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Introduction
As a technical communicator, I am an enabler of information.

—SUYOG KETKAR, CERTIFIED TECHNICAL WRITER

Welcome to the second edition of Technical Writing For Dummies, which 
will propel you into the exciting worlds of eLearning, collaboration 
tools, videoconferencing, streaming, simulations, surfing, artificial 

intelligence (AI), virtual reality (VR), search engine optimization (SEO), user 
experience (UX) writing, a zoom into the metaverse, and much more!

About This Book
To make the content easy to find and read, I divided it into six parts:

»» Part 1: What It Takes to Write Technical Docs. This part takes you through the 
gratification of being a technical writer and discusses putting together a team.

»» Part 2: The Write Stuff. This part introduces you to the Technical Writing 
Brief to find out all you can about your learners. Following that, you discover 
how to write a draft, design for visual impact, hone the tone, and proofread 
and edit. This is the meat of the book, so you’ll get the most out of it by 
reading these chapters in sequential order.

»» Part 3: Frequently Written Docs. Here, you find guidelines for writing whiz-bang 
user manuals (and more), plus scripting for streaming and simulations, abstracts, 
spec sheets, questionnaires, technical presentations, and executive summaries.

»» Part 4: Tech Tools. No technical writing book would be complete without 
focusing on the power of people, the computer, and the Internet. This part 
goes into details about team collaboration, videoconferencing, eLearning, 
doing advanced online searches, and protecting intellectual property.

»» Part 5: The Part of Tens. This part is a Dummies classic. It includes a potpourri 
of tips on writing whitepapers and journal articles, as well as some frustra-
tions of technical writers.

»» Appendixes. The appendixes round out this book with sections on punctua-
tion, grammar, abbreviations and metrics, tech terms, and a blank copy of the 
Technical Writing Brief.
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Beyond the words on the pages, I practice what I preach and teach. I wrote this 
book in conversational language, much like I’d talk to you. I hope you’ll learn by 
example and write your technical documents as if you’re talking to your learners. 
This will make you and your writing relatable. Throughout this book, you see the 
following to emulate:

»» Informative headlines and subheads

»» Bulleted and numbered lists

»» Straightforward, conversational language

»» Short paragraphs

»» Graphic elements (when they “speak” louder than words)

Foolish Assumptions
Before I began writing this book, I made some assumptions about you  — the 
reader. (I don’t normally make assumptions because we all know what happens 
when we ass-u-me.) However, I’ve thrown caution to the wind and guessed that 
you likely fit into one of these categories:

»» You’re an engineer, scientist, computer programmer, or IT specialist

»» You work in some other technical or medical field

»» You’re a newbie writer or a seasoned technical writer

»» You’re a college student who’s entering a technical field or becoming a 
tech writer

»» You shake and grunt like an unbalanced clothes dryer when you’re asked 
to write a technical document

Technical writers come from all walks of life: teachers, musicians, tradespeople, 
journalists, financial analysts, attorneys, scientists, researchers, and more.  
Technical writing services are sought worldwide and are in hot demand. So 
whether you’re a technical person who finds that technical writing is something 
you must do to advance your career or you’re a professional technical writer look-
ing to fine-tune your skills, this book is invaluable to your professional growth 
and survival.

And that’s a sensible assumption!



Introduction      3

Icons Used in This Book
Scattered throughout this book are icons in the margins. They highlight valuable 
information that call for your attention.

Benefit from my experiences  — the blissful, the painful, and everything in 
between.

Don your Sherlock Holmes hat, scrutinize the Technical Writing Brief, and gather 
all the clues you can about your readers.

Find nifty tips for writing it so they’ll read it. These may be time savers, frustra-
tion savers, lifesavers, or just about anything else.

This is just what you’d expect. What else? — tidbits to remember.

NOTE ABOUT GENDERS
The language of genders has evolved over time. Many of us have become accustomed to 
using she/her/hers for females and he/his/him for males. As gender vocabulary  
continues to evolve, it’s proper to address a singular person as they, them, ze, or hir. 
Many people now put their gender preferences in the signature blocks of their emails. 
Inclusive language offers respect, safety, and belonging to all people. This book uses 
this inclusive approach.

Having said that, The Chicago Manual of Style (a staple reference for writers and editors 
since 1906) is watching the generic use of inclusive language, stating: “They and their 
have become common in informal usage, but neither is considered fully acceptable in 
formal writing.” As you go through your technical writing projects, use good judgment 
and always consider your audience.
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Ouch! Avoid these pitfalls to save yourself headaches, heartburn, embarrass-
ments, or worse.

Check out another section of the book for related content.

Beyond the Book
In addition to the material in the print or e-book you’re reading right now, this 
product also comes with some goodies you can access on the web. Check out the 
free access-anywhere Cheat Sheet that includes tips and advice. To get this Cheat 
Sheet, simply go to www.dummies.com and type Technical Writing For Dummies 
Cheat Sheet in the Search box.

