘Guilty!’
How many juries ‘owned’ the verdict? One
The jury’s verdict was ‘Guilty!’

The families shared holiday accommodation was destroyed by fire.
How many families ‘owned’ the accommodation? More than one
The families’ shared holiday accommodation was destroyed by fire.
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A common mistake to avoid

There is much confusion around the words its, it’s and its’.

For example:

The dog chewed on its’ bone. 
The dog chewed on it’s bone. 

Both are WRONG

1. There is no such word as its’. Ban it from your writing.

2. The word ‘it’s’ is a contraction of ‘it is’ or ‘it has’ — and that is all.
The dog chewed on it is bone (I don’t think so!)

The possessive form of it is its. 

The dog chewed on its bone. Correct.

For an easy guide, see Professional Word Services’ ‘Three rules for selecting 
the correct its’ at: 
http://www.profwordservices.com.au/documents/PWS_Three_rules_for_its.pdf

A weird exception in clothing departments

‘Menswear’ is treated at one word in English, with no possessive apostrophe (so 
it is not men’s wear).

BUT it is:

Women’s wear, children’s wear

Possessive apostrophes and weeks, months and years

It is becoming less recognised that weeks and years (a thing) are often used in 
possessive form and require an apostrophe. The ‘How many’ question covered 
in Rules 1 and 2 applies.

Examples:

I have received three weeks holiday pay.
How many weeks of holiday pay? More than one.
I have received three weeks’ holiday pay.
(OR it could be rewritten: I have received three weeks of holiday pay.)

The family will return to the United States in two years time.
In how many years? More than one.
The family will return to the United States in two years’ time.

You must give one months notice if you resign from this job.
How many months of notice? One.
You must give one month’s notice if you resign from this job.
(OR it could be rewritten: You must give one month of notice if you 
resign from this job.)

The payout was equivalent to one years salary.
How many years? One.
The payout was equivalent to one year’s salary.
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Difficult constructions

On rare occasions, usually in novels, you will see a construction such as this:

“That’s a handsome suit,” I said. “My cousin’s sister’s husband’s,” he 
replied, proudly looking down at the costume.

Even this still fits into the two rules — one cousin, one sister, one husband, all 
singular possessive apostrophes. 

Don’t be fooled by ...

CDs, KPIs, 1970s and similar.

There is a great temptation to write CD’s, KPI’s, 1970’s and not work out how 
the word is being used. Mostly, the word is just being used in plural form, not in 
possessive form.

For example:

Win 1 of 5 CD’s! (Win 1 of 5 compact disc’s? No. Win 1 of 5 compact 
discs. Yes)

The firm has five KPI’s. (The firm has five key performance indicator’s? 
No. The firm has five key performance indicators. Yes)

Sarah was born in the 1970’s. (Sarah was born in the nineteen 
seventies’? No. Sarah was born in the nineteen seventies [1970s]. Yes)

However, such words can be used as possessives:

The CDs surface was scratched.
How many CDs were scratched? One.
The CD’s surface was scratched.

If in doubt, work out how the word is being used. Is it a mere plural or is it a 
possessive?
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Exercises
Test your understanding of possessive apostrophes

Each of these sentences requires at least one possessive apostrophe (or 
perhaps two!). You have to decide:

 O Which word the apostrophe goes on.
 O Whether it should be singular or plural usage.
 O Whether an ‘s’ (or another ‘s’) needs to be added.

Remember the rules:

1. Singular: When the answer to the question ‘How many (people, plants, 
animals or objects/things)?’ is ‘One’, the apostrophe goes BEFORE the ‘s’.

2. Plural: When the answer to the question ‘How many (people, plants, animals 
or objects/things)?’ is ‘More than one’, the apostrophe goes AFTER the ‘s — 
EXCEPT for plurals that don’t end in ‘s’.

Exercise 1

1.  You are in a position to adapt partners approaches to the market and to pitch 
your own ideas. 

   How many partners ‘own’ the approaches?

2.  Build in some useful KPIs or internal communications to support the 
managing partners goals. 

  How many managing partners ‘own’ the goals?

