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Writing Tip of the Week  
Hyphens 

 
Living in an age where word processors have supplanted typewriters, the hyphen has lost much of its former 

gusto; however, the frequently misunderstood punctuation mark is not without relevant application.  

 

1. Clarifying awkward or confusing word constructions 

For clarity and precision, the hyphen is an essential tool.  Words that take prefixes or suffixes can often 

confuse the reader, but the hyphen helps alleviate potential misreadings. 

re-creation  (prevents confusion with recreation)       re-cover   (prevents confusion with recover) 

re-dress       (prevents confusion with redress)            un-ionize  (prevents confusion with unionize) 

 

Sometimes when prefixes or suffixes are added to words, triple consonants or double vowels are formed.  In 

these cases, use a hyphen. 

re-enact                                                 semi-independent                              bell-like 

de-emphasis                                          anti-intellectual                                 pro-outsourcing 

 

Use a hyphen if the second element or a proper noun needs capitalization. 

           post-World War II                                  all-Canadian hockey team                 Picasso-like 

           un-American                                           pro-French                                   

 

2. Joining two words that are used as a single unit 
When compound adjectives are used before the noun, they are hyphenated. When they follow the noun, no 

hyphen is used. If one of the modifiers is an adverb ending in –ly, do not use a hyphen in the compound. 

A decision-making process                                           A process for decision making 

A well-run program                                                      A program that is well run 

A city-owned business                                                  A business that is city owned 

Publicly owned parks                                                    Parks that are publicly owned 

 

Hyphens are also used to combine two parties into one modifier. 

           Attorney-client privilege                                                 

 

3. Linking two last names 

Hyphens are used to join two last names. 

            Mrs. Anastasia Magritte-Foucault                        The Henderson-Smythes                                                

                      

4. Connecting some prefixes and suffixes 

Some prefixes and suffixes always require a hyphen. These include: all-, quasi-, self-, ex-, and –elect. 

             all-inclusive                                          self-reliant                                       president-elect 

             quasi-intellectual                                  ex-wife      
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