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Freelancers increasingly earn their livelihood through online marketplaces. To attract new clients, freelancers
continuously curate their online portfolios to convey their unique skills and style. However, many lack access
to rapid, regular, and inexpensive feedback needed to improve their portfolios. Existing crowd feedback
systems, which collect feedback on individual creative projects (i.e., decomposed approach), could fill this
need, but it is unclear how they might support feedback on multiple projects (i.e., holistic approach). In
a between-subjects study with 30 freelancers, we compared decomposed and holistic feedback collection
approaches using CrowdFolio, a crowd feedback system for portfolios. The holistic approach helped freelancers
discover new ways to describe their work, while the decomposed approach provided detailed insight about the
visual attractiveness of projects. This study contributes evidence that portfolio feedback systems, regardless of
collection approach, can positively support professional development by impacting how freelancers portray
themselves online and reflect on their identity.
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1 INTRODUCTION
Millions of freelancers earn their livelihood though online platforms that connect them to paying
clients [48]. To attract clients, freelancers must convey their unique skills and style through online
portfolios [29, 36]. For example, a furniture designer may attract clients by posting images of the
living room furniture she built to show off her wood-working skills and rustic style. As freelancers
create new work, they must curate relevant and appealing projects on online portfolio sites to
attract clients and job opportunities (e.g., Behance [4], Dribbble [5, 59]).
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To curate relevant projects for their portfolios, freelancers need rapid, regular, and inexpensive
feedback from new, diverse, and readily available feedback providers [10, 67], but many lack this
opportunity when working outside of support networks, such as schools or companies, that can
provide feedback [43, 44]. Freelancers could ask peer freelancers for feedback, but peers may not
always be readily available to offer rapid, regular feedback [45]. Peers may also not always reflect
the perspectives of their diverse and sometimes non-expert clients. An alternative approach is to
hire dedicated, professional reviewers, who are new to the freelancer’s work and could offer diverse
perspectives, but this approach may be expensive. Instead, freelancers are left with vague cues,
such as the number of “likes” they receive on social platforms, to determine whether their portfolio
represents them in a relevant and appealing way.

Not only do freelancers need rapid, regular, and inexpensive feedback, it is unclear how freelancers
should collect feedback on their portfolios. On one hand, taking a holistic approach (i.e., asking
reviewers to evaluate multiple projects as a group) could lead to more critical feedback due to the
ability to compare works [28, 70]. On the other hand, taking a decomposed approach (i.e., asking
reviewers to evaluate individual projects independently) may better ensure projects receive detailed
and actionable feedback [14, 58, 65]. Decomposed and holistic approaches to collecting feedback
on portfolios could differently influence what feedback freelancers receive and how they use that
feedback [33].

Crowd feedback systems could provide freelancers with rapid, regular, and inexpensive portfolio
feedback from new, diverse, and readily available feedback providers (e.g., [33, 57]), but existing
systems only take a decomposed approach to collecting feedback. In current systems, crowds
are guided to produce detailed feedback regarding a single project [19, 37, 51, 57, 72]. By using
decomposed tasks on individual projects, these systems solicit high quality feedback to prompt
project improvements. Some researchers have begun designing systems that solicit feedback on
two projects at a time, recognizing that a holistic approach can lead to more specific and actionable
feedback (e.g., [16, 49]), but have not yet studied ways to provide feedback on multiple projects
in a portfolio. In this study, we evaluate holistic and decomposed approaches to collecting crowd
feedback in the context of an entire portfolio of work (Table 1).

Table 1. In prior work, crowdsourcing researchers have explored using holistic and decomposed approaches
to collect feedback for improving single projects. In the current study, we explore the open question of how
holistic and decomposed approaches to collecting feedback and data from online crowds can impact the
improvement of multiple projects in a portfolio.

To address this gap in the crowdsourcing research, we applied a design research process [30, 78] to
design and evaluate CrowdFolio, a crowd feedback system which supports holistic and decomposed
approaches to solicit feedback on graphic design portfolios. In this study, we asked: 1) can online
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crowds provide helpful portfolio feedback that influences how freelancers reflect on and improve
their portfolio, and 2) how do holistic and decomposed approaches to collecting crowd feedback
influence a) the characteristics and perceptions of the feedback, and b) how freelancers revise their
descriptions of their portfolio and plans for improvement.
We addressed these research questions by conducting a between-subjects experiment with

30 freelance graphic designers in the United States (US). Regardless of how it was collected,
feedback from CrowdFolio helped freelancers recognize opportunities to improve their portfolio
by highlighting gaps between their and the crowd’s perceptions. The system also filled a need for
portfolio feedback from a non-expert crowd that provided perspectives unique from freelancers’
peers. Study transcripts showed that the holistic approach allowed the crowd to highlight stylistic
similarities between projects (e.g., “community-focused”, “youthful” projects) that the freelancers
had not considered. At the same time, a qualitative analysis of these transcripts suggested that
the decomposed approach provided helpful details about the visual attractiveness of individual
projects and led to significantly longer comments.
We contribute to crowdsourcing research a novel comparison of holistic and decomposed ap-

proaches to collecting crowd feedback in a professional setting [33]. For the computer-supported
cooperative work (CSCW) community at large, we show that crowd feedback, regardless of the
feedback collection approach, can help users better understand the professional image they portray
online. Thus, we contribute to a growing body of research on the benefits of crowdsourcing to
support complex, creative, and personal goals (e.g., [16, 50, 77]).

2 BACKGROUND
2.1 Importance of Online Portfolios to Freelance Careers
To seek work online, freelancers must constantly attract clients (e.g., [66]) through their online
portfolios, online profiles (e.g., Twitter [29, 36]), and reviews [9, 20, 22]. Unlike client reviews over
which the freelancer limited control, most freelancers take the opportunity to regularly update their
online portfolios to attract new clients. A portfolio is a regularly curated collection of prior work
projects often used in creative fields to quickly communicate one’s skills and style [56, 59]. Potential
clients come from diverse backgrounds and have a variety of target audiences for their projects.
For example, a client might include a writer with no design experience needing a children’s book
cover, or a hiring manager with 10 years of design experience needing a logo targeted at young
women. Therefore, freelancers must be adept at regularly updating and describing their skills and
style through their portfolio to attract work opportunities.

2.2 Challenges in Seeking Feedback on Online Portfolios
Despite the importance of online portfolios to freelance work, freelancers currently face challenges
obtaining rapid, regular, and inexpensive feedback from new, diverse, and readily-available feedback
providers to improve their portfolios [43, 44]. Receiving feedback is a vital part of improving one’s
creative practice [23]. Freelancers should ideally seek feedback on their portfolios as they complete
new work projects [56], which can span every few weeks to every few months [44]. However,
freelancers often work outside of support networks, such as schools and companies [43, 44], and
may not have regular opportunities to seek feedback from peers. Peers may also not always reflect
the perspectives of their diverse and sometimes non-expert clients. While online communities, such
as Reddit [7], could provide feedback on freelancers’ work [54, 59], it is not clear how to best present
portfolios on these platforms, which typically accommodate feedback on single pieces of work. An
alternative approach is to hire dedicated, professional reviewers who are new to the freelancer’s
work and could offer diverse perspectives, but this may be expensive. In addition, interpreting
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social media engagement metrics (e.g., number of likes) may lead freelancers to make inaccurate
conclusions about the appeal of their work [24, 31, 42]. Hence, there is a need for freelancers to
obtain regular, rapid, and inexpensive feedback on their online portfolio from new, diverse, and
readily-available feedback providers, regardless of the size and availability of their social network.