The cheat sheet is a blank Technical Writing Brief, which you can use to jump- 
start all writing projects. (A copy also appears in Chapter  3 with an in-depth 
explanation, as well as a blank paper copy in Appendix E.) Share the brief with 
your team and keep a copy on your computer, tablet, and smartphone for handy 
reference.

Where to Go from Here
I realize you won’t read this book like a suspenseful mystery novel from cover to 
cover — but I strongly suggest that you read Part 2 (Chapters 3-7) sequentially. 
Good technical writing is a process of understanding your learners, writing the 
draft, designing for visual impact, honing the tone, and proofreading and editing. 
These chapters offer the foundation for a wide variety of technical documents, 
many of which appear in his book. After that, feel free to jump around to whatever 
topic interests you or applies to the writing challenges you face.

http://www.dummies.com


1What It Takes 
to Write 
Technical Docs



IN THIS PART . . .

Develop a strategic approach to technical writing, 
produce impactful documents, learn how to create a 
portfolio, and discover tech writing career trajectories.

Put together the best team, develop your plan, choose 
the delivery method, and complete a production 
schedule and outline.
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Chapter 1
Working as a Technical 
Writer

I didn’t go to film school. My grandpa always says just watch a lot of movies. 
He didn’t go to film school; he went to theatre school. It’s interesting to learn 
about the technical side of it, but I think it’s more important to learn about 
writing and working with actors.

—Gia Coppola, Granddaughter of Francis Ford Coppola

Although formal training in technical writing may be helpful, you don’t 
need it any more than Francis Ford Coppola needed film school to become 
one of the most successful figures of Hollywood filmmaking. What you 

need is

»» A love of learning

»» An attention to detail

»» A good command of the English language

IN THIS CHAPTER

»» Discovering who writes technical 
documents

»» Understanding how business and 
technical documents differ

»» Creating a portfolio and business 
cards

»» Learning about different career 
trajectories
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»» An understanding of how people use and process information

»» The ability to manage tasks and work well as part of a team

If you arranged your alphabet soup into acronyms when you were a kid, you con-
stantly asked “why” when people told you to stop asking questions, or you sent 
Santa lists with headings and subheadings, you’re a natural-born technical writer.

Technical Writers Spring  
from All Walks of Life

People who write technical documents come from all walks of life — and most 
aren’t technical writers per se. Here are some actual situations of people who were 
called upon to write technical documents in the course of their professions:

»» Computer programmer: Octavia graduated with a degree in computer 
science and was hired as a software developer for a company. Several months 
later, the company felt a financial pinch and laid off the technical writers. 
Octavia had a big deliverable due in a few months, and her supervisor told her 
that she had to write a user manual. Sophomore English (which Octavia 
struggled through and loathed) didn’t prepare her for this type of assignment. 
After all, Shakespeare wasn’t a technical sort of guy. Poor Octavia had to 
muddle through writing the user manual and got gray hair prematurely.

»» Manufacturing specialist: Bill worked for a manufacturing company for 
many years and developed a piece of equipment that was expected to 
revolutionize the industry. The equipment made its debut in Germany at the 
industry’s largest conference. Bill’s supervisor asked him to deliver a paper 
(the industry term for a making technical presentation) at the conference. The 
audience would consist of more than 200 high-level industry professionals. 
Not only did Bill fear the podium more than the dentist’s drill, he didn’t know 
how to prepare or deliver a technical paper — especially in a foreign country 
for an audience of this caliber.

»» Biotech scientist: While working at a pharmaceutical company, Abdul had a 
major breakthrough on a treatment that promised to prevent baldness. The 
company president asked him to write an article for a major medical journal. 
Although Abdul was flattered by the president’s request, he didn’t know the 
first thing about writing or submitting a technical article.
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»» Sales representative: Lynette was a sales representative for a worldwide 
computer distributor. She’d often be away from home for weeks at a time. 
After 15 years as a road warrior, Lynette suffered from burnout. (She used to 
leave her picture on the fireplace mantle so that her family wouldn’t forget 
what she looked like.) Lynette had been reading about the burgeoning field of 
tech writing. She called a local college, got all the literature, and decided to 
pursue a degree in technical writing.

Although I changed the names to protect the innocent, scenarios such as these are 
typical. Technical people who aren’t trained writers are constantly asked to write 
technical documents. Their education and work experience rarely prepare them 
for this type of challenge. This book can help bridge the gap!

Documentation Is Part of  
Our Everyday Lives

Whether you realize it or not, documentation is part of our everyday lives  —  
both personal and business. When you buy a new piece of electronics, it comes 
with instructions. When you buy a DYI (do-it-yourself) furniture kit, it  
comes with assembly instructions. When you get a prescription for medication,  
it comes with a leaflet on how often to take the medication and what the side 
effects may be. Documents are written for all of us, not just for computer geeks 
who assemble rockets or plasma generators. And it’s not just the computer geeks 
who write technical documents — all technical people do at some point in their 
careers.

