


DDeeaarr  DDrr..  AA::                        
 
“Please review the rules 
for using hyphens.” 
            
         Douglas Wong 
         Newport News, VA 
 
Dear Douglas: 
 
The hyphen, like its cousin 
the dash, is often misused. 
Let’s begin by identifying these two 
punctuation marks.  The hyphen is used to 
connect two or more words (e.g., cross-index), 
whereas the longer dash is used to connect 
sentence parts (e.g., My brother – the one with 
three kids – lives in Florida.)  (Dashes should 
be used sparingly because commas and 
colons are considered more professional.) 
 
Hyphens are used most often in numbers 
(twenty-one), fractions (one-fifth), certain 
prefixes and suffixes (all-, ex-, self-, and  
–elect), and compound words (son-in-law).  
The dictionary shows which compound words 
are hyphenated and which are attached with a 
space or no space (e.g., cross-country,  
cross matching, and crossover).      
 
The most challenging hyphen rule involves 
words acting together as adjectives before 
nouns.  These compound adjectives are 
connected by hyphens to identify their linked 
meaning (the many-sided issue, three well-
known facts).  Also, hyphens in a series are 
suspended (Do you prefer first-, second-, or 
third-class tickets?).  Just to complicate 
matters, words ending in –ly should not be 
hyphenated (the highly effective worker).    
 
Ex. 3 in The Price of Bad Communication 
gives excellent proof of the hyphen’s power. 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
Please send your communication questions to Dr. 
Maureen Archer (archer@allenglishtraining.com). 

 
Add the time spent struggling with writing, and the costs 
quickly increase.  The numbers continue to grow as the  
loss of productivity of all employees is thrown into the 
equation, making it easy to see how the demise of good 
communication can have a major impact on the bottom line.  

 
                

               The Price of Bad Communication 
 

Here are some real-life examples to illustrate the dangers  
of poor writing skills: 

 
1. Computer manufacturer Coleco lost $35 million in a 

single quarter, and eventually went out of business, 
when customers purchased its new Adam line of 
computers, found the instruction manuals unreadable, 
and rushed to return their computers. 

 
2. A company spent hundreds of thousands of dollars 

developing a new pesticide, only to discover that the 
formula had been worked out five years earlier by one  

      of the company’s technicians.  He had written his  
      initial report so poorly that no one finished reading it. 
 
3. A nuclear plant manager ordered “ten foot long lengths” 

of radioactive material.  Instead of getting the ten-foot 
lengths it needed, the plant received ten one-foot 
lengths, at a cost so great it was later classified. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 

                  
 

A Happy, Healthy Workforce 
 

Studies have shown that people who communicate well 
often have lower blood pressure than those who 
communicate poorly.  Suppressed stress, anxiety, and 
anger can contribute to many physical problems.  

 
--------------- NEW WORKSHOP --------------- 

 
Interpersonal Communication:  Building a Positive      
and Productive Work Environment 
This new workshop focuses on the communication skills 
necessary for good work relationships, especially during 
stressful times.  Listening effectively, projecting positive 
body language, and choosing words that motivate are all 
skills that can reduce friction, minimize conflict, and 
enhance cooperation.  Presented as half-day or full-day 
sessions, this workshop enhances participants’ skills in 
communicating clearly with respect and understanding.  
(Individual coaching is also available.)   

Assuming a 20% loss per call due to unclear 
speech and other miscommunication, a 
customer service rep, working full time, will 
lose about 2,000 hours per year.   
How much are your employees’ poor 
speaking skills costing your company in 
lost time and lowered reputation? 

Three little words… 
 

In the mid-1960’s, FBI director J. Edgar 
Hoover was proofreading a letter he had just 
dictated to his secretary.  He didn’t like the 
way she formatted it, so he wrote the words, 
“Watch the borders” at the bottom of the letter 
and asked her to retype it.  The secretary did 
as she was told and sent it off to all top 
agents.  For the next two weeks, FBI agents 
were patrolling the Canadian and Mexican 
borders in droves as requested by their leader.