2.3 Crowd Feedback Systems as a Way to Collect Feedback on Creative Projects
Crowd feedback systems can provide regular, rapid, and inexpensive feedback from new, diverse and
readily-available paid online crowdworkers on individual creative projects [33, 37, 57, 72, 73]. These
online crowds complement other sources of feedback, such as peers, who may be more homogenous,
familiar, and not always available to provide feedback [57, 73]. These systems accomplish high-
quality critique by providing crowdworkers with heavily structured tasks [19, 51]. Collecting crowd
feedback on individual projects, without showing them in the context of other projects, enables
crowdworkers to write detailed, specific feedback [27, 51, 57]. For example, Voyant [72, 73] asks
online crowds to answer structured questions about elements of visual design, such as which areas
of a poster are initially most visually noticeable. CrowdCrit [57, 76] asks crowdworkers to critique
an individual visual design project using a rubric of design principles, such as layout and hierarchy.

In contrast, to provide portfolio-based crowd feedback, a reviewer may need additional guidance
and context about a person’s prior work, but it is less clear how we might design effective crowd
tasks to support this. Crowdsourcing researchers have begun exploring the potential of collecting
feedback on individual projects in the context of other projects. For instance, Paragon [49] asks
online crowds to refer to similar examples of projects by other people when providing their critique,
and Juxtapeer [16] encourages reviewers to compare classmates’ course projects side-by-side as
they write their reviews. In comparison, our research focuses on crowd feedback for a portfolio
of work instead of individual projects, as freelancers use portfolios to present themselves to and
attract new clients.

2.4 Lack of Understanding of Holistic and Decomposed Approaches to Collecting
Portfolio Feedback

How one collects feedback could influence what feedback one receives and how one uses the
feedback [28, 33, 70]. Taking a decomposed approach (i.e., asking crowds to evaluate projects
independently and aggregating the results) may lead to different outcomes from taking a holistic
approach (i.e., asking crowds to evaluate multiple projects at the same time). For example, collecting
feedback on more than one version of a prototype can lead to more critical feedback [70] and
encourages creators to compare feedback to make larger improvements [28].

Holistic and decomposed approaches to collecting feedback may also influence visual perception
and judgment. Studies suggest that people are more effective at processing visual scenes holistically
(e.g., [60]) and perceive objects differently when placed in the context of other objects (e.g., [38, 39,
75]). However, taking a decomposed approach to collecting feedback could provide more detailed
and thoughtful feedback by guiding people to think about specific problems one at a time. In studies
of writing, reviewers who were given explicit criteria to critique (e.g., flow, coherence) gave more
reliable ratings [58, 65]. In our case, taking a decomposed approach to collecting feedback could
prompt more detailed feedback to help freelancers understand how their portfolio is perceived.

Crowdsourcing researchers have also begun to explore the benefits of holistic and decomposed
approaches of collecting feedback to coordinate creative tasks. For example, Mechanical Novel [50]
takes a holistic approach by providing online crowds with context about the group’s progress as they
collaboratively critique and compose a fiction story, enabling crowds to react flexibly to changes
in the story and make holistic improvements. Similarly, Mobi [77] helps crowds collaboratively
create travel itineraries by providing an overview of the existing itinerary and goals to ensure
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that end itineraries are coherent. In contrast, systems such as CrowdForge [52] use decomposed
tasks (i.e., writing and critiquing parts of an article) and aggregating individual contributions to
minimize crowdworkers’ time and effort to complete the tasks. Although researchers have explored
decomposed and holistic approaches to crowdsourcing tasks, we have yet to directly compare these
approaches within a single system.

3 FORMATIVE DESIGN RESEARCH PROCESS
Our research began with the following question: How do creatives develop their portfolios? To
answer this question, we observed three portfolio design class sessions at our university and
conducted a literature review to understand best practices for portfolio development. Through these
observations and literature review, we recognized a need for decomposed and holistic approaches
to collecting feedback on how people perceive a freelancer’s skills and unique style. Through
a design research process [30, 78], we then developed and evaluated prototypes of a portfolio
feedback system for graphic design freelancers (described in detail in Appendix A at the end of
this paper). We focused on graphic design portfolios in this study because of the ease of sharing
graphic design projects in a digital online format and the popularity of graphic design projects in
creative online communities [47]. In addition to supporting designers’ career goals and collecting
feedback rapidly, regularly, and inexpensively, we identified three aspects of a portfolio that would
be most appropriate for crowd feedback:

• Visual Attractiveness (which projects capture the most attention from potential clients?),
• Styles (how would other people describe the portfolio?),
• and Target Audience (what type of audience are the creative projects designed for and what
primary design skills does the portfolio convey?).

While these early findings were promising, we still needed to understand the practical challenges
to collecting crowd feedback on online portfolios and the effects of decomposed (i.e., reviewing one
project at a time) and holistic approaches (i.e., reviewing multiple projects) to collecting feedback.

4 CROWDFOLIO SYSTEM DESCRIPTION
While our formative design research uncovered the types of feedback that graphic design freelancers
would find helpful to improving their portfolios, we still lacked an understanding of the practical
challenges of crowdsourcing this type of feedback online, especially since existing systems are
designed to ask crowdworkers to assess individual projects rather than multiple projects at once.
Therefore, we designed CrowdFolio, a crowd feedback system built on top of the AmazonMechanical
Turk (MTurk) crowdsourcing platform [1] to study the effects of decomposed and holistic approaches
to collecting feedback. Building on top of the MTurk platform is a standard practice of existing
crowd feedback systems because of its ease and low cost [57, 72].

The CrowdFolio system consists of two parts:

(1) Feedback collection interface. Given a link to a portfolio hosted on Behance [4], this
interface deploys a series of crowdsourcing tasks that collect feedback on the perceived styles
or aesthetic in the portfolio, the perceived visual attractiveness of project thumbnails in the
portfolio, and the perceived target audience of the portfolio.

(2) Feedback presentation interface. This interface aggregates and displays the collected
crowd feedback to the creator of the portfolio.

Crowdfolio is an interactive NodeJS/HTML/CSS web application that uses the aws-sdk package to
launch andmanage crowdworker tasks. To improve the user experience of the feedback presentation
interface, we conducted usability tests with three freelance graphic designers (two female, one
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Dimension Holistic Task
Visual Attractiveness Rank up to 20 projects in a portfolio from a single designer (displayed in random order) in order of most to least visually attractive

by clicking on project thumbnails in order of attractiveness.
Styles Using a drag-and-drop interface, create at least three groups of related project thumbnails in a portfolio from a single designer

and title each group of projects with a style phrase. Not all projects in the designer’s portfolio must be in a group, but all groups
must include at least three projects. In a second series of crowd tasks, we collect relevance ratings of the style phrase with respect
to the project group; other crowdworkers are shown a random (style phrase, project group) pair and indicate whether they agree
that the style phrase describe the project thumbnails in the group using a seven-point Likert scale.

Target Audience View a portfolio from a single designer and answer survey questions regarding the designer’s perceived target audience (e.g.,
“What kind of audience do you think would most like the projects in the designer’s portfolio?”).

Table 2. A description of the crowdsourcing tasks we ran on MTurk to collect feedback on participants’
portfolios in the holistic feedback condition.

Dimension Decomposed Task
Visual Attractiveness Independently rate 20 randomly selected projects, from different designers, on a five-point Likert scale.
Styles Given a randomly selected project thumbnail, generate at least three style phrases that describe the project. In a second series

of crowd tasks, we collect relevance ratings of the style phrases with respect to the project thumbnail; other crowdworkers are
shown a random (three style phrases, project thumbnail) pair and indicate whether they agree the style phrases describe the
project thumbnail using a seven-point Likert scale.

Target Audience Given a randomly selected project thumbnail, answer survey questions about project’s perceived target audience.

Table 3. A description of the crowdsourcing tasks we ran on MTurk to collect feedback on participants’
portfolios in the decomposed feedback condition.

