
W hat skills do you need
to move from technical
writing to marketing
communications (mar-

com)? What are the key cultural differ-
ences between technical writing depart-
ments and marcom departments? How
do you test the marcom waters before
plunging into the deep end? How do
you sell yourself to the marcom group? 

I managed to reinvent myself from a
technical writer and editor to a marcom
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writer without any particular plan in
mind. With four years’ experience in
technical writing, I spent six years on a
long, meandering journey, discovering
the world of marcom writing, a world in
which I thrive. Here are some of the
things I learned along the way.

Marcom Skills and Traits
Creative Writing

If you want to move from technical
writing to marcom writing, you need to
be an excellent creative writer who likes a
bit of flash and dazzle. Technical writing
should be clear, concise, and precise.
Marketing writing should be all these
things, too, but it also needs to persuade,
convince, and seduce. And it needs to
sparkle. Marcom is for someone who can
get the message exactly right and who
really loves to play with words.

This is one reason why marketing
departments often hire writers with a
journalistic rather than a technical writ-
ing background. They want proof that
you can write the type of stuff they need.
The other reason marcom groups often
hire writers with a journalistic back-
ground is that marcom departments are
often run by people with MBAs—and
they often aren’t as comfortable with
techies as with people who have back-
grounds similar to their own.

Thirst for Variety 
If you thrive on variety and like jug-

gling numerous projects at the same
time, marcom is the place for you. Often
you’ll work on many small projects that
are completed quickly. 

As for the challenging aspect of change,
when there are downturns in a company
or in the economy, marcom is often one
of the first departments to be reorganized
or “right-sized.” Technical writers, who are
often part of R&D, tend to be less vulner-
able. So if you like stability, marcom can be
a little scary. But remember, there are no
“full-time permanent” jobs anywhere
today, so don’t let the idea of frequent
change keep you away from marcom. 

Ability to Meet Deadlines
I know, I know, every job demands per-

formance under pressure. But for mar-
com jobs this is especially true. If the idea
of constant pressure makes you feel
uneasy, think twice before signing up. But
if you work best, or only, under pressure,
go for it. Personal observation: I’ve met
more adrenaline junkies in marcom than
in technical writing. 

Chutzpah
Whereas technical writers are often

introverts, marcom writers are much
more likely to be extroverts. They’re
also more likely to be natural sales-
people, with a fair bit of flair—and
nerve. 

These attributes are useful because
marcom writers often deal with the
sales group in their company, a group
whose members are generally voluble
extroverts. You have to be able to hold
your own in a conversation with these
people. This often means jumping in
with a comment or question rather
than waiting for a natural pause in the
conversation—a pause that may never
come.

If you aren’t an extrovert or a natural
salesperson, that doesn’t mean you have
to avoid marcom. Just learn to fake it. No
one will be the wiser. Trust me. 

Marcom Culture
Technical Acuity

Often, technical writing departments
and marcom departments have a fair
amount of distrust for each other. Tech-
nical writers may mumble something
about marcom’s superficiality, while mar-
com writers may find the technical writ-
ers inflexible, and may say so loudly. I’m
exaggerating, of course, but you will
likely spend time convincing the mar-
com people that you are more than a
“techno-weenie” who likes to play with
hardware or software. Don’t get me
wrong: Marcom will value your techni-
cal savvy, but it won’t be your big selling
point.

Revisions and Opinions
When you write a training manual or

an online help system, you usually have a
limited number of reviewers. And they
usually don’t demand round after round
of massive changes.

Marcom is very different. The R&D
group may not take marcom seriously,
but almost everyone else in the company
does. And everyone has very strong opin-
ions about the slant or focus of a
brochure or data sheet. So the number
of reviewers for a segment of marcom
writing can be daunting.

Not only are there lots of reviewers with
lots of opinions, but the reviewers are less
likely to defer to you, the writing expert,
than are the folks in R&D. This may be
because marcom writing is more creative
than technical writing. Everyone believes
he or she is creative and that your views
are purely subjective. And in an environ-
ment of relativism, it’s difficult to convince
reviewers that there are sound reasons why
a certain word or tone will work better
than another. The result can be numerous
rewrites and a high level of frustration. 

The solution? Lots of patience and a
willingness to choose your battles wisely
while compromising on the less impor-
tant issues. And when you feel the need
to complain to someone who under-
stands, make a friend in graphic design.
These people suffer the same problems,
so they will be sympathetic to your plight.

Speed
If you thought the pace in technical

writing was fast, hold on to your keyboard
when you work with marcom! Instead of
one-month deadlines for a new user
guide or online help system, you’ll be
given deadlines of days or even hours.
Marcom departments, both large and
small, are always in a big rush. 

