
chicago manual spelling of compound
words

The chicago manual spelling of compound words is a nuanced aspect of
professional writing that often prompts detailed inquiry. Understanding the
guidelines set forth by The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is crucial for
authors, editors, and anyone striving for clarity and consistency in their
published work. This comprehensive guide will delve into the intricacies of
how CMOS handles compound words, exploring the distinctions between closed,
hyphenated, and open forms, and providing practical advice for navigating
these often-confusing areas. We will examine the principles behind word
formation and how to determine the appropriate spelling to ensure
professional polish and adherence to a widely respected style standard,
making your writing both accessible and authoritative.
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Understanding Compound Words

Compound words are formed when two or more words are joined together to
create a new word with a distinct meaning. This fusion can result in a
single, closed word (e.g., `sunflower`), a word joined by a hyphen (e.g.,
`well-being`), or two separate words that function as a single unit (e.g.,
`ice cream`). The Chicago Manual of Style provides detailed guidance on how
to correctly represent these combinations to maintain stylistic integrity and
reader comprehension.

The primary goal of style guides like CMOS is to establish a consistent set
of rules that eliminate ambiguity and promote readability. When it comes to
compound words, the challenge lies in the fact that usage evolves, and what
might be hyphenated in one context could be closed or open in another. CMOS
offers a framework for making informed decisions, often emphasizing common
usage and clarity as guiding principles.

Closed Compound Words

Closed compound words are written as a single, unbroken word. These are often
the most straightforward to identify, as they appear as one entity. Examples
include everyday terms that have become so common they have merged into a
single lexical unit.

The formation of closed compounds often signifies a strong semantic unity.



When two words habitually function together and their combined meaning is
distinct from the sum of their individual meanings, they are likely to become
closed compounds over time. CMOS generally advises following established
usage for these words, and a good dictionary is often the definitive arbiter.

Examples of Closed Compounds

Numerous words that we use daily are closed compounds. These words have been
in common use for so long that they are recognized and spelled as single
units by most style guides and dictionaries. Mastery of the chicago manual
spelling of compound words means recognizing these established forms.

`bookstore`

`keyboard`

`newspaper`

`software`

`website`

`rainbow`

Hyphenated Compound Words

Hyphenated compound words are formed by joining two or more words with a
hyphen. This is often a transitional stage for compounds, or it may be a
permanent characteristic to indicate a specific relationship between the
words, especially when they function as an adjective before a noun.

CMOS frequently recommends hyphenation for compound modifiers that precede
the noun they modify. This practice helps prevent misreading. For instance,
distinguishing between a `small business owner` (a small owner of a business)
and a `small-business owner` (an owner of a small business) is critical, and
the hyphen clarifies the intended meaning.

When to Hyphenate

The decision to hyphenate often hinges on the compound's grammatical
function. When two or more words act together as a single descriptive unit
modifying a noun, hyphenation is usually required.

Compound Adjectives: When a compound phrase functions as an adjective
before the noun it modifies, it should generally be hyphenated. For
example, `state-of-the-art technology`, `well-known author`, `long-term
plan`.



Numbers and Units: Written-out numbers from twenty-one to ninety-nine
are hyphenated (e.g., `forty-two`). Compound units of measurement used
as adjectives before a noun are also hyphenated (e.g., `a ten-mile
run`).

Prefixes and Suffixes: While many prefixes and suffixes are incorporated
into words without a hyphen (e.g., `unhappy`, `carefully`), some require
a hyphen, particularly when the prefix is added to a proper noun or a
word that is itself a compound, or to avoid awkward letter combinations
(e.g., `ex-president`, `anti-American`, `co-worker`).

Compound Verbs and Nouns

Some compounds can function as verbs or nouns and may be hyphenated. For
example, `to baby-sit` (verb) versus `a baby sitter` (noun), though
`babysitter` is increasingly common as a closed compound. CMOS generally
favors the closed form when it becomes widely accepted and unambiguous.

Open Compound Words

Open compound words consist of two or more words that retain their individual
spellings but function together as a single semantic unit. They are written
as separate words, with a space between them.

