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THE HIDDEN COST OF CONFUSION: WHY
INSTRUCTION GUIDE THAT ARE POORLY WRITTEN
FRUSTRATE EVERYONE

You know the feeling. You’ve just unboxed a new gadget, a piece
of furniture, or a tool you’ve been excited about. The anticipation
is high. Then, you open the manual. What you find is not a clear
path to success, but a maze of broken English, tiny diagrams that
resemble abstract art, and steps that seem to skip from “A” to
“D” without explanation. This is the reality of an instruction guide
that  are  poorly  written.  While  they  often  feel  like  a  minor
annoyance,  the  impact  of  bad  documentation  is  far  more
significant  than  most  people  realize.  It  costs  companies  money,
wastes your time, and in some cases, can even create safety
hazards.  Let’s dive deep into why these guides exist,  how to
identify them, and what can be done about them.

THE ANATOMY OF A BAD GUIDE: COMMON
HALLMARKS

Before  we  can  fix  a  problem,  we  need  to  recognize  it.  Poorly

written  instruction  guides  share  a  set  of  very  predictable
characteristics. Once you know what to look for, you will start
seeing these issues everywhere.

1. The Language Barrier:
Lost in Translation
One of the most obvious signs of an instruction guide that are
poorly written is the language quality. Often, these documents
are translated using software or by someone who is not a native
speaker of the target language. This results in strange phrasing,
incorrect  verb tenses,  and vocabulary  that  just  doesn’t  make
sense. You might read things like “Screw the bolt into the hole
with much force,” which is vague, or “Do not use if  broken,”
which is correct but unhelpful in context. These errors break the
reader’s focus,  forcing you to guess the meaning rather than
follow a clear instruction.
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2. The Missing Steps: The
Assumed Knowledge Trap
Many technical writers fall into a cognitive trap: they assume the
user knows more than they do. A truly bad guide skips over the
small,  crucial  steps.  For  example,  a  furniture  assembly  guide
might say “Attach side panel to the front frame.” It does not tell
you which side of the side panel is the front, which screw to use,
or whether the panel needs to be flush. These missing steps are
the number one cause of frustration and rework. When you are
left with an extra screw at the end of a project, it is a clear sign
that the instructions were incomplete.

3. The Visual Void: Useless
Diagrams
Visuals should clarify text. In an instruction guide that are poorly
written,  they  do  the  opposite.  You’ll  find  diagrams  that  are  too
small,  photographed from confusing angles,  or  printed in  low
resolution.  Sometimes,  the  line  art  is  so  abstract  that  it  is
impossible to tell which part is which. A single diagram might try
to  convey  ten  different  steps  at  once,  creating  a  visual  mess.
Worse, the arrows might point to the wrong component, leading
to assembly errors that are difficult to undo.

4. Inconsistent
Terminology: A Random
Vocabulary
Good technical writing uses consistent terms. A screw is always a
screw. A knob is always a knob. In a bad guide, the author might
call a “fastener” in one step, a “screw” in another, and a “bolt” in
a  third,  even  though  they  are  all  the  same  part.  This
inconsistency seems trivial, but it forces the reader to stop and
think,  breaking the natural  flow of  the assembly  process.  It  also
makes it difficult to find parts in the hardware bag.

WHY DO THESE POOR GUIDES STILL EXIST?

If bad instructions are so harmful, why do companies continue to
release them? The answer usually comes down to economics and
process.

Cost Cutting Over Quality
Writing a good instruction guide is  expensive.  It  takes skilled
technical  writers,  translators,  testers,  and  graphic  designers.
Many companies see the manual as a necessary evil, not a value-
added  part  of  the  product.  They  cut  costs  by  using  cheap
freelancers, automated translation, or by rushing the process to
meet a product launch deadline. The result is a document that



Instruction Guide That Are Poorly Written 3

3

meets the legal requirement of “having instructions” but fails the
practical requirement of being useful.

Lack of User Testing
Most companies would never release a product without testing it.
Yet,  they  often  release  an  instruction  guide  that  are  poorly
written without ever testing it on a real user. How do you know if
your instructions work? You give them to someone who has never
seen the product before and watch them try to use it. If they get
confused, you rewrite. This process is time-consuming, but it is
the only way to create a clear guide. Many companies skip this
step entirely.

Compliance vs. Clarity
In some industries, especially electronics and medical devices,
the manual must include specific legal warnings and compliance
information. This content is often required by law, but it is written
by lawyers, not technical writers. When you mix dense legal text
with  practical  instructions,  you  get  a  document  that  is
simultaneously overwhelming and unhelpful. The reader cannot
find  the  relevant  instruction  because  it  is  buried  under
paragraphs  of  liability  disclaimers.

THE REAL COST: MORE THAN JUST FRUSTRATION

The consequences of an instruction guide that are poorly written
extend far beyond a few minutes of annoyance. They impact the

entire customer experience and the company’s bottom line.

