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Rules for Hyphens 
 
 

1. Hyphenate two-word names of numbers less than 100. 
 
This applies to numbers 21 through 99, except the multiples of ten. 
 
Example: She is twenty-three today. 
 

2. Hyphenate a fraction acting as an adjective. 
 

There is an easy way to remember this. The numerical fraction “1/4” has the 
numbers joined by a slash (“?”). The name “one-fourth” has the names of the 
numbers joined by a hyphen. 
 
Example: The bill requires a three-fifths majority for approval. 
 

3. Do not hyphenate the name of a fraction that is acting as a noun. 
 

One way to remember that no hyphen should appear in the name of a fraction 
acting as a noun is to think of “seven somethings.” You should not put a 
hyphen between “seven” and “somethings” when referring to those 
“somethings” and not using the two words together to modify another word. 
 
Example: She got five sevenths of the profit as a referral commission. 
 

4. Hyphenate the combination of a value and a unit used together as a 
compound adjective, when the unit is given as a whole word. 

 
You must hyphenate the combination of an adjective—a cardinal number in 
this case—and a noun when using the two together as a compound adjective 
(to modify another noun). 
 
Examples:  

The 24-hour shift was unbearable for him. 
A marathon covers a 26.2-mile course. 

 
5. Do not hyphenate the combination of a value and a unit used together 

as a compound adjective, when the unit is given as an abbreviation (per 
some style guides). 
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Many modern style guides say that it is a mistake to hyphenate the combination 
of a value and a unit used together as a compound adjective when the unit is 
given as an abbreviation. These same guides say that a non-breaking space 
(“nbsp;” in HTML code) instead of a plain space (“ ”) should be put between 
the value and the unit to ensure that they stay together when presented on a 
web page. Using a space or non-breaking space when joining a value and an 
abbreviated unit acting together as an adjective helps to avoid the look of a part 
number (e.g., 23-j”), which usually is hyphenated. 
 
Example: The 24 h shift was unbearable for the new resident. 
 

6. Check a dictionary to determine whether to hyphenate a compound 
verb. 

 
Some compound verbs appear as one word (with no space and no hyphen). 
Other compound verbs are hyphenated. You should ALWAYS check a 
dictionary for which form to use. If you do not find your compound verb as 
single word in a dictionary, then hyphenate it. 
 
Example: The company said it might downsize itself. 
 

7. Check a dictionary to determine whether to hyphenate a compound 
noun. 
 
A compound noun’s first part indicates a purpose for its second part (a 
person, object, or activity), Types include: 
 

• adjective + noun (e.g., “wildlife”) 

• adjective +verb (e.g., “short-cut” or “shortcut”) 

• noun + noun (e.g., “jigsaw” or “jig saw”) 

• noun + preposition (e.g., “hanger-on”) 

• preposition + noun (e.g., “overhead”) 

• preposition +verb (e.g., “under-hang”) 

• verb + adverb (e.g., “do-over”) 

• verb + noun (e.g., “diving board”) 

• verb + preposition (e.g., “lean-to”) 
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Examples:  
His bank account puts him on easy street. (adjective + noun) 

 He left it in the bedroom. (noun + noun) 
 The rainfall last night woke up everyone. (noun + verb) 
 Her underhand return is fast! (preposition + noun) 
 Would you call me a pushover? (verb + adverb) 
 Use this as a springboard for your career. (verb + noun) 
 They prefer Chinese takeout. (verb + preposition) 
 

8. Hyphenate two adjectives that are meant to act as a single idea to 
modify a noun. 

 
If two adjectives are meant to act as a single idea to modify a noun, then you 
should put a hyphen between the two adjectives. 
 
Examples:  

Do you want to buy my blue-green crystals? 
I like her dark-red convertible. 

 
9. Do not hyphenate two or more adjectives that can act separately to 

modify a noun. 
 
If two adjectives can act separately to modify a noun, then you should not put 
a hyphen between the two adjectives. What should you put? It depends on 
whether they are coordinate adjectives or cumulative adjectives. 
 
The test for coordinate adjectives has two parts (1) You can use the two 
adjectives in either order without changing the meaning. (2) You can use 
“and” to separate them. 
 
If you have two adjectives that pass the two-part coordinate-adjectives test, 
then separate them with a comma plus a space. 
 
If you have two adjectives that fail the two-part coordinate-adjectives test—
i.e., they act as cumulative adjectives, such as “former secret agent”—then 
separate them with only a space. 
 
If you have more than two adjectives modifying a noun, then separate them with 
commas plus spaces. 
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Examples: 
  That is a large, yellow dress. 
 The future private detective was anxious to start work. 
 The short, young, rambunctious teens left school early. 
 

10. Hyphenate when applying a prefix to a proper adjective. 
 
A proper adjective is one that is capitalized. “Victorian” and “Chilean” are two 
examples of proper adjectives. A hyphen must appear between any proper 
adjective and the prefix that is being applied to that adjective. 
 
