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Bad Technical Writing Examples: What They Look Like and How to Avoid Them

bad technical writing examples can be surprisingly common, even in professional
environments where clarity and precision are critical. Whether you’re reading a software
manual, a product guide, or a scientific report, encountering poor technical writing can
make the information confusing, frustrating, or downright unusable. Understanding what
bad technical writing looks like—and why it fails—can help writers improve their craft and
ensure users get the information they need quickly and accurately.

In this article, we’ll explore some notorious bad technical writing examples, dissect their
flaws, and offer practical tips for creating clearer, more effective documentation. Along the
way, we’ll touch on related ideas like jargon misuse, unclear instructions, and poor
formatting—key elements that often contribute to technical writing problems.

Common Traits of Bad Technical Writing
Examples

Before diving into specific examples, it helps to recognize the hallmark characteristics of
subpar technical writing. These traits often overlap and compound one another, making
documentation challenging to read and understand.

Overuse of Jargon and Complex Language

One classic pitfall is the excessive use of jargon or unnecessarily complicated terms.
Technical writing is meant to communicate complex information clearly, not to impress
readers with obscure terminology. When writers assume too much prior knowledge or fail to
define specialized terms, the resulting text can alienate users.

For instance, instructions that read: “Initialize the hypervisor with the requisite kernel
module parameters to facilitate virtualization,” might leave a novice utterly confused. A
better approach would be: “Start the virtualization software by loading the necessary
system modules.”

Ambiguous or Vague Instructions

Another common issue is ambiguity. Bad technical writing examples often provide steps or
explanations that leave the reader guessing about what exactly to do. Vague language
such as “configure the settings properly” or “adjust parameters as needed” without
specifying what “properly” or “needed” means can lead to mistakes.

Clear, actionable steps are essential. Instead of “adjust the thermostat to the appropriate



temperature,” a more precise instruction would be, “set the thermostat to 72°F (22°C) for
optimal performance.”

Poor Organization and Formatting

Even the clearest writing can become confusing if it’s not well-organized. Bad technical
writing examples frequently suffer from poor structure—such as dense paragraphs without
headings, inconsistent numbering for steps, or lack of visual aids like bullet points and
diagrams.

Good technical documentation uses formatting strategically to guide the reader. Headings,
numbered lists, bold text for warnings, and tables can all enhance comprehension and
usability.

Real-World Bad Technical Writing Examples and
Their Impact

To make these ideas more tangible, let’s look at some real-world scenarios where technical
writing went wrong and analyze why.

Example 1: The Confusing Software Installation Guide

Imagine downloading software and opening the installation guide only to find instructions
like:

“Run the executable file and follow the prompts. Ensure dependencies are met for the
system environment.”

This example is problematic because it assumes the user knows what “dependencies”
means and how to verify them. It also lacks step-by-step guidance.

A better version would say:

1. Double-click the downloaded file named “setup.exe” to start the installation.

2. When prompted, click “Next” to proceed through the installation steps.

3. Before installation, ensure your computer has Microsoft .NET Framework 4.8 installed. If
you’re unsure, visit [link] to download it.

By breaking down the process and explaining jargon, the guide becomes more accessible.



Example 2: The Ambiguous Hardware Troubleshooting
Manual

A hardware troubleshooting manual might include a note like:

“If the device is not functioning, reset it as per standard protocol.”

This instruction leaves readers wondering: How exactly do you reset the device? What is
the “standard protocol”?

Clear instructions should specify exactly what to do, such as:

“To reset the device, press and hold the power button for 10 seconds until the LED indicator
flashes red. Then release the button and wait for the device to restart.”

Example 3: The Dense Scientific Report

Technical writing isn’t limited to manuals and guides. Scientific reports also require clarity.
However, many reports fall victim to dense, wordy writing full of passive voice and
unexplained acronyms.

For example:

“The utilization of GC-MS techniques was conducted to ascertain the presence of volatile
organic compounds (VOCs) within the sampled matrices, following established SOPs.”

While this sentence is technically correct, it’s hard to digest for readers outside the
specialty. A clearer rewrite would be:

“We used gas chromatography-mass spectrometry (GC-MS) to detect volatile organic
compounds (VOCs) in the samples, following standard operating procedures (SOPs).”

This version spells out acronyms on first use and uses active voice to improve readability.

How to Avoid Bad Technical Writing in Your Own
Work

Understanding bad technical writing examples is the first step toward avoiding similar
mistakes in your documentation. Here are some practical tips to keep in mind:

1. Know Your Audience

Tailor your language and level of detail to the reader’s background. Beginners need more



explanations and definitions, while experts may prefer concise, jargon-heavy writing. When
in doubt, aim for clarity and simplicity.

2. Use Clear, Concise Language

Avoid unnecessary words and complex sentence structures. Write short sentences that
convey one idea at a time. Replace technical jargon with plain language or provide
explanations when jargon is unavoidable.