The challenge with open compounds lies in their potential to be mistaken for
a noun followed by a descriptive adjective. Context and established usage are
paramount in identifying and correctly spelling these terms. The chicago
manual spelling of compound words acknowledges that many common phrases are
recognized as open compounds.

Common Examples of Open Compounds

Many familiar phrases function as open compounds, representing a unified
concept despite being written as separate words.

`real estate`

`high school`

`post office`

`ice cream`

`dining room`

`coffee cup`



Principles for Determining Compound Word
Spelling

The Chicago Manual of Style relies on several core principles to guide
decisions about compound word spelling, prioritizing clarity, consistency,
and established usage. These principles help writers navigate the
complexities of word formation.

One of the most significant principles is the distinction between a compound
acting as a single unit and words that are simply adjacent. If the words are
so closely linked that they form a new concept, they are likely to be a
compound. The role the words play in the sentence is also crucial, especially
whether they function as a modifier.

Compound Modifiers vs. Adjective-Noun Pairs

A key consideration is whether a group of words functions as a single
modifier. When two or more words modify a noun and are placed immediately
before it, they should usually be hyphenated to avoid ambiguity. For
instance, `a twenty-year-old man` clearly indicates a man who is twenty years
old. Without the hyphen, `a twenty year old man` could be interpreted in
different ways.

Conversely, if the words are simply an adjective followed by a noun, no
hyphen is needed. For example, in the phrase `a beautiful garden`,
`beautiful` is an adjective describing the noun `garden`. There is no
compound modifier here.

The Role of Context and Common Usage

CMOS places significant weight on established usage and the context in which
a compound appears. If a compound has consistently been written in a
particular form (closed, hyphenated, or open) for an extended period and is
readily understood, that form is generally preferred. This pragmatic approach
acknowledges that language is dynamic and that established conventions often
serve as the best guide.

Editors and writers are encouraged to consult reliable dictionaries and usage
guides to determine the prevailing form of a compound word. The chicago
manual spelling of compound words emphasizes adapting to accepted norms
rather than creating new rules for common terms.

Common Challenges and Exceptions

Navigating the rules for compound words is not always straightforward, and
several common challenges and exceptions can arise. These often involve
specific prefixes, adverbs ending in -ly, and words that change their
spelling based on their grammatical function.



One area of frequent confusion is the use of adverbs ending in -ly with
participial adjectives. Generally, adverbs ending in -ly are not hyphenated
when they precede the word they modify, as the adverb already clarifies the
modification. For example, `a highly respected professor` is correct, not `a
highly-respected professor`.

Prefixes and Suffixes: A Closer Look

While many prefixes attach directly to words without a hyphen (e.g.,
`prepaid`, `nonessential`), there are instances where a hyphen is necessary.
Prefixes like `ex-` (meaning former) are usually hyphenated (e.g., `ex-wife`,
`ex-boyfriend`). Also, when a prefix is added to a proper noun or a word that
is itself a compound, a hyphen is often used (e.g., `mid-Victorian`, `pre-
Columbian`).

Similarly, some suffixes can cause confusion. However, typically, suffixes
like `-wise` (e.g., `clockwise`), `-ship` (e.g., `friendship`), and `-hood`
(e.g., `childhood`) are attached directly to form closed compounds.

Words That Change Form

Some words may be hyphenated when used as an adjective but written as an open
compound when used as a noun. For example, `a well-known artist` (hyphenated
adjective) versus `The artist is well known` (open compound, with `well`
acting as an adverb modifying `known`). This distinction is vital for precise
writing.

The Role of the Dictionary

When in doubt about the correct spelling of a compound word, the most
reliable resource is an authoritative dictionary. Dictionaries like Merriam-
Webster, Oxford English Dictionary, and American Heritage Dictionary are
invaluable tools for writers adhering to the chicago manual spelling of
compound words.

These dictionaries list words and their accepted forms, indicating whether a
word is written as a closed compound, hyphenated, or open. They also provide
definitions and etymological information, which can offer clues as to why a
particular spelling is preferred. Consulting a dictionary should be a routine
part of the editing process.

Practical Tips for Chicago Manual Spelling of
Compound Words

Mastering the chicago manual spelling of compound words requires consistent
attention and the application of specific strategies. By adopting a
methodical approach, writers and editors can significantly improve their



accuracy and ensure their prose adheres to professional standards.

Consult a Dictionary Regularly: Make it a habit to look up compound
words, especially those you encounter frequently or are unsure about.

Prioritize Clarity: If a compound word is ambiguous in its unhyphenated
form, err on the side of hyphenation, particularly when it functions as
a modifier before a noun.

Follow Established Usage: For widely recognized terms, adhere to the
spelling found in reputable dictionaries. Don't invent new forms unless
there's a compelling reason for clarity.

Be Consistent: Within a single document or publication, maintain
consistency in how you treat compound words. If you choose a particular
spelling, use it throughout.

Test for Modification: To determine if hyphenation is needed for
compound modifiers, try switching the order of the words or inserting an
adverb. If the sentence becomes awkward or changes meaning, hyphenation
is likely required.

When in Doubt, Hyphenate (with Caveats)

While not a strict rule, a useful guideline for compound adjectives preceding
a noun is to hyphenate them if they can be replaced by a single word without
altering the meaning. For example, `state-of-the-art` can be replaced by
`advanced`. However, this is a heuristic, and dictionary consultation remains
the ultimate authority.

Ultimately, the goal of adhering to the chicago manual spelling of compound
words is to enhance the reader's experience. Clear, consistent, and correctly
spelled compound words contribute to a polished and professional presentation
of information, reinforcing the credibility of the author and the
publication.

FAQ Section

Q: How does The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS)
generally approach the spelling of compound words?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style generally advocates for a pragmatic approach,
emphasizing clarity, consistency, and established usage. It distinguishes
between closed compounds (written as one word), hyphenated compounds (joined
by a hyphen), and open compounds (written as separate words). CMOS
prioritizes forms that are most easily understood by the reader and commonly
accepted in print.



Q: When should I hyphenate compound words according
to CMOS?
A: CMOS typically recommends hyphenating compound modifiers when they precede
the noun they modify and function as a single unit. This includes phrases
like "state-of-the-art technology" or "well-known author." Hyphenation is
also generally used for written-out compound numbers from twenty-one to
ninety-nine and for certain prefixes like "ex-."

Q: Are there specific rules for compound adjectives
versus noun-adjective pairs in CMOS?
A: Yes, a key distinction in CMOS is between compound adjectives acting as a
single modifier and simple adjective-noun pairs. For example, "a small-
business owner" (owner of a small business) is hyphenated, whereas "a small
business owner" (a small person who owns a business) is not. The hyphen
clarifies that the words are working together to describe the noun.

Q: What is the role of a dictionary in determining
the chicago manual spelling of compound words?
A: Dictionaries are considered the primary authority for the spelling of
established compound words. CMOS advises writers to consult reputable
dictionaries (such as Merriam-Webster or the Oxford English Dictionary) to
determine whether a compound should be written as a closed word, hyphenated,
or as an open compound.

Q: How does CMOS handle prefixes and suffixes with
compound words?
A: CMOS generally advises attaching prefixes and suffixes directly to words
to form closed compounds, such as "prepaid" or "carefully." However, hyphens
are often used with prefixes like "ex-" (e.g., "ex-president") and when
attaching a prefix to a proper noun or a word that is itself a compound, such
as "mid-Victorian."

Q: What should I do if I'm unsure about the correct
spelling of a compound word?
A: When in doubt, the best course of action is to consult a reputable
dictionary. If the word is not listed or if usage seems inconsistent,
prioritize clarity. If a compound modifier is likely to be misread,
hyphenation is often the safer choice, especially when it precedes the noun
it modifies.

Q: Does CMOS prefer closed or open compounds when
both are in use?
A: CMOS generally favors the spelling that is most common and clearest in
usage. If a compound word, such as "babysitter," has become widely accepted
and consistently spelled as a closed compound, that form is typically



preferred over a hyphenated or open version.

Q: Are adverbs ending in -ly hyphenated when used in
compound modifiers?
A: Generally, no. Adverbs ending in -ly are typically not hyphenated when
they precede the word they modify, as the adverb already clearly indicates
the modification. For example, "a highly recommended book" is correct, not "a
highly-recommended book."
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