Dimension Feedback Presentation
Visual Attractiveness A ranked list of project thumbnails in descending order of attractiveness, either using mean rankings (holistic) or mean ratings

(decomposed; Figure 1).
Styles Style phrases and projects (decomposed) or project groups (holistic) displayed in descending order of their mean relevance rating

(Figure 2). Comments explaining these phrases are displayed underneath each style group.
Target Audience A text summary of survey answers, comments from crowdworkers explaining their survey answers, and bar charts visualizing

the distribution of survey answers (holistic and decomposed; Figure 3).

Table 4. A description of how feedback from the holistic and decomposed study conditions was presented to
freelancer participants.

male; ages 22-27) with portfolios on Behance [4]. Below, we describe the crowdsourcing tasks to
collect feedback on portfolios and how the system displays this feedback to users.

4.1 Collecting Crowd Feedback
Based on our formative design research and prior crowdsourcing research (e.g., [51]), the CrowdFo-
lio feedback collection interface consists of crowdworker tasks to collect feedback on the three
dimensions determined from the formative study. Each task had two variations. One variation
collected feedback using a holistic approach (i.e., assess multiple projects at once) while the other
used a decomposed approach (i.e., assess individual projects; Tables 2 and 3). To better simulate the
experience of a potential client with limited time to form an impression, we only showed project
thumbnails to crowdworkers, rather than the full projects (see the Supplemental Materials). Below
we discuss how these tasks were informed by prior work on crowd feedback [57, 73].

4.1.1 Visual Attractiveness. One of our goals was to help freelancers understand which projects in
their portfolio capture the most attention from potential clients. In prior work [72, 73], systems ask
crowdworkers to click on elements of a single project that first capture their attention. Similarly, we
asked crowdworkers in the holistic condition to click on project thumbnails in the order of which
thumbnails first captured their attention. We then created a comparable task for the decomposed
condition by asking crowdworkers to rate the visual attractiveness of different project thumbnails.
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Fig. 1. CrowdFolio Feedback Presentation Interface: Visual Attractiveness. Feedback is displayed as (a) a
ranked list of the projects in a freelancer’s portfolio. Projects were shown in descending rank (holistic) or
rating (decomposed) order of visual attractiveness. Participants were able to (b) filter projects they wanted to
see using the Project Categories options. Project images have been blurred to maintain the confidentiality of
the participant.

Fig. 2. CrowdFolio Feedback Presentation Interface: Styles. This view displays (a) the style phrases and (b)
the projects that match each style phrase in (c) descending order of their mean relevance in both the holistic
and decomposed feedback conditions. The relevance of a style phrase is determined by asking crowdworkers
whether they agree or disagree that a style phrase (suggested by another crowdworker) appropriately describes
a project or group of projects (1 - strongly disagree; 7 - strongly agree). Participants were also shown (d)
comments from crowdworkers explaining their choices for style phrases and project groups. Project images
have been blurred to maintain the confidentiality of the participant.

4.1.2 Styles. Our second goal was to collect feedback so that freelancers could understand how
others stylistically perceive their work. In prior crowd feedback systems, [73], crowdworkers are
asked to generate phrases to describe their first impressions of project. Beyond the design domain,
crowd clustering systems (e.g., [13, 17, 18]) ask crowds to create and label groups of text to generate
valuable information (e.g., types of work valued on Wikipedia). Therefore in CrowdFolio, we asked
crowdworkers in the holistic condition to group projects in a portfolio and generate style phrases
for these style groups. In the decomposed study condition, we asked crowdworkers to generate
style phrases for individual projects. Following prior work in crowdsourcing [13, 18, 52], we took
steps to improve the quality of these phrases by asking additional crowdworkers to rate how well
each phrase described the given project(s).

4.1.3 Target Audience. Finally, we collected feedback to help freelancers understand the type of
audience they were attracting. While prior crowd feedback systems have not addressed this aspect
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Fig. 3. CrowdFolio Feedback Presentation Interface: Target Audience. This view displays (a) a paragraph
summarizing the top answers to survey questions related to perceived target audience and (b) comments
explaining crowdworker responses. It also displays (c) a breakdown of the survey answers to each survey
question using multiple bar charts.

of feedback, they have asked crowdworkers to describe their impressions of a project on several
dimensions (e.g., layout, visual hierarchy) [57, 72]. Drawing inspiration from these approaches,
CrowdFolio showed crowdworkers either a portfolio (holistic) or individual project (decomposed)
and asked them to answer survey questions about the freelancer’s target audience (e.g. “What kind
of businesses do you think this designer would work with the most?”) and primary design skill.

4.2 Presenting Feedback to Freelancers
The CrowdFolio feedback presentation interface consists of three web pages, each corresponding to
the three crowd feedback tasks (Table 4). On the Visual Attractiveness page, we showed a ranked
list of projects in a freelancers’ portfolio in descending order of attractiveness using either mean
rankings (holistic) or ratings (decomposed) (Figure 1). On the Styles page, we displayed the style
phrases and project groups in descending order of their mean rating, as well as comments to
justify these style phrases (Figure 2). In our formative research, we considered computationally
aggregating the feedback in the decomposed condition; however, when we used Empath [32] to
aggregate style phrases, up to 37% of phrases were unable to be grouped. We describe opportunities
to improve on automated grouping of style phrases in the Discussion. On the Target Audience
page, we displayed a paragraph and bar charts summarizing the answers to the survey questions
(Figure 3).

5 RESEARCH QUESTIONS
To understand whether crowd feedback collected using decomposed and holistic approaches could
provide a feasible way for freelancers to improve their portfolios, we asked the following questions:

• RQ 1: Can online crowds provide helpful portfolio feedback that influences how freelancers
reflect on and improve their portfolio?

• RQ 2: How do holistic and decomposed approaches to collecting crowd feedback on online
portfolios influence a) the characteristics and perceptions of the feedback and b) the way
freelancers describe their work to others and plan to improve their portfolio?
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6 METHOD
6.1 Participants
We recruited 30 freelance graphic design professionals (56% female, 41% male, 3% non-binary) in
the US and 1,386 unique crowdworkers from MTurk [1] in North America. To ensure high quality
responses from MTurk workers, we recruited workers with at least 110 approved tasks on the
platform and a task approval rate of 90%. We recruited freelancers who had a portfolio on Behance
[4] for at least one year with at least seven published projects to ensure that participants had similar
portfolios and were at least somewhat active in using their online portfolio. We did not control for
portfolio size because this can vary between designers and would have significantly reduced our
potential sample size. We also collected feedback on only up to the most recent 20 projects in each
portfolio (described later in this section), based on best practices in portfolio design [15, 47, 47]. We
recruited freelancers via Behance [4], design forums on websites such as Reddit [7] and Facebook
[6], and online freelance labor marketplaces, such as Upwork [8]. All freelancers received $50 for
the one-hour study and crowdworkers received between $0.40 and $0.90 per crowd feedback task
(depending on the length of the task they completed) to achieve an hourly wage of approximately
$10.80 [41].

6.2 Procedure
To evaluate CrowdFolio, we conducted a between-subjects experiment with two conditions. First,
after freelancers indicated their interest in participating and scheduled a study session, we began
collecting feedback on their Behance portfolios fromMTurk workers using the CrowdFolio feedback
collection interface. Each freelancer and MTurk worker in our study was randomly assigned to
only one condition (i.e., holistic or decomposed feedback). We launched different feedback tasks
to MTurk to collect feedback on 1) the relative visual attractiveness of different projects, 2) the
perceived styles, and 3) the perceived target audience of the portfolio. When crowdworkers chose
to preview one of our tasks on MTurk, the system randomly assigned their MTurk ID to one of the
two study conditions and displayed the appropriate version of the task; this also ensured that they
were assigned to the same condition for any future tasks they previewed.

At a high level, crowdworkers in the holistic condition made assessments based on up to 20
projects in a freelancer’s portfolio, while crowdworkers in the decomposed condition made assess-
ments based on single projects from various freelancers’ portfolios (Tables 2 and 3). We randomized
the presentation order of all feedback items shown to crowdworkers. Though freelancer participants
were only shown the feedback relevant to the study condition to which they were assigned, we
collected both holistic and decomposed feedback for all freelancer participants in our study to make
it easier to randomize crowdworkers into the study conditions. To help freelancers understand the
background of the crowdworkers who provided feedback, all crowdworkers were asked to answer
demographic questions about their age, gender, education, region in the US, and income level.

Once we collected feedback on a freelancer’s portfolio, which took between two and 24 hours, we
conducted a one-hour remote study session with each freelancer. We asked freelancers to complete
a pre-task survey (see Supplemental Materials). To understand how frequently participants were
already seeking feedback and whether they already had a clear sense of their professional identity
prior to our study, we assessed participants’ frequency of seeking feedback on one’s portfolio
(adapted from a self-monitoring scale by [55]) and the clarity of their professional identity [26].
To understand how the CrowdFolio might influence the way freelancers describe their work, we
asked freelancers to type 1) one to two sentences to describe themselves and their work for use on
their personal website, and 2) three phrases to tag their work online. To prepare participants, we
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asked them to practice conducting a web search task while thinking aloud and view a webpage
summarizing the demographic details of crowdworkers who provided feedback [34].

Then, we introduced freelancers to the version of the CrowdFolio feedback presentation interface
they were assigned (i.e., holistic or decomposed) and asked them to explore the interface while
thinking aloud. To understand if participants’ self-perceptions had changed, we asked them to write
another self-description, three phrases to tag their work, and a three-point action plan for improving
their portfolio. Then, participants completed a post-task survey, in which they rated several items,
such as the perceived helpfulness and trustworthiness of CrowdFolio’s feedback (see Supplemental
Materials). Participants also described their experience in the study in a semi-structured interview.
All study sessions were conducted via an online video conferencing application and recorded.

6.3 Analyses
We quantitatively and qualitatively analyzed feedback collected from the crowd, participants’
survey and study task responses, and participants’ interview and think-aloud transcripts. Following
a grounded theory approach [68], we wrote memos during and after each freelancer study session.
After the first 15 participants, several themes emerged around participants’ use of the CrowdFolio
feedback presentation interface, the benefits and limitations of CrowdFolio compared to other
sources of feedback, and the benefits and limitations of the holistic and decomposed conditions.
We proceeded to group quotes from subsequent memos within these broader categories.

In addition, we quantitatively analyzed participants’ survey responses, the feedback participants
received, and participants’ pre- and post-task self-descriptions and tags. We used independent
t-tests to understand differences between participants’ survey answers in both study conditions.
Then, we computed the length and similarity of the pre- and post-task self-descriptions, as well as
the length and quantity of the feedback participants received (i.e., style words, comments justifying
style words, and perceived target audience comments).

To provide additional insight into participants’ action plans and three tags, we developed coding
schemes based on common themes in participants’ responses (Tables 5, 6, and 7). To analyze
participants’ tags, we noted 1) the focus of the tag (i.e., referring either to a person’s work or a
personal characteristic) and 2) the nature of the changes made to the tags. To refine the coding
schemes, two members of the research team independently coded 10% of the action items (n=9),
individual tags (n=19), and sets of tags before and after the study task (n=3), following prior
work (e.g., [34, 37]). The raters achieved substantial inter-rater reliability on the action items
(𝜅 = 0.85), tag focus (𝜅=0.72), and the types of changes made to tags (𝜅=1.00, [21]). Then, one rater
independently coded the remaining dataset. These analyses helped us better understand the impact
of the CrowdFolio feedback presentation interface on participants’ reflection processes.
In addition, we viewed all participants’ pre- and post-task self-descriptions to understand the

types of changes participants made. At a high level, these included adding, modifying, or removing
elements from the descriptions (e.g., skills, style words, soft skills, work experience, location). As we
were unable to ask all participants to explain these changes, we do not include a detailed analysis
of this. Because we were primarily interested in CrowdFolio’s impact on participants, we ran an
additional analysis to understand whether participants adopted phrases from CrowdFolio in their
self-descriptions. We developed an algorithm in R using the stringr package [3] to note when a
self-description included a) a phrase from the participant’s Styles feedback page or b) one of the
skills on the Target Audience page (e.g., illustration, UI). We then manually checked whether the
matched phrases had also been used in their pre-task self-description; if not, we considered that
the participant had adopted a new phrase from the CrowdFolio interface.
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Type of Change Hol. Dec. Description Example Action Item
Add/Remove 11 5 Suggests adding or removing projects from a

portfolio to show a specific type of design skill or
varieties of design skills

“I want to include more branding design projects
as opposed to personal art projects.”

Update 5 8 Suggests updating portfolio by adding new projects
or removing older projects

“Add new projects. And also remove old projects.”

Projects 0 3 Suggests other changes to individual projects “Write descriptions/design process.”
Project Thumbnails 12 16 Suggests a change to some or all project thumbnails “Update my Behance thumbnails to better show

what TYPE of work each project was (i.e. website,
digital ad campaign, branding suite...)”

Tags 5 0 Suggests a change to some or all of the tags for their
projects

“adjust my tags for accuracy”

Profile 8 6 Suggests a change to some other aspect of their
portfolio

“Adjust bio/description to match with my
intended audience/potential clients”

Process 3 4 Suggests changes to other activities that could
influence employability, such as learning new skills

“I do want to get back into learning how to use
lighting within After Effects since I haven’t done
anything involving lighting from the program in
a long time.”

None 1 3 Makes no suggestions for any changes to their
portfolio

“NA”

Table 5. Coding scheme for participants’ action plan items based on the type of change that was suggested.
The number of action items with each code are listed for the holistic (hol) and decomposed (dec) conditions
respectively.

Table 6. Coding scheme for the focus of participants’ three phrases they would use to tag their work online.
We note the average number of tags per participant (out of three) with each focus.

Table 7. Coding scheme for the types of changes participants made to their three tags. We note the average
number of tags per participant (out of three) with each type of change.

7 RESULTS
7.1 Description of the Freelancer Participants
Participants were representative of graphic designers in the US [12, 64]. The gender distribution
of the sample (56% female, 41% male, 3% non-binary) was similar to the population of graphic
designers in the US in 2019 [12]. Most participants were between 18 and 34 years of age (70%,
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n=21), had a bachelor’s degree (50%, n=15), had or were completing a degree in visual or graphic
design (60%, n=18), had more than five years of work experience (63%, n=19), had between one and
three years of freelance work experience (47%, n=14), and freelanced part-time (63%, n=19). T-tests
further confirmed that participants in both conditions were similar in terms of the importance of
getting freelance work (Mdecomposed = 5.67, SDdecomposed=1.63;Mholistic = 6.13, SDholistic= 1.36, t=-0.85,
df =27.08, n.s.) and sense of professional identity (Mdecomposed = 4.40, SDdecomposed=1.33; Mholistic =
4.50, SDholistic= 0.62, t=-0.20, df =25.53, n.s.).

In general, participants browsed creative work on Behance sporadically; about half of participants
reported logging onto Behance at least once amonth to once a year (46%, n=14) andmost participants
had logged onto Behance less than a month ago (83%, n=28). However, almost a third of participants
had not updated their Behance portfolio in more than a year (30%, n=9). The majority updated
their Behance portfolio at least once a month (37%, n=11) or once a year (37%, n=11), and also had a
portfolio that was not on Behance (80%, n=24). Participants generally wanted to receive feedback
on their portfolios more frequently than they currently did; the majority received feedback at least
once a year (47%, n=14), but would have liked feedback at least once a month (47%, n=14).

7.2 RQ 1: Effects of Receiving Portfolio Feedback on Reflection and Portfolio
Improvement Across Study Conditions

Online crowds provided a feasible way to collect rapid, regular, and inexpensive portfolio feedback
that participants found helpful, trustworthy, and reflective of new perspectives. Feedback on a
portfolio’s visual attractiveness, styles, and target audience prompted participants to reflect on how
aligned their portfolios were with their career goals; to add or remove projects from their portfolio;
and to generate action plans to improve their portfolios.

Fig. 4. We did not find any significant differences between participants in either condition on any of the
survey measures asking about perceptions of CrowdFolio feedback. These survey items were measured on a
scale of 1 (low) to 7 (high) with the exception of "Amount learned from feedback" which was measured on a
scale of 1 (nothing at all) to 5 (a lot).

7.2.1 Participants Reported Learning from and Enjoying Portfolio Feedback. We did not find signifi-
cant differences between participants in either condition on any of the survey measures (Figure 4).
Participants in both conditions found the feedback to be helpful for noticing new things about their
portfolio (Mdecomposed=6.27, Mholistic=6.47, t=-0.71, df =25.52, n.s.) and considered feedback to be
of moderate quality (Mdecomposed=5.40, Mholistic=5.87, t=-1.17, df =25.74, n.s.; Figure 4). Participants
were also highly likely to seek feedback like this in the future (Mdecomposed=6.20, Mholistic=6.07,
t=0.32, df =25.16, n.s.). Similarly, participants highly enjoyed exploring the feedback from CrowdFo-
lio (Mdecomposed=6.47, Mholistic=6.47, t=0, df =26.80, n.s.). They felt the feedback was only somewhat
similar to their own perceptions (Mdecomposed=3.73,Mholistic=4.20, t=-0.89, df =27.53, n.s.), found feed-
back moderately trustworthy (Mdecomposed=5.4, Mholistic=6.2, t=-1.79, df =23.98, n.s.), and learned a
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lot from using the interface (Mdecomposed=3.87, Mholistic=3.87, t=-0, df =26.53, n.s.; survey item on a
scale of 1: learned nothing at all to 5: learned a lot). In short, regardless of approach, participants
found the feedback helpful for gaining insights about their portfolio.

7.2.2 Perspectives From the Crowd are Useful, When They Align with Potential Clients. Through
CrowdFolio, we found that crowdsourced portfolio feedback afforded several benefits and limitations
to freelancers. As we anticipated, freelancers perceived feedback from the crowd to be uniquely
valuable and critical. Moreover, because feedback was collected from multiple crowdworkers,
freelancers felt confident that the feedback they received was not too heavily influenced by a single
feedback provider’s opinions. However, CrowdFolio was not as helpful to freelancers who felt that
their potential clients had substantial domain expertise, compared to freelancers who felt their
potential clients had less domain expertise. We describe these findings below.

Compared to Other Feedback Sources, Crowds Provide Valuable Alternative Perspectives. While it
was not a focus of the current study, we additionally asked participants to compare CrowdFolio
to other feedback practices to understand how the system might complement these practices. For
several participants (n=7), the CrowdFolio feedback presentation interface filled a need for portfolio
feedback from non-professional audiences. One freelance graphic designer with less than three
years of experience said that the crowd could provide a valuable alternative perspective from
someone with more graphic design experience:

“... the majority [of them] didn’t have experience with designers... Someone who is a
graphic designer would more so focus... only on the composition, whereas a regular
person wouldn’t do that.” (P21)

Another participant said that they valued having their portfolio reviewed by the crowd, who
provided access to critical feedback that they had not received since attending college:

“I miss that the most from [school]–having someone rip [my portfolio] apart...” (P24)
Another part-time freelancer who asks their friends and family for feedback said that crowd

feedback allowed them to see patterns in opinions of their work, rather than being overly influenced
by any single person’s opinion:

“With friends and family, you are [only] talking to one person... it could be overly
swayed by one person’s view...if [only one person has an opinion on a project]...that
could be their [own opinion].” (P10)

In short, compared to other sources of feedback, such as design professionals, friends, and family,
freelancers appreciated CrowdFolio for the non-expert feedback, critical feedback, and feedback
from multiple individuals.

Crowds May Not Reflect Potential Clients. Despite these benefits, some participants (n=4) were
concerned that crowdworkers did not reflect their potential clients and were hesitant to accept the
feedback they received. One participant with more than 10 years of experience felt that she could
only trust designers to critique her work because designers would be more familiar with the needs
of creative directors, who make up the majority of her client base:

“Part of the difference [between feedback from my friends and crowd feedback] is that
my friends are designers [and they] know what creative directors would be looking
for...” (P13)

However, freelancers whose clients had less design knowledge may have been more satisfied with
the crowd feedback. One participant who was trying to reach clients with less design knowledge
was satisfied with the feedback, especially the layman’s terms (e.g., “psychedellica” ) used to describe
her work on the Styles page:
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“A lot of people don’t know the difference between ‘illustration’ and ‘graphic design’.
I love that word ‘psychedellica’ and that sums [my work] up a whole lot better than
‘whimsical’, [which I used in my first self-description].” (P15)

7.2.3 Participants Used Feedback to Plan Changes to Projects in their Portfolio. Although the
CrowdFolio feedback presentation interface did not explicitly suggest ways freelancers could
improve their portfolio, it nevertheless helped freelancers recognize these opportunities through
three dimensions of feedback.

Visual Attractiveness Rankings Prompted Participants to Reflect on the Appeal of their Work. All
participants (n=30) used rankings on the Visual Attractiveness page to infer their audience’s
preferences and inform changes to their portfolio. For example, one participant specializing in logo
design and branding guessed that participants were attracted to project thumbnails that were more
abstract compared to those that showed an end product, such as a mobile ad:

“I’m definitely seeing...a correlation between things that would garner more interest...
some of the things here are a little bit more abstract; they’re more of a teaser image
versus things that are a little more clear cut...an email blast or a mobile ad, they rank a
little bit lower.” (P18)

In line with prior work (e.g., [34]), some participants made these inferences when they were
surprised by the crowd’s feedback. For example, one participant who had been freelancing part-time
for less than three years was surprised that one of their project thumbnails, which they thought
was simplistic, had been well received by the crowd:

“I’m actually surprised this one got the highest. It’s the most minimalistic. Maybe that’s
what people are into. It’s less overwhelming, [it] leaves more to the imagination.” (P22)

In short, participants used the Visual Attractiveness page to speculate what elements of their
work might be well received, leading naturally to action items to showcase these elements and
downplay others.