BRIGHT AND EXCITING FUTURES  
FOR TECH WRITERS
The Bureau of Labor Statistics released its annual Occupational Handbook for Technical 
Writers. It predicts that job growth in this field is expected to outpace the national aver-
age for all other occupations. This is due in part to the growing high-tech and electronics 
industries that are embracing the value of superior-quality technical communications — 
paving the way to solve problems more quickly and easily by intersecting the human 
experience with the digital world.
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Technical writing means different things to different people. It covers the fields of 
electronics, aircraft, computer manufacturing and software development, chemi-
cal, biotech, pharmaceuticals, health, and much more. It spans the public and 
private sectors as well as government and academic institutions.

Technical Writing Differs  
from Business Writing

Many people ask the difference between business writing and technical writing. 
The difference is analogous to apples and watermelon. For example, at the very 
core (pardon the pun), apples and watermelons are fruits. And at the very core, 
documents are words and graphics. Beyond the core, business and technical docu-
ments are different species.

Documents of the business kind
Emails are the crux of business writing and account for as much as 90 percent of 
all business communication. Other type of business writing include letters, 
reports, blog posts, articles, and more. One major difference between business and 
technical documents is that business documents are generally written by one per-
son, often for a single learner or small, select group of learners. Following are 
some commonly written business documents:

»» Agendas

»» Emails

»» Letters

THE HUMBLE BEGINNINGS OF  
TECH WRITING
Technical writing as we know it today took root in World War II when the U.S. military 
persuaded “those who served” to write manuals to aid the war effort. The military 
needed to teach soldiers about weapons, transport vehicles, and other hardware. These 
“technical writers” had little or no training. They just sat down at their manual typewrit-
ers and banged out whatever made sense to them. I don’t know whether it made sense 
to the poor soldiers trying to decipher their writing. But we did win the war!
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»» Meeting minutes

»» Proposals

Documents of the technical kind
People in specialized fields write documents that relate to technical or complex 
subjects. Unlike business documents, technical documents are often a collabora-
tive effort between a technical writer, UX writer, subject matter expert (SME), 
editor, and others. Technical documents are generally intended for a vast number 
of learners. Following are some commonly written technical documents. You find 
chapters about the specifics of writing each of these documents later in this book.

»» Abstracts

»» Articles for publication

»» eLearning

»» Executive summaries

»» Functional and detail specifications

»» Online help

»» Questionnaires

»» Reports

»» User manuals

Assigning Responsibility for  
Technical Documents

The responsibility for writing technical documents depends on a company’s 
structure and resources. Following are several ways that companies typically gen-
erate technical documents:

»» Technical gurus (engineers, software developers, and others) write their 
own documents. Some of these people may have taken writing courses, but 
most have no training in writing a cohesive document. These “technical 
writers” often overlook steps in the process. They write what’s obvious to 
them. And they often haven’t identified the needs of their learners.



12      PART 1  What It Takes to Write Technical Docs

»» These same gurus may draft documents and then turn the drafts over to 
technical writers to edit, format, and polish. Unless the technical writer has an 
opportunity to learn the subject matter intimately, many of the steps that may have 
been overlooked by the gurus aren’t identified by the writer or editor. This process 
does, however, produce a document that may be more pleasing to the eye.

»» A technical writer is called in from the onset of a project. The writer works 
with the developer who’s the subject matter expert (SME). They work as a 
collaborative team, each adding their expertise to the project. This approach is 
the best of all possible worlds.

It’s About Strategy, Not Software
Anyone who writes technical documents must understand how critical it is to take 
a strategic approach. For example, if you design a custom home, do you first call 
someone to wield a hammer? Of course not. A hammer is merely a tool. To design 
a custom home, you call an architect — a trained professional who designs layout; 
renders plans for the plumbing, electrical, and heating systems; and provides the 
structure. Then you call someone with a hammer.

The same holds true in technical writing. Effective technical documents require an 
information architect — a technical writer. Whether this person is a professional 
technical writer or an engineer or software developer who writes technical docu-
ments, this person must plan, design, and provide logical structure. Anyone can 
learn to use the software to create the document. Much like the hammer, software 
is merely a tool. The key to writing a great document is strategy, not software.

Someone once told me that they wouldn’t make a good technical writer because 
they can’t even use jumper cables to rev up an ailing car battery. Remember that 
technical writing isn’t about jumper cables or about understanding every aspect of 
the technical and scientific communities. And it isn’t about knowing every nuance 
of the latest software application. Very few people have that broad a knowledge 
base. Technical writing is about using strategy and resources to write clear, accu-
rate, and logical documents. If you apply a logical strategy and avail yourself of 
resources, you can write just about anything — from using your instant pot to 
assembling a jet engine.

What You Need to Succeed
Following is a snapshot of what it takes to write clear and understandable techni-
cal documents:


