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Hyphens, En- and Em-dashes

HYPHENS, EN-DASHES AND EM-DASHES are frequently used punctuation marks that
are just as frequently misunderstood. All three marks are essentially horizontal
lines, though their lengths vary, as do, occasionally, their designs.

However, these three different marks have very different
purposes, and using a hyphen to do an m-dash’s job is just
as much of a punctuation error as using a question mark in
place of a comma.

A hyphen is the shortest in length of the three. It is
used to divide words that break at the end of a line, or to
connect parts of compound words such as go-between,
ill-fated and run-of-the-mill. The hyphen is easily found on
the keyboard to the right of the zero.

An em-dash is the longest of the three, and is used to

indicate a break in thought — as illustrated in this sentence.

It can also be used to separate a thought within a sentence

— such as this one — which would then require an em-dash
at the beginning and the end of the phrase.

The en-dash, which is shorter than an em-dash and
longer than a hyphen, is used to indicate a range of values,
such as a span of time or numerical quantities (similar to
using the words “to” and “from”); for example, 9AM-5PM,
Monday-Friday or ages 5-8.

Sometimes, for purely aesthetic reasons, a designer
will use the en-dash in place of em-dashes throughout a
document, or willadd a small amount of space before and
after either dash. These stylistic preferences are perfectly
acceptable-consider them a form of artistic license which

Compare these sets of hyphens, en-dashes and em-dashes. The lengths of these characters vary from
typeface to typeface, as do their side bearings (the space on either side).
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can be used to improve the color and texture of your type One last tip: never use two hyphensin place of an
when the size and spacing of the em-dash is not to your em- or en-dash. This typographically incorrect practice
liking. Just remember to be consistent throughout to avoid is a holdover from typewriter days when there were no
ajumble of varying styles. dashes on the keyboard at all, just hyphens. B

5:30 — 6:00 pm
Monday—Friday
1984—2002

An en-dash falls in-between the hyphen and the em-dash
in width, and is used to indicate a range of values.

“Yes,” she said, “he isreally quitea  “Yes,” she said, “he isreally quite a  “Yes,” she said, “he is really quite a
beauty, and he has such a sweet, beauty, and he has such a sweet, beauty, and he has such a sweet,
good-tempered face, and such a good-tempered face, and such a good-tempered face, and such a
fine, intelligent eye—what doyou  fine, intelligent eye—whatdoyou  fine, intelligent eye--what do you
say to calling him Black Beauty?”  sayto calling him Black Beauty?”  say to calling him Black Beauty?”

An em-dash is used to indicate a break in thought (left). It can be replaced with an en-dash for aesthetic reasons when the em-dash is
extremely wide (middle). Never use two hyphens instead of a dash (right). (Excerpt from Black Beauty, by Anne Sewell.)
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