3. Provide Step-by-Step Instructions

When describing procedures, break them down into clear, numbered steps. Use imperative
verbs (“click,” “press,” “select”) to make instructions direct and actionable.

4. Organize Content Logically

Use headings and subheadings to segment information. Group related content together and
follow a logical progression that matches how users will approach the task.

5. Incorporate Visual Aids

Sometimes words alone aren’t enough. Diagrams, screenshots, tables, and flowcharts can
clarify complex ideas and help readers follow along more easily.

6. Edit and Test Your Documentation

Review your writing for clarity, grammar, and accuracy. Whenever possible, have someone
from your target audience test the instructions to identify confusing parts.

Common Misconceptions Captured in Bad
Technical Writing Examples

It’s worth noting that many bad technical writing examples arise from common
misconceptions about what technical writing should be. Some writers believe that complex
topics require complex language, but simplicity often enhances understanding. Others
assume that their own expertise means everyone else shares their knowledge, leading to
gaps in explanations.

Recognizing these traps can help technical writers avoid them. Good technical writing is



about communication, not showing off expertise. It’s about empathy—putting yourself in
the reader’s shoes and anticipating their needs.

Why Jargon Isn’t Always Your Friend

While jargon can save space and be efficient among experts, it can also become a barrier.
Using specialized terms without definitions can confuse readers and reduce the usefulness
of documentation. When you do use jargon, define it clearly at the first instance or provide
a glossary.

The Danger of Passive Voice and Wordiness

Passive voice can make sentences harder to follow and obscure who should take action. For
example, “The system should be rebooted” is less direct than “Reboot the system.” Wordy
sentences dilute the message and tire readers, especially in instructions where brevity
helps.

Final Thoughts on Improving Technical Writing
Quality

Bad technical writing examples aren’t just academic curiosities—they reflect real-world
frustrations that can lead to user errors, wasted time, and even safety risks in some
industries. By studying these examples and understanding their shortcomings, writers can
strive to produce documentation that is not only accurate but also user-friendly and
approachable.

Effective technical writing bridges the gap between complex information and everyday
users, making technology and processes accessible to all. With attention to clarity,
organization, and audience needs, technical writers can turn confusing manuals into helpful
guides and transform dense reports into readable insights.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are some common examples of bad technical
writing?
Common examples of bad technical writing include unclear instructions, excessive jargon,
lack of structure, inconsistent terminology, and missing important details.



Why is using excessive jargon considered bad in
technical writing?
Excessive jargon can confuse readers who are not familiar with the specialized terms,
making the content inaccessible and difficult to understand.

How does poor formatting contribute to bad technical
writing?
Poor formatting, such as large blocks of text without headings or bullet points, makes the
document hard to scan and reduces readability and comprehension.

Can you give an example of unclear instructions in
technical writing?
An example is a step that says 'Adjust the settings accordingly' without specifying which
settings or how to adjust them, leaving the reader confused.

What impact does inconsistent terminology have in
technical documents?
Inconsistent terminology can lead to misunderstandings, as readers may think different
terms refer to different concepts when they actually mean the same thing.

How do missing visuals affect technical writing quality?
Missing visuals like diagrams or screenshots can make complex information harder to
understand, as readers lack visual aids to clarify explanations.

Why is passive voice often seen as a bad practice in
technical writing?
Passive voice can make sentences longer, less direct, and harder to follow, reducing clarity
and making instructions less actionable.

What role does grammar and spelling play in avoiding
bad technical writing examples?
Poor grammar and spelling errors undermine the credibility of the document and distract
readers, leading to confusion and misinterpretation.

How can bad technical writing affect the end user?
Bad technical writing can cause user frustration, errors in following instructions, increased
support requests, and overall dissatisfaction with the product or service.



Additional Resources
Bad Technical Writing Examples: Unpacking Common Pitfalls and Their Impact

Bad technical writing examples often illustrate a breakdown in communication that can
lead to confusion, errors, and inefficiencies. Whether in software documentation, user
manuals, or engineering reports, technical writing serves as a critical bridge between
complex information and end-users or professionals. When this bridge is poorly
constructed, the consequences extend beyond mere inconvenience—they can affect safety,
productivity, and the overall perception of a product or service.

Technical writing demands clarity, precision, and accessibility, but numerous examples
demonstrate how these qualities are frequently compromised. By examining common
mistakes and their manifestations in real-world scenarios, this article explores the anatomy
of bad technical writing and its repercussions. Moreover, it highlights key lessons to
improve documentation practices and enhance user experience.

Understanding the Characteristics of Bad
Technical Writing

In technical communication, bad writing typically emerges from a few recurring issues:
ambiguous language, excessive jargon, poor organization, and lack of audience awareness.
These factors contribute heavily to the ineffectiveness of technical documents, and
analyzing specific examples helps identify patterns that writers should avoid.

Ambiguity and Vagueness

One of the most glaring examples of bad technical writing is ambiguity—where instructions
or explanations leave too much room for interpretation. For instance, a software installation
guide stating “Run the setup when ready” without clarifying prerequisites or steps can
confuse users, leading to errors or failed installations. Ambiguity undermines the
fundamental purpose of technical writing: to eliminate uncertainty.

Overuse of Jargon and Complex Terminology

While specialized terms are often necessary in technical documents, overloading text with
unexplained jargon alienates readers. A network engineering manual filled with acronyms
like “BGP,” “OSPF,” and “MPLS” without definitions or context becomes inaccessible to
novices or even intermediate users. This approach restricts the document’s audience and
may increase support requests or training needs.



Poor Structural Organization

Disorganized content is another hallmark of ineffective technical writing. For example, a
product manual that mixes troubleshooting tips with setup instructions, or places critical
safety warnings at the end of a lengthy chapter, forces readers to sift through irrelevant
information to find what they need. Proper use of headings, bullet points, and logical flow is
essential for usability, yet many bad examples ignore these principles.

Common Bad Technical Writing Examples in
Various Industries

The impact of poor technical writing transcends individual sectors, affecting software
development, manufacturing, healthcare, and more. Below are illustrative cases where
technical communication failures have tangible consequences.

Software Documentation Gone Wrong

In software development, documentation is vital for onboarding, troubleshooting, and
maintenance. A notorious example involves API documentation that lacks clear examples or
omits parameter explanations. Developers relying on such incomplete resources face
increased debugging time and integration errors. For instance, ambiguous function
descriptions like “processData(data)” without specifying acceptable data formats or
expected results hinder effective usage.

Medical Device Manuals with Confusing Instructions

Medical devices require precise operation to ensure patient safety. Manuals that contain
convoluted sentences, inconsistent terminology, or unclear diagrams can lead to user
mistakes. A real-world case involved a blood glucose monitor manual that used inconsistent
units (mg/dL vs. mmol/L) without clarification, causing confusion among healthcare
providers and patients in different regions.

Engineering Reports Lacking Clarity

Engineering documents often include technical specifications, calculations, and design
rationales. When these reports are poorly written with incomplete data tables or ambiguous
conclusions, decision-makers struggle to assess risks or validate assumptions. An example
includes a structural analysis report that used vague terms such as “adequate strength”
without quantifying load capacities or safety margins.



Deconstructing the Impact of Bad Technical
Writing

The consequences of bad technical writing extend beyond reader frustration. They can
affect product adoption, lead to costly errors, and damage brand reputation. Understanding
these impacts reinforces the necessity of investing in high-quality technical communication.

Increased Support and Training Costs

Poor documentation often results in more customer support inquiries and extended training
sessions. When users cannot easily understand instructions or features, organizations bear
additional costs to bridge the knowledge gap. For example, a hardware manufacturer with
unclear setup guides reported a 30% increase in support calls during product launch,
indicating documentation deficiencies.

Safety Hazards and Compliance Issues

In regulated industries like pharmaceuticals or aviation, bad technical writing can cause
safety violations. Misinterpretation of instructions or missing warnings may lead to
accidents or regulatory penalties. For instance, a poorly worded safety protocol manual in a
chemical plant led to improper handling procedures, causing a minor spill incident.

Reduced Efficiency and Productivity

Technical documents that lack clarity or structure slow down workflows. Employees
spending extra time deciphering instructions or verifying information experience reduced
productivity. Studies have shown that well-designed manuals and documentation improve
task completion rates by up to 25%, highlighting the cost of bad technical writing.

Identifying Features of Effective Technical
Writing

Contrasting bad examples with good practices enables professionals to elevate their
documentation standards. Here are some features that characterize effective technical
writing:

Audience Awareness: Tailoring content complexity and terminology to the intended
readers.

Clear and Concise Language: Avoiding unnecessary words and ambiguity.



Logical Structure: Organizing information with headings, bullet points, and
consistent formatting.

Visual Aids: Incorporating diagrams, screenshots, and tables to complement text.

Consistency: Using uniform terms, units, and style throughout the document.

Adhering to these principles helps prevent the pitfalls observed in bad technical writing
examples and enhances user satisfaction.

Tools and Techniques for Improvement

Technical writers increasingly rely on tools such as style guides, grammar checkers, and
content management systems to maintain quality. Additionally, user feedback and usability
testing provide insights into document effectiveness. Iterative revisions based on real-world
usage reduce ambiguities and improve clarity.

Final Thoughts on Navigating the Challenges of
Technical Writing

Bad technical writing examples serve as cautionary tales for professionals across industries.
They underline the critical role that clear, well-structured documentation plays in successful
communication and operational efficiency. While the challenges of technical writing are
significant—balancing depth with accessibility, precision with readability—adopting best
practices and continuously refining content can mitigate common errors.

Ultimately, investing in robust technical writing is an investment in user empowerment and
organizational excellence. As technology and industries evolve, so too must the quality and
clarity of the technical documents that support them.
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