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Make better informed decisions. Making informed decisions. What is the best decision you ever made. Most informed decision.

(Definition of well informed from the Cambridge Advanced Learner's Dictionary & Thesaurus © Cambridge University Press) Confusion about whether or not to use a hyphen remains one of the most common mechanical problems in writing. Here are five sentences in which hyphens are erroneously omitted. 1. “The head on crash sent three people to
the hospital.” This sentence creates the unfortunate impression that a human head is somehow responsible for a car accident: The phrasal adjective “head on” should be hyphenated before the noun it refers to (but, like all the other examples in this post, should left open when it follows the noun): “The head-on crash sent three people to the hospital.”
2. “It’s unfortunate that she didn’t make better informed decisions.” One could refer to informed decisions that are better, but that’s not quite what is meant here. The reference is to decisions that are better informed, so the phrasal adjective should be hyphenated: “It’s unfortunate that she didn’t make better-informed decisions.” 3. “His report
suggested a less than careful analysis of the facts.” What kind of analysis being discussed? One that is less than careful. So this combination of words should be hyphenated: “His report suggested a less-than-careful analysis of the facts.” 4. “She showed excellent time management skills.” This sentence can be read only as intended, but because “time
management” is not awarded status as a standing phrase by being honored with a dictionary entry, it should be treated like any other temporary phrasal adjective: “She showed excellent time-management skills.” 5. “By observing quality of care measures at that point, they could predict with 77 percent accuracy who would drop out of high school.”
The issue is not care measures and their quality; it is measures of quality of care, or “quality-of-care measures”: “By observing quality-of-care measures at that point, they could predict with 77 percent accuracy who would drop out of high school.” Want to improve your English in five minutes a day? Get a subscription and start receiving our writing
tips and exercises daily! Keep learning! Browse the Style category, check our popular posts, or choose a related post below: In the summer of 2005, posters and billboards appeared advertising a new movie called The 40 Year-Old Virgin. Some people were puzzled and disturbed by the title. “What’s this movie about,” they asked themselves, “40 year-
old virgins? That sounds sick.” These people had seen something that apparently no one involved with the movie had noticed: A crucial hyphen was missing from the title [1].Welcome to the world of hyphens, a place of peril, full of hazards for the unwary punctuator, and able to entrap even experienced writers. The hyphen (-) itself is simple enough.
Its main purpose is to connect two or more words to make a new compound word, whose meaning expands upon or differs from its parts. Problems arise when people put hyphens in places they have no business being, or omit them from places they belong. We don’t have the space here to talk about all the hyphenation rules [2], but we can talk about
five common problems.Compound Modifiers A compound modifier consists of two or more words that jointly modify a noun. For example, in the phrase a two-word modifier, two-word is the compound modifier and modifier is the word being modified. When the compound modifier precedes the word it modifies, it is usually hyphenated [3]. The hyphen
tells the reader to treat all the connected parts of the compound as a single thing, rather than as two (or more) things. Compare these terms:automatic door controlsautomatic-door controlsThe first refers to door controls that are automatic. The second is about controls for automatic doors. The only difference is the hyphen.When the compound
modifier follows the word it modifies, it's usually not hyphenated [4] because the meaning is (usually) clear without hyphens: The much-appreciated article on hyphens and The article on hyphens was much appreciated.Adverbs Ending in -ly When a two-word compound modifier includes an adverb ending in -ly, it never gets a hyphen (and this is one
of those rare hyphen situations where never means never) [5]. The hyphen’s not needed. For example, when people see a widely read article, they know that widely modifies read, and that together widely and read modify article [6][7].Take care, however, because not all words ending in -ly are adverbs. For example, friendly, as in a friendly-looking
group of people, is an adjective, so the compound modifier needs a hyphen.Compound Verbs and NounsCompound verbs (also known as phrasal verbs) are verbs with prepositions. Examples are wipe out, goof off, mock up, and sleep in [8]. Phrasal verbs never (yes, never) get hyphens, for a simple reason: unhyphenated (or open) phrasal verbs can be
easily conjugated, and hyphenated ones can’t. Mock up can be mocked up and mocking up, whereas mock-up would be mock-upped and mock-upping, which look and sound clumsy.Compound nouns, unfortunately, have no rules. Some are hyphenated: drive-in, mix-up, and hand-off. Some are single words (closed): backup, closeout, startup,

and takeoff. Some are separate words (open): curtain wall, architect of record, decision making, word of mouth, rule of thumb, and problem solving. And a few, such as mockup/mock-up, tieback/tie-back, or wayfinding/way-finding, can be hyphenated or closed (it’s your call, but be consistent). If you’re not sure if a word is open, closed, or hyphenated,
check one of the references in footnote [2] or a good dictionary. Prefixes and SuffixesIn most cases, prefixes and suffixes don’t need hyphens when attached to words. Some words that shouldn’t be hyphenated—but often are—

are preconstruction, predesign, preempt, noncompliant, subcontractor, subconsultant, anteroom, bimonthly, midtown, understaffed, and ultramodern [9]. Two general exceptions to this rule: Use a hyphen if omitting it will confuse the reader (for example, anti-intellectual (to avoid the double-i of antiintellectual) and co-op (to distinguish it from coop)),
and when attaching a prefix to a proper (i.e., capitalized) noun, such as pre-Columbian or anti-Miesian. A Hyphen Is Not a DashA lot of writers—even professionals—think hyphens and dashes are the same things. They aren’t. Dashes come in two sizes: long (em-dashes (—)) and not so long (en-dashes (-)), and both are longer than hyphens. Em-
dashes have two primary uses—to introduce something within a sentence (instead of a colon, as in this sentence) or to create a strong parenthetical statement—like this one—instead of using commas or parentheses. En-dashes are used to show ranges (e.g., the Civil War (1861-1865)) or as “super-hyphens,” when a compound modifier includes a
multiword proper name (e.g., a Frank Lloyd Wright-type house) [10]. Hyphens just aren’t long enough or strong enough to handle these functions.Meanwhile, back in 2005 ...So what was the aftermath of The 40 Year-Old Virgin debacle? After thousands of irate people around the world took to the streets to protest the missing hyphen [11], Universal
Studios immediately ... did nothing. But then, what could they have done? The posters and billboards were already on display, and several thousand prints of the movie had been made. But months later, when the movie’s DVD version was released, it had a new title: The 40-Year-Old-Virgin.Follow the author on Twitter at @bill schmwil.Footnotes:[1]
Apparently not everyone at Universal Studios was unaware of the punctuation problem. To hear a studio copyeditor’s side of the story, see 2] Or the many exceptions to the rules. The most thorough coverage of hyphenation, with excellent lists of hyphenated words, is in The Chicago Manual of Style, 16th edition and June Casagrande’s The best
punctuation book, period. (I also modestly suggest my own book, The Architect’s Guide to Writing, which includes compound words that design and construction professionals often use.)[3] Yeah, I know, what the hell kind of rule talks about usually. Well, here’s the thing: If you always hyphenate compound modifiers that precede the words they
modify, you’ll never be wrong, but doing so can sometimes look a little silly. For example, you normally wouldn’t write ice-cream cone or high-school student, but you wouldn't be wrong if you did. If omitting the hyphen doesn’t lead to confusion, then it’s probably fine. For example, if you write hollow metal door or stainless steel fastener, few readers
will be confused. On the other hand, when writing specifications, always (and this time I mean always) hyphenate compound modifiers before the words they modify. For example, for specs you write stainless-steel fastener and hollow-metal door.[4] There’s that damn usually again. If you’re following Associated Press standards (and unless you're a
journalist, there’s no reason to), then hyphenate your compound modifiers no matter where they occur. Otherwise, there are a handful of common compounds that always get hyphenated: words beginning with self-, all-, great-, -ex, and no-; words ending in -like, -wise, -free, and -elect; and certain compound words, such as so-called, soft-pedal, half-
baked, risk-adverse, cost-effective, old-fashioned, time-sensitive, mid-rise, low-rise, high-rise, and short-lived.[5] Not hyphenating -ly adverbs has been an evolving trend in English writing. Charles Darwin, in his On the Origin of Species (1859), hyphenated around 50 -ly adverbs.[6] Note that I said this rule applies to two-word compound modifiers. If a
three-or-more-word compound modifier includes an -ly adverb, then the entire compound modifier, including the -ly adverb, gets hyphenated (e.g., widely-read-but-often-ignored hyphenation advice).[7] Make sure you hyphenate all the parts of your compound modifier. A recent online article on revised designs for the Los Angeles County Museum of
Art talks about the “sinuous, oil-slick inspired structure.” In this case, inspired is part of the modifier, and so should have been attached with a hyphen: sinuous, oil-slick-inspired structure. And by the way, I'm pretty sure the writer was using oil slick in its good sense, whatever that may be.[8] For more on phrasal verbs (including the 344 phrasal
verbs ending with up), see my article 9] Your spell checker may push back on some unhyphenated prefixed and suffixed words. In most cases, you can ignore it.[10] If you’'re in the United Kingdom, Australia, New Zealand, or anywhere else that follows British writing standards, then you can get away with using an en-dash with a space before and
after it - like this - instead of an em-dash with no spaces. But even in the U.K,, this is more an option than a rule.[11] Or maybe it was just a handful of mildly annoyed emails to the studio; I'm a little fuzzy on the details. The point is, some people were upset and let the studio know it.
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