Target Audience and Styles Feedback Validated Participants’ Career Direction. Many participants
(n=12) also used feedback from the Target Audience and Styles pages to seek validation on their
career direction. For example, one freelancer with more than 10 years of experience said she
felt more comfortable describing herself as a digital or multimedia designer after learning that
crowdworkers saw her as a specialist in digital advertising design on the Target Audience page:

“I never think of myself as a multimedia or digitally focused [designer]. But I think it’s
OK [to be] pushing that [multimedia focus] a bit more [if other people are thinking
that].” (P9)

Another designer who had been freelancing for less than a year felt positive after seeing that the
crowd had categorized him as a motion graphics designer on the Target Audience page:

“So a lot of people do seem to realize that I specialize in motion graphics, which I am
trying to be.” (P30)

When the feedback from the Styles and Target Audience pages did not validate participants’
perceptions of their own work, participants became motivated to improve their portfolio to clarify
their career direction. For example, one freelancer who was transitioning toward three-dimensional
design learned that their portfolio did not portray this career direction well after seeing disparate
style phrases being used to describe his portfolio (e.g., “text only”, “typographic”, and “3D” ). This
prompted him to clarify his focus in his portfolio:
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“From their adjectives [on the Styles page], it seemed like I could solidify my brand, my
specialties and focus... How do I make that make sense for people, other than [saying]
I’ve done a lot of stuff in different areas over the years, but I am trying to focus on 3D
right now, moving forward?” (P25)

Another participant who had not updated his portfolio in more than a year was motivated
to remove his portfolio entirely after seeing the misalignment between the crowd’s perceptions
on the Target Audience and Style pages and his current career direction. For example, on the
Target Audience page the crowd perceived his primary industry as retail, healthcare, publishing,
broadcasting, or computer manufacturing, but not his current intended industry (i.e., software). He
then described his intent to remove his portfolio entirely:

“I should remove my portfolio entirely if it’s not up to date. It does not represent me
accurately.” (P19)

Portfolio feedback from the CrowdFolio feedback presentation interface encouraged participants
(n=10) to add or remove projects by prompting them to reflect on aspects of their professional
identity that were less apparent in the portfolio. For example, one freelancer specializing in branding
was surprised that crowdworkers saw her as a digital advertising designer on the Target Audience
page. She imagined that adding branding projects to their portfolio would lead more crowdworkers
to categorize her as a ‘branding’ designer. In the following quote, she points to different columns in
a graph summarizing her portfolio’s perceived target industry:

“‘Digital ads’. . . that’s really interesting, because I do more ‘branding.’ It’s probably
because I don’t put a lot of my branding stuff. Yeah, I think if [the crowd] knew more
about my stuff, they would put more here, here, here, and here (pointing to bars in a
graph on the Target Audience page)...” (P22)

The Target Audience feedback alsomotivated some participants tomake changes to their portfolio
after realizing that they were limiting the types of audiences they were targeting. For example, one
participant noticed that they shared the gender, age range, and income level of the perceived target
audience. This motivated them to make changes to their future projects to reach a more diverse
audience:

“[The feedback said] that they thought my target audience was essentially me.... [For]
me to be more successful, I need to break free from designing for myself, and... reach a
broader scope or audience.” (P17)

In conclusion, the Target Audience and Styles feedback helped participants seek validation on
their career direction and prompted them to add or remove projects from their portfolio when the
feedback conflicted with their goals.

7.2.4 Some Participants Made Changes to their Tags and Self-Descriptions After Using CrowdFolio.
At least some participants made changes to their three tags and self-descriptions after viewing the
CrowdFolio feedback interface. In general, participants were more likely to use tags that described
characteristics of their work (e.g., modern), rather than themselves (e.g., hard-working) (see Table 6
for a breakdown by study condition). In addition, participants modified 0.77 of their tags (SD=0.90)
and replaced 1.37 tags on average (SD=0.97) after using CrowdFolio (see Table 7 for a breakdown
by study condition). For example, one participant in the holistic condition replaced all three of her
tags, based on feedback that suggested her target audience was female:

“Presentation Designer, Branding Design, Experienced Creative Designer” (P9, pre-task
tags)
“luxury, female-focused, modern” (P9, post-task tags)
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The majority of participants (n=26, 86.7%) made at least some changes to their self-description,
which included adding, modifying, or removing elements from the description (e.g., skill or specialty,
aesthetic or style word, soft skills, work experience, location). Our textual analysis revealed that
36.7% of participants (nholistic=7, ndecomposed=4) had used a phrase from the Styles or Target Audience
page in their post-task self-description. For example, one participant in the holistic condition
changed how she referred to herself by adding several words from her Styles and Target Audience
pages (i.e., “abstract,” “psychedelica,” “digital,” “print”):

“I am a traveling artist whose work is influenced by nature and the outdoors. I have a
whimsical, contemporary illustration style, and I do graphic design work as well.” (P15,
pre-task description)
“I create vibrant illustrations and text designs based on travel and nature. Some of my
work crosses over into abstract psychedelica. Finished pieces are good for print and
digital products and marketing efforts.” (P15, post-task description)

Another participant in the holistic condition also added the phrase "motion graphics" from the
Target Audience page in his post-task self-description:1

“My name Is Pat Stevens. Im a self-taught designer in Northern California with over 20
years experience. My skillsets include design, illustration, art direction, UI/UX, strategy
and much more.” (P11; pre-task self-description)
“I am Pat Stevens. I am a self-taught designer in Northern California with over 20
years experience. My skillsets include graphic design, illustration, art direction, UI/UX,
strategy, motion graphics and more” (P11; post-task self-description; emphasis added)

Besides adopting phrases from CrowdFolio, participants added other information about them-
selves to their self-descriptions. One participant in the decomposed condition added information
about his location, his role as a trainer in Adobe software, and his skill in brand identity, after
considering these additional facets about himself during the study:

“I’m a design craftsman and typographer with special interest in book design and large
format.” (P7; pre-task self-description)
“An independent Los Angeles-based designer and Adobe trainer specializing in book
design and typography, brand identity and large format design.” (P7; post-task self-
description)

In contrast, a participant in the decomposed condition shortened her self-description by removing
a call-to-action and describing her skills and role as a creative director:2

“Claire Sandoval is a Santa Monica based creative who would like it to be summer all
of the time. Reach out to her for work in branding, graphic design, and typography.”
(pre-task self-description)
“Claire Sandoval is a Santa Monica based creative director who crafts premium brands
for a variety of audiences.” (post-task self-description)

While there were some changes to participants’ self-descriptions, we still found that participants
wrote self-descriptions of similar length before (Mpre-task=30.7, Mdnpre-task=31.0, SDpre-task=13.9)
and after the study task (Mpost-task=28.9, Mdnpost-task=27.5, SDpost-task=13.9, t=-0.51, df =58.00, n.s.).
Furthermore, we learned that many participants (n=16) still struggled to write a self-description
because they lacked a clear idea of how to describe themselves succinctly for an online audience.
Some even chose to avoid the initial self-descriptionwriting task and copied pre-written descriptions
1We have used a pseudonym in place of the participant’s real name.
2We have used a pseudonym in place of the participant’s real name.
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(a) (b)

Fig. 5. (a) Style phrases collected in the holistic condition were significantly longer than style phrases in
the decomposed condition. (b) Comments on the style phrases collected in the decomposed condition were
significantly longer than comments in the holistic condition.

from their personal websites (n=4). One participant with more than three years of work experience
struggled to describe himself because it was challenging to generate unique phrases that succinctly
communicated the variety of work he did:

“What was difficult... is setting yourself apart and recognizing the things that would
be different about you that would be appealing to a potential client [and] trying to
think of a way to quickly and succinctly do this... I think [this is challenging] because
my work tends to be not super focused. If I was a graphic designer who specialized in
logos, it would be much easier to say.” (P14)

Additionally, some participants said they did not use the style phrases generated by the crowd in
their self-descriptions because they were unsure of how unique and acceptable the phrases were
relative to the broader professional design community. Other participants did not use the suggested
style phrases because they felt some style phrases were too general to help clients to find their
work. For instance, one participant with more than 10 years of experience felt that the style phrases
were not as helpful as the search terms and tags he would have chosen for himself:

“Some [of the words on the Styles page] were really subjective adjectives... none of
them felt like SEO (Search Engine Optimized) keywords. One guy just said the word
‘good’, and that’s good. But it’s not really [helpful]... [I think] ‘gig posters’ is a good
[tag]. It is very specific and people who are searching for this stuff are people going to
search for that.” (P11)

These results suggest that, while CrowdFolio feedback may serve as a useful internal reflection
tool, composing self-descriptions to represent oneself online requires an additional understanding
how one’s work compares to others and the technical details of how clients find and hire freelancers.