3.  Updates can be included to ensure that support is continued to the programs 
end.

4.  Small businesses often do not get their brands to live in their employees 
minds. 

5.  How many times do you make calls to set up appointments to show your 
companys wares?

6.  The first members forum was held at the University of Newcastle with guest 
presenter Dr Roberta Finch, Lecturer in Marketing at the universitys business 
school.

7.  The womens networking lunch was attended by more than 200 people, who 
were enthralled by the speakers presentation on social media applications for 
business.

8.  Fawkner Parks oldest trees were blown over by the gale-force winds.

9.  Marks ideas of good service did not accord with customers ideas of good 
service.

10. The sunsets many colours shone brightly on the boats hull.

11.  The program will allow tertiary institutions to add the Institutes seal to 
qualifying courses.

12. The accreditation committee will consider the teams report.
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13. Thomas red coat is hanging in the cupboard.

14. The ladies dress department has just received a new shipment.

15.  The Klingons attack on the Starship Enterprise did heavy damage to the 
primary hull.

16. Alan Jones hat was lost in the wind. 

17. For goodness sake get out of the sun before you are burnt to a crisp.

18. The sisters favourite television show is Neighbours.

19. The best carriage is directly behind the trains engine.

20.  The fire did extensive damage to the forests trees and destroyed three 
species nesting areas.

Exercise 2

If you read the extra notes, try these examples.

21. The men’s wear department is on the second floor.

22. The bull lowered it’s head and charged.

23. There is no money for the new equipment in next years budget.

24. The DVD’s are located on the top right-hand shelf.

25. The childrens wear department is on the first floor.

26. The herds winter pastures were barren.

27. The womenswear department offers womens clothing from sizes eight to 22.

28. With a shake of its’ head, the horse bolted from the stable.

29. The heater in the jurys room is broken.

30. It will take 10 years work to repair the damage.

31. Australian’s are renowned for their ‘she’ll be right’ attitude.

Exercise 3

Show that you understand: rewrite these sentences to get rid of the 
apostrophe.

32. The heater’s temperature gauge is set to 21 degrees.

33. The Socceroo’s top goalkeeper is Mark Schwarzer.

34. ‘Live and Love’ is the CD’s best track.

35. It will take one year’s work to complete my next novel.
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36. I have left my bag in my brother’s truck.

37. TV cameras intruded on the families’ tragedy.

38. The character cake was the highlight of the children’s party.

39. Stargate’s filming schedule allows for two short breaks each year.

40. The bosses’ offer was way below what the union demanded.

41. In three weeks’ time we will be going on holidays.

ANSWERS ON PAGE 12
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SUMMARY

How to select the correct possessive apostrophe 

RULE 1:

Singular possessive apostrophes

When the answer to the question ‘How many (people, plants, 
animals or objects/things)?’ is ‘One’, the apostrophe goes 
BEFORE the ‘s’.

The dogs bark is worse than its bite.
How many dogs ‘own’ the bark? One.
The dog’s bark is worse than its bite.

The exception: words that end in ‘s’ where the extra ‘s’ would not 
usually be pronounced (uncommon).

Socrates’ plays were enjoyed by all levels of society.
Professional Word Services’ easy sheets series.

RULE 2:

Plural possessive apostrophes

When the answer to the question ‘How many (people, plants, 
animals or objects/things)?’ is ‘More than one’, the apostrophe 
goes AFTER the ‘s’ — EXCEPT for plurals that don’t end in ‘s’.

It is all about our culture, not about our customers cultures.
Are the cultures ‘owned’ by one customer, or more than one 
customer? More than one.
It is all about our culture, not about our customers’ cultures.

The exception: Plurals that don’t end in ‘s’:

The children’s playground was destroyed by fire.
The women’s dresses were covered in mud.
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Answers to exercises
Exercise 1

1.  You are in a position to adapt partners’ approaches to the market and to pitch 
your own ideas. 

   How many partners ‘own’ the approaches? More than one

2.  Build in some useful KPIs or internal communications to support the 
managing partner’s goals. 

  How many managing partners ‘own’ the goals? One

3.  Updates can be included to ensure that support is continued to the program’s 
end.

4.  Small businesses often do not get their brands to live in their employees’ 
minds. 

5.  How many times do you make calls to set up appointments to show your 
company’s wares?

6.  The first members’ forum was held at the University of Newcastle with guest 
presenter Dr Roberta Finch, Lecturer in Marketing at the university’s business 
school.

7.  The women’s networking lunch was attended by more than 200 people, who 
were enthralled by the speaker’s presentation on social media applications for 
business.

8.  Fawkner Park’s oldest trees were blown over by the gale-force winds.

9.  Mark’s ideas of good service did not accord with customers’ ideas of good 
service.

10. The sunset’s many colours shone brightly on the boat’s hull.

11.  The program will allow tertiary institutions to add the Institute’s seal to 
qualifying courses.

12. The accreditation committee will consider the team’s report.

13. Thomas’s red coat is hanging in the cupboard.

14. The ladies’ dress department has just received a new shipment.

15.  The Klingons’ attack on the Starship Enterprise did heavy damage to the 
primary hull.

16. Alan Jones’s hat was lost in the wind. 

17. For goodness’ sake get out of the sun before you are burnt to a crisp.

18. The sisters’ favourite television show is Neighbours.

19. The best carriage is directly behind the train’s engine.

20.  The fire did extensive damage to the forest’s trees and destroyed three 
species’ nesting areas.
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Exercise 2

If you read the extra notes, try these examples.

21. The menswear department is on the second floor.

22. The bull lowered its head and charged. (Remember, it’s is a contraction 
meaning it is or it has.)

23. There is no money for the new equipment in next year’s budget.

24. The DVDs are located on the top right-hand shelf. (It is a plural, not a 
possessive.)

25. The children’s wear department is on the first floor.

26. The herd’s winter pasture is barren.

27. The women’s wear department offers women’s clothing from sizes eight to 22.

28. With a shake of its head, the horse bolted from the stable. (No such word as 
its’.)

29. The heater in the jury’s room is broken.

30. It will take 10 years’ work to repair the damage.

31. Australians are renowned for their ‘she’ll be right’ attitude. (It is a plural, not a 
possessive.)

Exercise 3

32. The heater’s temperature gauge is set to 21 degrees. 
 
   The temperature gauge of the heater is set to 21 degrees.

33. Mark Schwarzer is the Socceroo’s top goalkeeper. 
 
   Mark Schwarzer is the top goalkeeper of the Socceroos.

34. ‘Live and Love’ is the CD’s best track. 
 
   ‘Live and Love’ is the best track on the CD. 
   ‘Live and Love’ is the best track of the CD.

35. It will take one year’s work to complete my next novel. 
 
   It will take one year of work to complete my next novel.

36. I have left my bag in my brother’s truck. 
 
   I have left my bag in the truck of my brother.

37. TV cameras intruded on the families’ tragedy. 
 
   TV cameras intruded on the tragedy of the families.
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38. The character cake was the highlight of the children’s party. 
 
   The character cake was the highlight of the party of the children. 

39. Stargate’s filming schedule allows for two short breaks each year. 
 
   The filming schedule of Stargate allows for two short breaks each year. 
   The Stargate filming schedule allows for two short breaks each year.

40. The bosses’ offer was way below what the union demanded. 
 
   The offer of the bosses was way below what the union demanded. 
   The offer made by the bosses was way below what the union demanded.

41. In three weeks’ time we will be going on holidays. 
 
   In three weeks of time we will be going on holidays. 
   We will be going on holidays in three weeks.

Next page: Published examples of where they got it wrong
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Ticketek’s promotional email, 24 May 2010. It should be a plain plural, CDs, not a possessive.

The Age newspaper, Sports section, page 10, 24 May 2010. The possessive has been missed; 
it should be two years’ wages, or two years of wages.
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The Age newspaper, Sports section, page 2, 14 June 2010. 
A possessive apostrophe (or an ‘of’ ) is missing:

... in a few days’ time that Joey ... OR

... in a few days of time that Joey ...
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The Age newspaper, Sports section, page 3, 14 June 2010 (advertisement). 
The possessive apostrophe is in the wrong place.

It should be:
... work of changing people’s lives for the better.
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