What Exactly Does a Technical Writer Do?

You think you know what a Technical Writer Does. You don't.
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There’s a particular kind of confusion that greets the phrase “technical writer” in our brains. It
tends to sound like two words that have no business being next to each other, as if someone
said "aggressive accountant” or "spiritual engineer."

Technical implies hard hats and algorithms. Writer implies someone who studied English in
university and is still explaining that decision to their parents. Together, they produce a job title
that most people politely nod at while understanding absolutely nothing.

This is a problem. Because every year, hundreds of people apply to technical writing roles with
a CV full of blog posts and secondary school essay prizes, fully convinced that the job is
basically "writing, but for computers." And every year, hiring managers stare at those CVs with
the specific exhaustion of someone who has explained the same thing too many times.

Meanwhile, the applicants who actually know what the work involves — people who understand
that technical writing sits at the intersection of communication, systems thinking, and obsessive
precision — are few enough to be a small and quietly employed club.

So let us open the doors of that club.



What Does a Technical Writer Do?

The simplest version of what a technical writer does is this: they take complex information
and make it understandable to a specific audience, in a specific format, for a specific purpose.

1. Take "complex information."
=> A technical writer is not simply handed a messy document and asked to clean it
up. They are often handed an engineer, a product manager, or a developer —
someone who knows how the thing works but cannot quite explain it to a human
being who does not already know how the thing works.

The technical writer's first job is to extract that knowledge. This requires a
particular kind of intelligence: the ability to ask the right questions, to know what
you don't know, and to keep asking "but why?" without irritating the person you
need to answer you. It is part journalism, part detective work, part diplomatic
negotiation.

2. Then there is "a specific audience."
= The same information about, say, how an API endpoint authenticates a request
must be written differently for a developer who will implement it, a product
manager who will describe it to a client, and a customer who just wants to know
why their login is not working. Technical writers hold multiple audiences in their
heads at once, and the document they produce must land cleanly for the right
one.

3. And "a specific format"?

= This is where most outsiders underestimate the job. Technical writing is not just
prose. It is user manuals, APl documentation, quickstart guides, release notes,
knowledge base articles, standard operating procedures, README files, in-app
tooltips, and sometimes the error messages that tell you what went wrong and
what to do about it. Each of these formats has its own logic, its own conventions,
its own unspoken contract with the reader. A good technical writer knows all of
them.

But wait, isn't this just content writing?

This is the question that costs people interviews.



Content writing is persuasive or educational writing aimed at attracting an audience — blog
posts, newsletters, social copy, thought leadership pieces. It serves a marketing function. The
measure of success is engagement, traffic, conversions.

Technical writing is functional. It serves a user who is already inside the product and needs to
understand how to use it. The measure of success is whether someone can complete a task. A
content writer writes about a product. A technical writer writes for the people using it.

Chiamaka, for the record, was a content writer trying to pivot without bridging the gap.

What’s The Importance of This Role?

% When documentation is excellent, users simply understand the product. The friction
disappears. Nobody writes a LinkedIn post about the fact that they successfully
completed a task on the first try.

But when documentation is poor — when instructions are missing, outdated, or written
by someone who forgot that the reader does not live inside the engineer's head — the
consequences are real: failed implementations, frustrated users, expensive support
tickets, products abandoned before they were truly understood.

% When technical writing is done well and done early, it reveals problems in the product
itself. If you cannot explain how a feature works, that is sometimes because the feature
is not yet working the way it should. The act of documentation becomes a form of quality
assurance.

% A technical writer who is in the room from the beginning is not just a communicator —
they are a proxy for the user, asking the questions that users will eventually ask, and
flagging the answers that do not yet exist.

In Summary

Technical writing is meaningful in the particular way that infrastructure is meaningful: it holds
things together. It ensures that a product built with real ingenuity actually reaches the people it
was built for. It closes the gap between what engineers build and what users experience.



In an era when that gap is responsible for enormous amounts of wasted potential — products
that work but confuse, technologies that exist but are never properly adopted — a good
technical writer is doing something genuinely important.

They are making complexity legible. And in a world that keeps producing more complexity, that
skill is not going away.
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