7.3 RQ 2: Effects of Holistic and Decomposed Approaches to Collecting Feedback
In this section, we describe how the holistic and decomposed approaches for collecting CrowdFolio
feedback influenced the characteristics and perceptions of the Styles, Visual Attractiveness, and
Target Audience feedback, as well as participants’ self-descriptions, tags, and action plans.

7.3.1 Styles Feedback.
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Holistic Approach Led to Longer Style Phrases but Decomposed Approach Led to Longer Comments.
On average, the style phrases in the holistic condition were significantly longer than the style
phrases in the decomposed condition (Mdecomposed=6.24 characters, Mholistic=8.51 characters, t=-
10.58, df =486.05, p<.001; Figure 5). On the other hand, comments explaining style phrases contained
more words in the decomposed condition (Mdecomposed=14.11) compared to the holistic condition
(Mholistic=11.65, t=3.70, df =682.81, p<0.001). The following is an example of two style phrases and
comments on one participant’s portfolio:

‘Latin Illustration’: ‘A lot of these illustrations had Mexican, central American, and
south american themes. They also had elements of aztec and mayan cultures. Learning
about those styles could also give some insight to the cultures there and how and why
they identify with the indigenous peoples of the past.’ (holistic condition)

‘Colorful’: ‘This is a cartoon picture of the Aztec people. It is colorful and beautiful.’
(decomposed condition)

While it is promising that the CrowdFolio feedback collection interface was able to collect specific
comments, about 10% of the comments in both conditions were irrelevant or seemed to be copied
from other sources. For example, one crowdworker provided the following comment to justify
their agreement with a style phrase (i.e., “winter” ) describing one participant’s projects: “The length
of the astronomical seasons varies between 89 and 93 days, while the length of the meteorological
seasons is less variable and is fixed at 90 days for winter in a non-leap year (91 days in a leap year),
92 days for spr.” It seems that the crowdworker had copied the definition of “winter," rather than
explaining why they agreed that “winter" appropriately described the freelancer’s project. This
reflects a larger challenge in crowdsourcing of managing the variability in the quality of responses
from crowdworkers (e.g., [51]).

Holistic Approach Helped Participants Understand Project Themes through Styles Feedback. Par-
ticipants in the holistic condition used the Styles feedback to discover new ways of describing
their style (n=8). Prior to using the CrowdFolio feedback presentation interface, one digital media
designer shared that she did not feel her work had many positive or unique qualities, despite having
more than 10 years of work experience. She described herself in terms of general qualities: “Focused
on clients’ needs and bringing their visions to fruition. Adept at synthesizing multiple modes of media.”
(P5) However, after viewing the feedback on the Styles page, she identified a unique focus of her
work, which was working on multicultural community projects:

“Oh that’s cool, I really like the ‘cultural and activities’ [style phrase]. These three
[projects] are all from the same job that I had... a long time ago. I guess that’s kind
of cool that I have a certain amount of multicultural type stuff on there. I like that. I
didn’t think about it that way before so that’s cool.” (P5)

This feedback prompted her to create a point in her action plan to change the way she grouped
her projects in their portfolio: “Change the groupings to highlight some of the positive qualities that
the people in the study talked about such as colorful, retail, multicultural, etc” (P5). After viewing the
feedback, she was also motivated to use more specific words to describe herself: “Eye catching, easy
to understand targeted retail advertisement. Community focused, appealing to a younger demographic
with bold and colorful design” (P5). Feedback collected through the holistic approach helped her
notice connections between her projects and discover new ways of describing her work.

Participants in the holistic condition were also motivated to add projects to their portfolio after
viewing the Styles feedback. One full-time freelancer who specialized in creating various kinds of
reports was surprised to see that crowdworkers had grouped many of her projects under the single
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style phrase “business docs.” This freelancer assumed that the crowd did not see her as a versatile
designer. Hence, this freelancer decided to add more variety to her portfolio:

“Seeing how people were interpreting how my documents were makes me want to
give more examples [of the types of documents I can design].” (P31)

Other participants in the holistic condition used Styles feedback to understand which projects
might need to be clarified. One full-time freelancer who used live-streaming to build his online
audience on Behance used the feedback to recognize when some of his projects were missing from
the style groups:

“I wish these first two [projects] were in [the] ‘art direction’ [group], because that’s
kind of what I’m after – creating content that would be used in branding.” (P29)

In sum, the holistic approach to collecting feedback helped participants easily notice stylistic
themes between their projects and take action based on those themes.

Decomposed Approach Provided Specific Feedback on a Smaller Range of Projects. In contrast, some
participants in the decomposed condition found the Styles feedback to be too focused on describing
individual projects. One participant in the decomposed condition with less than a year of freelance
experience expressed the following:

“...the [style] words that they chose were a little bit too narrow in scope. Like [the
phrase] ‘valentines’ and only having one [project] in that section.” (P17)

The decomposed feedback condition also led freelancers to receive feedback on a smaller range of
projects. In this condition, crowdworkers provided style phrases to describe a random project from
the portfolio of a randomly selected freelancer participant. As a result, not all projects in freelancers’
portfolios received Styles feedback. Several participants (n=5) in the decomposed condition were
unsatisfied when they noticed that some of their projects had not received feedback from the crowd:

“I was slightly dissatisfied. I wish I had feedback on that illustrated map [project]...[and]
on those recent projects. The older ones were trash.” (P16)

Despite these drawbacks, participants in the decomposed feedback condition received more style
phrases on average (M=39 words) than participants in the holistic feedback condition (M=12 words).
However, this was not surprising given that crowdworkers in the decomposed condition were
asked to provide three different style phrases for each project they viewed, while crowdworkers in
the holistic condition provided three style phrases for an entire portfolio.

7.3.2 Visual Attractiveness Feedback. The decomposed approach provided more detailed feedback
regarding the visual attractiveness of project thumbnails in participants’ portfolios, but may have
also led participants to make inaccurate judgments about the crowd’s preferences. In this study
condition, crowdworkers rated a project thumbnail on a scale of 1 (not interested to learn about the
project at all) to 5 (very interested to learn about the project). As a result, freelancers got a better
sense of how visually attractive each project was on its own. When ratings were low, freelancers
still gained a sense of their performance and skill level. For example, a freelance web designer in
the decomposed condition used these detailed ratings to assess whether their own perceptions
were aligned with the crowd’s:

“Threes and twos, which is not that great... The [project] I have been the most proud
of only has a one, so that’s kind of interesting to see. I like how another [project] I was
pretty proud of didn’t get a one. I think those two are the ones I was most interested in
seeing the feedback for.” (P28)

In contrast, participants in the holistic condition could only learn which projects were more
visually attractive than others, but not how attractive projects were overall. We did not observe
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any participants in the holistic condition making statements about how visually attractive their
portfolio was overall.
At the same time, the decomposed approach may have led participants to make inaccurate

judgments about the crowd’s preferences. Some participants in the decomposed condition assumed
that crowdworkers had compared multiple projects in their portfolio when this was not the case.
This could have led participants to make inaccurate inferences. For example, one full-time freelancer
in the decomposed condition inferred that one of her projects received the highest rating because
it “stood out” as a black-and-white project against her other colorful projects:

“[This] black and white Instagram concept project is the highest rated. I don’t know if
that’s because it has the title in it. . . or maybe with everything else being color, it just
stands out more?” (P12)

In short, the decomposed approach provided detailed Visual Attractiveness feedback on stan-
dalone projects, but participants seemed to assume that crowdworkers could compare their projects
when providing the feedback.