Wasted Time and
Productivity
Every minute you spend deciphering a bad manual is a minute
you are not enjoying your new purchase. For professionals using
industrial equipment, these delays can cost thousands of dollars
in lost labor. A simple installation that should take 20 minutes
can stretch into two hours because the instructions are unclear.
This reduces overall productivity and creates negative feelings
toward the brand.

Increased Product Returns
If a customer cannot figure out how to use or assemble a product,
they  are  likely  to  return  it.  Returns  are  a  massive  cost  for
retailers and manufacturers. Many returns are not a result of a
defective  product,  but  of  poor  documentation.  The  customer
believes the product is broken, when in reality, they just couldn’t
understand how to set it up. This is a completely preventable
type of return that eats into profits and creates waste.

Safety Risks and Liability
In serious cases, an instruction guide that are poorly written can
be dangerous. Imagine a guide for installing a child safety seat
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that uses confusing language. A parent might install it incorrectly,
putting their child at risk. Similarly, poor instructions for power
tools or chemicals can lead to accidents. When this happens, the
company  can  face  legal  liability,  not  to  mention  the  ethical
responsibility. Clear instructions are not just a courtesy; they are
a safety requirement.

Brand Reputation Damage
In the age of social media and user reviews, a bad experience
with a  manual  spreads quickly.  Customers will  go online and
complain, not just about the product, but about the assembly
process. They will post pictures of the confusing diagrams and
make jokes about the broken English. A reputation for having an
instruction guide that are poorly written can harm a brand just as
much as a defect in the product itself. It makes the company look
cheap, uncaring, or incompetent.

HOW TO SURVIVE A BAD GUIDE: TIPS FOR THE USER

Until  companies  improve their  standards,  you will  most  likely
encounter these frustrating documents. Here are a few strategies
to navigate an instruction guide that are poorly written without
losing your sanity.

Read everything before starting. Skim the entire guide
to get a high-level view of the project. This helps you
identify missing steps in advance and anticipate tricky
parts.
Do a dry run. Lay out all your parts and compare them to

the hardware list. If the guide says you have 10 screws,
count them. If it says you have 10 but only provides 8, you
know there is a discrepancy.
Ignore the bad text; focus on the diagrams.
Sometimes the pictures, though imperfect, tell a better
story than the words. Try to follow the visual sequence first.
Use the text only when the diagram is ambiguous.
Look for supplementary videos. Many companies now
post assembly videos on YouTube. A short video tutorial
can often save you from an hour of frustration with a
written guide.
Leave feedback. If the guide is truly bad, tell the
company. Most companies have a customer service
channel. Copying and pasting the confusing sentence along
with a photo of the diagram can help them understand the
problem. You are doing them a favor by providing free
quality control.

HOW COMPANIES CAN FIX THEIR DOCUMENTATION

For businesses reading this, the path to better documentation is
clear. It requires a shift in mindset from “we need a manual” to
“we need a tool for success.”

Hire Professionals
Do  not  let  an  engineer  or  a  marketing  intern  write  the
instructions. Hire a professional technical writer who specializes
in  user  experience.  They  are  trained  to  anticipate  questions,
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simplify  language,  and  create  logical  sequences.  It  is  an
investment that pays for itself through reduced customer support
calls and returns.

Test, Test, Test
Before you finalize your guide, give it to a person who has never
seen the product. Set a timer. Tell them to follow the instructions
exactly. Do not help them. Watch where they get stuck. Every
pause, every confused look, is a place where your manual needs
improvement. Run this test with at least three different people.

Visual Communication is
Key
Invest in good illustrations. Use arrows, numbers, and consistent
colors. Show the part from multiple angles if needed. Make the
diagram large enough to see the detail. In many cases, a well-
designed image can replace a paragraph of text. The goal is to
make the reader feel confident, not confused.

Create a Single Source of

Truth
Use a glossary of terms. Ensure that every component has one
name and that this name is used consistently throughout the
document. If you label a part “Bracket A” in the diagram, call it
“Bracket A” in the text.  Do not switch to “Mounting Bracket”
halfway through. Consistency builds trust and reduces cognitive
load.

CONCLUSION: THE VALUE OF CLARITY

An instruction guide that are poorly written is more than just a
minor inconvenience. It is a communication failure that erodes
trust,  wastes  time,  and  costs  money.  Whether  you  are  a
consumer struggling to assemble a bookshelf or a business owner
trying to support your customers, the quality of documentation
matters. It reflects how much you value the person on the other
end  of  the  wrench.  The  good  news  is  that  this  problem  is
completely fixable. It requires care, investment, and a willingness
to see the instruction guide not as an afterthought, but as an
essential part of the product experience. When we demand better
instructions, we are really demanding better respect for our time
and intelligence.