Examples: 
  Pre-Keynsian economics refers to an older school. 

The non-Ecuadorian passengers must stand in that line to enter Ecuador 
legally. 

 
11. Hyphenate when applying the prefix “self” to another word. 
 

When a noun—such as “self”—is joined with another word to modify that 
word, use a hyphen. When an adjective—such as “selfish” or “selfless”—
precedes another word to modify that word, do not use a hyphen. So, “selfish” 
or “selfless” should be separated by a space when modifying the subsequent 
word. 

 
Examples: 

 Her self-centered approach makes her toxic. 
  He is popular because of his self-deprecating style. 

 
12. Hyphenate when applying the prefix “ex” to another word. 

 
The prefix “ex” is a special one that always requires a hyphen. 
 
Example: He has traveled a lot because he is ex-military. 
 

13. Include a hyphen between a prefix and the word that it modifies when 
the absence of the hyphen could lead to mispronunciation. 

 
Insertion of the hyphen ensures that readers do not accidentally mispronounce 
the prefixed word by visually joining the prefix and one or more of the initial 
letters of the word that the prefix is modifying.  
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For example, the problem with “coworker” is that it is tempting to see and say 
“cow” (instead of “co”). 
 
Examples: 

The post-ingot process entails remelting the metal. 
 They label those questions as ‘anti-questions’.” 

 
14. Include a hyphen between a prefix and the subsequent word that it 

modifies when the final letter of the prefix matches the initial letter of 
that subsequent word and the two letters are pronounced separately. 

By putting a hyphen between the final vowel or consonant, respectively, in the 
prefix-modified word, you tell the reader that the two letters—two vowels or 
two consonants—should be pronounced separately and not merged into a 
diphthong. 
 
Examples: 

The primate’s extra-adaptive skill astounded the researcher. 
 The quasi-intelligent students depressed the teacher. 
 

15. Include a hyphen between a suffix and the preceding word that it 
modifies when the final letter of that preceding word matches the initial 
letter of the suffix and the two letters are pronounced separately. 

 
By putting a hyphen between the final vowel or consonant in a suffix-modified 
word and the initial vowel or a consonant, respectively, in the suffix, you tell 
the reader that the two letters—two vowels or two consonants—should be 
pronounced separately and not merged into a diphthong. 
 
Examples: 

The foil-less airplane fell to the ground. 
 They asked him to resign from his witness-ship. 
 

16. Hyphenate when a prefixed word without the hyphen has a different 
meaning. 

 
The verb “recreate” means refresh by relaxation, whereas the verb “re-create” 
means create again. 
 
Examples: 
  Can you re-form the box the box that Jim disassembled? 
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The verb “reform” means change to a better state. The verb “re-
form” means form again. 

  Jane wants re-lease her apartment for another year. 
The verb “release” means free rom restraint or fastener. The verb “re-
lease” means lease again. 
 

17. Do not hyphenate the combination of an adverb ending in “ly” and 
another word, no matter where the combination appears. 

 
Examples:  

The poorly made jacket was too large for him. 
 The embroidery was expertly crafted. 
 The highly polished wheel was a sigh to see. 
 

18. Do not hyphenate the combination of an adverb not ending in “ly” and 
another word after a verb. 

This approach specifically applies when there is an adverb after a verb and that 
adverb does not end with the “ly” suffix. In particular, a space should separate 
such an adverb and the other word. 
 
Examples: 

 She was somewhat happy after her performance. 
  The technician is always good at her job. 
 

19. Hyphenate the combination of an adverb not ending in “ly” and 
another word before a noun. 

 
When an adverb not ending in “ly” and another word precede a noun, 
hyphenate the adverb and the other word before the noun. 
 
Examples: 

The somewhat-happy man was not fit for the part. 
 The before-graduation party was a lot of fun. 
 The left-leaning politician decided to resign. 
 

20. When multiple words can be combined with a hyphen to the same 
terminating word, hyphenate the final combination, and attach a 
suspended hyphen to each of the preceding combination-forming 
words. 
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The solution is a simplification of “Seventeenth- and eighteenth-century paintings are 
my favorite types of art from the last 500 years.” 
 
We can drop “century” but not the (suspended) hyphen from “Seventeenth-
century” because there is a subsequent modifier of “paintings”—in this 
example, “eighteenth-century”—that also ends with “-century”. 
 
The solution generally applies to separate, consecutive, hyphenated words that 
are connected by “and”, “or”, or “to” and all of which end with the same word 
(e.g., “century”). 
 
Examples: 

Green-, white-, or red-painted ornaments are popular now. 
 The fifth- to ninth-floor lights went out mysteriously. 

 
21. Use hyphens, enable your software to auto-insert hyphens, instead of 

extra spaces to balance right-side margins in justified text. 
 

Justified text is text that has an even left margin and an even right margin. With 
auto-insertion of hyphens enabled, your software can use fewer space 
characters between words when justifying text. 
 
 
 

 


