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INTRODUCTION

English composition is not an exact science. There are
a myriad of accepted stylebooks, such as those by the
American Medical Association (AMA), the American
Psychological Association (APA), the Council of Biol-
ogy Editors (CBE), and the Associated Press (AP),
among others. The most widely accepted, general style
guide, The Chicago Manual of Style, served as the
base authority for this booklet, though popular consen-
sus might have overruled Chicago in a place or two.

Most organizations keep their own ‘house’ style
guides; and editors, copy editors, and proofreaders
routinely keep a running stylesheet specific to each
project. Are we spelling it “Web site” or “Website”?
Was it “in depth” or “in-depth”? With this booklet as a
reference, and by employing a personal stylesheet,
confusion can be avoided and the most important
principal can be maintained: consistency. Above all, be
consistent from page one through to the end of the
document.

The word list included in this booklet is a compen-
dium and general consensus of the accepted spellings
of common compound phrases, many of which are not
listed in standard editions of Merriam-Webster Dictio-



nary. Granted, individual publishers will diverge from
this list, but it will at least serve as a guide toward that
all-important goal of consistency within any one docu-
ment.

Also included is a list of major corporations whose
names often cause spelling confusion due to odd
capitalization, spacing, hyphens, and/or ampersands
(&s). A (very) brief, general guide to hyphenation is
also presented — when to use a hyphen, when not to,
and why — though the purpose of this booklet is not to
serve as a crash course on English punctuation.

Hopefully, these lists will relieve some of the stress
brought on by the constant paging back and forth
through volumes of reference excelsior.  Before you
start flipping through those style books and dictionar-
ies, try here first to see if it’s one word, two words, or
has a hyphen.

A BRIEF GUIDE TO COMPOUND

WORDS

The general rule is: The less punctuation used (while
retaining the meaning and legibility of the sentence) the
better. Here are a few guidelines.

• Words using the following prefixes are generally
closed up (no hyphen). There are exceptions, so
check the Word List first.
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ante
anti
bi
bio
co
counter
de

dis
extra
hyper
in
infra
inter
mega

micro
mini
mis
multi
neo
non
out

over
post
pre
pro
pseudo
re
semi

socio
sub
super
supra
ultra
un
under



Old-school editors mandate a hyphen between re-
peated letters (e.g., micro-organism), though this
does not seem to be current practice (e.g., microor-
ganism). But always insert the hyphen after “non” and
a word starting with “n”, such as “non-negotiable.”

Hyphenation exceptions include prefixes preced-
ing a numeral or capital letter (e.g., non-CEO) and
words that would be confusing without the hyphen;
for example, co-counterclockwise; or, “He lives in a
co-op (an apartment building)” as opposed to “He
lives in a coop (with the chickens)”; or, re-creation
versus recreation. Also, hyphenate the prefix when
it’s all alone, such as: “Tom was both an under- and
overachiever.”

• The following prefixes are generally followed by a
hyphen. Again, there are exceptions, so check the
Word List and/or your dictionary.
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all-
cross- (with exceptions)
ex-
extra-
full- (as adjective; most noun forms are two

words)
half-
quasi-
self-

• When you have two or more adjectives before a noun
that act as one idea, connect them with a hyphen. For
example: “This is a clear-cut decision.” Exception:
Do not use a hyphen after an adverb ending with “ly”;
for example, “This is a clearly new idea.”

• When an adjectival phrase has three or more words,
connect the words that relate to each other with
hyphens; for example:



She filled out a health-care application sheet.
He felt sorry for the two-year-old boy.
The cure was due to a 20-gram dose of meds.

But do not use a hyphen for comparative phrases in
which the first item is clearly modifying the second
item (usually a verb). For example:

I traded in my car for a better built model.
This new one really was a well tuned car!

• Insert a hyphen when the meaning of the sentence
would be obscure or misinterpreted without it. For
example: “The company had more skilled workers.”
means that the company had a greater number of
skilled workers; while “The company had more-
skilled workers.” means that the company’s workers
had more skills.

• Fractions and numbers are always hyphenated (e.g.,
one-third, twenty-three, fifty-first).

• Do not use hyphens in chemical terms or for expres-
sions that contain letters or numerals; for example:

He added sodium chloride solution to the
hydrogen peroxide base.

Diana is being treated with a Class A drug for
Type II diabetes.

• Musical terms, however, are always hyphenated:
“The piece was played in A-minor.”

• Verb-preposition combinations are generally either
one word or joined by a hyphen when being used as
a noun to avoid confusion, for example:

The order was received as a phone-in.
George was so angry, he promised a harsh
payback.
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Check the Word List, your dictionary, or your house
stylesheet for the correct form.

SOURCES

In addition to the fruit of 20 years worth of labor in the
publishing industry, the following sources were con-
sulted for the entries in this booklet. Most of these
printed volumes can be found in any major bookstore.
Their Web addresses have been included here for quick
access. Consult them for more in-depth information
and additional editorial guidance.

• Merriam-Webster Collegiate Dictionary, 10th Ed.;
www.m-w.com/

• The Library of Congress; www.loc.gov/
• Numerical Aerospace Simulation (NAS) NASA

Ames Research Center Publications Group;
www.nas.nasa.gov/Groups/TechPubs/

• Fortune Magazine and Time, Inc.; www.fortune.com
• U.S. Government Printing Office;

www.gpoaccess.gov/stylemanual/
• University of Chicago Press, The Chicago Manual

of Style; www.press.uchicago.edu/Misc/Chicago/
cmosfaq/

• OneLook® Dictionaries; www.onelook.com/
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