Testing the Marcom Waters 
In a Small or Mid-Size Company 

The smaller your company, the easier it
is to stick your toes in the shallow end of
the marcom pool. In a small company,
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help from any quarter is usually grate-
fully accepted.

I got my first taste of marcom writing
while working for a company of about
120 employees. A colleague and I were
asked to write data sheets for the mar-
com department, which was in a different
country, was overburdened, and didn’t
understand the technical ins and outs of
the product. This was a great experience:
It gave me my first taste of marcom writ-
ing as well as my first marcom writing
samples.

In a Large Company 
In larger companies, where depart-

mental boundaries are much more for-
mally defined, trying out marcom writing
can be a bigger challenge. You might
introduce your interest when you talk
about career development during your
annual performance review. If you’ve
been an excellent performer in the past,
the company will have an interest in
keeping you, and in keeping you happy.
The company may be very supportive of
your prospective career direction.

Getting Your Boss on Board 
Whether your company is large or

small, share your marcom dreams with
your boss before you discuss them with
anyone else in the company. Even if you
don’t get the support you hoped for, you
will have avoided the sins of betrayal and
stupidity should someone else mention
your interest in marcom.

If you’re fortunate, your boss will be
supportive and the marcom group will
welcome your offers of help. I was lucky
enough, in my final full-time technical
writing job, to be seconded to the mar-
keting department for a couple of pro-
jects. This gave me the opportunity to
discover that, yes, this is what I want to do
and also provided samples for my bur-
geoning portfolio.

Finding a Marcom Ally 
Find an ally in marcom. If that’s some-

one who already knows what a wonderful
writer you are, great. If not, you’ll want to
sort through your portfolio for any mar-
keting-flavor samples you have. You can
go as far back as the movie reviews you
wrote for your university newspaper. Your

samples may not be current or industry
specific, but they will demonstrate your
creative wordsmithing skills.

Building Your Marcom Portfolio 
No samples? Write some articles for

your local STC chapter newsletter or for
a volunteer group. For two years, I was
managing editor of an association
newsletter for editors. When I had only a
few samples of marketing writing in my
portfolio, I fleshed out my non-technical
writing samples with articles I had written
for the newsletter. 

Another option is to write articles for
trade magazines. When I first started my
company, I wrote a number of articles
for a local magazine—poor pay but
great visibility. These articles helped me
to secure a contract to write a kit folder
for the marcom department of a large
company. 

The articles also gave me fabulous visi-
bility: People who never met me knew
me from the postage-stamp-sized public-
ity photo beside each article. I once had a
new marcom client ask if we’d ever met
before. He recognized my face from a
magazine article that I had written about
his company. I was laminated, hanging
on his office wall!

Another idea is to rewrite your
résumé as a marketing brochure. This
can be a lot of fun. (Wanda Wordsmith:
Best-of-breed marketing writer.) This
exercise takes some work, but it shows
your determination as well as your writ-
ing talents.

Pitching Yourself to Marcom 
Selling Your Writing Skills 

To sell the marcom department on why
it needs you, pull out all your marcom-
related portfolio samples.       

Or those samples from volunteer work
you’ve done. Or your university-era sam-
ples. Or your Wanda Wordsmith sales
brochure.

Selling Your Technical Skills 
Convince the marcom people that

your technical acuity is a plus because
you have a deeper understanding of the
products. You can talk to the technical
experts, then translate their words into
sizzling, compelling marketing copy. 

You can also become a technical
expert for some of the people in mar-
com. This not only makes you more use-
ful, it’s great for your ego. After many
years of feeling like a technical idiot in
R&D because I didn’t have a degree in
computer science, I really enjoy being
considered “a technical expert” by many
of my marcom and sales contacts.

Selling Your Determination 
Show the marcom folks that you’re an

excellent writer. Then show them that your
technical skills are a valuable asset. Finally,
convince them with your persistence. If
you can sell yourself to them, it will con-
vince them that you can sell the company’s
products, both internally and externally.

Expanding Possibilities
Marcom writing and technical writing

are not mutually exclusive—a lot of peo-
ple do both. While a move to marcom
writing might be a career change for
some technical writers, for many more
it’s simply a career expansion. 

Give it a try. If you like it, you can add it
to your repertoire. Your choice doesn’t
have to be technical writing vs. marcom—
you can have the best of both worlds.

Penny Lange has fifteen years’ experience in
high tech. She has successfully reinvented her-
self from a university instructor to a technical
editor, to a technical writer, to a marcom writer,
to a businesswoman with her own company. 

This article is based on a round-table pro-
gression at STC’s 49th Annual Conference.
It appears here with some changes.
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