7.3.3 Target Audience Feedback. We did not observe substantial differences in the way participants
used Target Audience feedback collected through different approaches. Independent t-tests revealed
that comments about the target audience in both conditions were about the same length in char-
acters (Mdecomposed=86.33, Mholistic=94.79, t=-1.71, df =526.56, n.s.) and words (Mdecomposed=15.74,
Mholistic=16.95, t=-1.36, df =529.66, n.s.). A high percentage of these target audience comments
overall (84.41%, n=536) were specific (i.e., more than five words long) [62]. The following is an
example of two comments about one participant’s perceived target audience in both conditions:

“These images look like they would appeal to inner city kids who enjoy comic books
because of the graffiti like style.” (holistic condition)
“The main audience would probably be people looking for somewhere to eat when
they across this type of image.” (decomposed condition)

As described earlier, the Target Audience feedback prompted participants in both conditions add
or remove projects to better convey their identity. We did not observe any substantial differences
in the way participants perceived this feedback across conditions.

7.3.4 Feedback Collection Approach Did Not Influence Self-Descriptions, Tags, and Action Plans.
To check if one approach to collecting feedback resulted in more change in participants’ self-
perceptions than the other, we analyzed the length and similarity of participants’ self-descriptions
before and after viewing CrowdFolio feedback. Using a t-test, we found that participants in both
conditions changed approximately the same number of words in their post-task self-descriptions
(Mdecomposed=-3.47, SDdecomposed=8.54, Mdndecomposed=0, Mholistic=-0.2, SDholistic=9.83, Mdnholistic=2,
t=-0.97, df =27.47, n.s.). Using the SequenceMatcher class in Python [35], which provides a character
similarity score of 1 for phrases that are exactly the same and 0 for phrases that are completely
different, we also found no significant differences between the degree of character similarity of the
self-descriptions in either the decomposed (Mdecomposed=0.48,Mdndecomposed=0.36, SDdecomposed=0.26)
or holistic conditions (Mholistic=0.44, Mdnholistic=0.40, SDholistic=0.24, t=0.36, df =27.77, n.s.).
Our analysis of the tags suggested similar results. Participants in both conditions were equally

likely to focus on describing their work (versus personal characteristics) in their tags; a Wilcoxon
Rank-Sum test did not find significant differences in the focus of participants’ post-task tags between
conditions (Wwork-focus=110.5, n.s.; see Table 6). They were also equally likely to modify or replace
words in their tags after using CrowdFolio (W tags modified=109, n.s.;W tags replaced=90, n.s.; Table 7).
Hence, our results suggest that both the holistic and decomposed approaches to collecting crowd
feedback led to few differences in the way freelancers described themselves.
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In addition, there were no significant differences in participants’ action plans across study
conditions. Participants in both conditions frequently suggested action steps that were related
to changing their project thumbnails (31.1% of action items), adding or removing projects to
emphasize certain skills (17.8%), changing other aspects of their Behance profile (15.6%), and
updating their Behance portfolio by either adding more recent projects or removing older projects
(14.4%). Although slightly more participants in the holistic condition suggested action items related
to adding or removing projects (24.4%) compared to the decomposed condition (11.1%), a chi-square
analysis found that these differences were not statistically significant (𝜒2=12.94, df =7, n.s.). While
participants in the decomposed condition wrote action items that were longer than those in the
holistic condition, these differences did not reach statistical significance (Mdecomposed=28.8 words,
Mdndecomposed=20.3, SDdecomposed=32.4; Mholistic=13.7 words, Mdnholistic=13, SDholistic=5.58, t=1.78,
df =14.83, n.s.). We calculated this by taking the average length of each participant’s action items.
Hence, the approach to collecting feedback did not have a significant effect on the action plans
participants made.

8 DISCUSSION
In this study, we built on prior work showing how the crowd can provide rapid, regular, and inex-
pensive feedback by exploring the promise of systems for collecting crowd feedback on portfolios of
design work. We studied two approaches to collecting portfolio feedback: holistic, in which crowd-
workers assessed an entire portfolio at once, and decomposed, in which crowdworkers assessed
individual projects. Each approach provided its own benefits; the holistic approach provided insight
into stylistic themes present across projects, while the decomposed approach provided detailed
feedback on the visual attractiveness of individual work. Nevertheless, both approaches provided
freelancers opportunities to discover gaps between their own and the audience’s perceptions of
their portfolio, complementing existing crowd feedback systems targeted at improving individual
projects (e.g., Voyant [73], CrowdCrit [57]).

8.1 Holistic and Decomposed Approaches Helped Users Understand Gaps in
Perceptions of Their Work

We expected that the holistic and decomposed approaches to collecting feedback would lead to
strong differences in the characteristics and perceptions of the feedback. However, regardless of the
way feedback was collected, CrowdFolio helped users understand gaps between their perceptions
and the crowds’ perceptions. For example, the Target Audience feedback in both conditions helped
freelancers understand the crowd’s perceptions of their professional identity. Because the portfolio
feedback was anonymous and aggregated from multiple opinions further reassured freelancers that
these reflected newer perspectives than if they had come from friends or family. We speculate the
aggregation of feedback on these three dimensions and the anonymity of the crowd contributed to
the similarities in effects of the CrowdFolio feedback presentation interface across both conditions.

8.2 Holistic and Decomposed Approaches Helped Freelancers Gain Different Insights
about their Portfolio

Nevertheless, our study results suggest that holistic and decomposed approaches to collecting
feedback can still present some unique benefits and challenges to freelancers. The holistic approach
led to longer style phrases, which we speculate may have been due to crowdworkers describing
multiple projects at once. Crowdworkers in the decomposed condition may have also found it more
difficult to generate three unique phrases to describe a single project. In addition, participants’
think-aloud transcripts suggested that the holistic approach provided insight into the stylistic
themes present across projects, as crowdworkers were able to compare projects as they made
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their impressions. Although participants in the decomposed study condition could have manually
aggregated the style phrases themselves, we found little evidence from our transcripts that they did
so. In fact, this decomposed approach reflects existing practices on platforms, such as Behance, where
users manually aggregate comments on their work. In future research, we will explore the potential
for using other crowd clustering and machine learning approaches (e.g., [17]) to automatically
aggregate style phrases and compare these to phrases from the holistic study condition.
Our study transcripts also suggested that the decomposed approach provided freelancers with

helpful, detailed information on the visual attractiveness of their projects. We attribute this to the
design of the feedback task—in the decomposed condition, crowds rated the visual attractiveness of
each project separately. However, the holistic approach may have been more valid in approximating
how freelancers expect portfolio feedback to be given. A future version of CrowdFolio could ensure
that all projects in a portfolio receive feedback at least once before launching tasks showing repeat
projects, but this approach would be roughly four times more expensive and time-consuming than
the holistic condition (i.e., crowdworkers in the decomposed condition provided feedback on only
five projects, but in the holistic condition provided feedback on up to 20 projects at a time).

8.3 Design Implications for Crowd Feedback Systems
Our findings have implications for the design of future crowd feedback systems for holistic sets
of creative work. First, system designers must consider the goals of their system (e.g., [74]). To
encourage reflection on individual items in the set, consider using a decomposed approach; in
contrast, to enable the discovery of underlying categories, use a holistic approach. Echoing prior
research in crowdsourcing (e.g., [51]) these systems must also ensure equal coverage across a set of
projects in a portfolio, either by asking crowdworkers to evaluate items holistically or distributing
tasks equally among the set. System designers should consider the relative benefits and challenges
of these approaches when designing crowd feedback systems.

Our work demonstrates that portfolio-based feedback systems can prompt freelancers to reflect
on their professional identities in a way that is not possible with project-based crowd feedback
systems (e.g., [57, 72]). CrowdFolio prompted freelancers to plan holistic changes to their portfolios,
such as adding or removing projects to better showcase one’s primary specialty. In contrast, project-
based systems excel at prompting visual changes to individual projects, such as changing the color or
layout of a poster [34, 57]. Instead of assessing a freelancer’s work on established design principles,
CrowdFolio provided first impressions of freelancer’s work as a whole, allowing freelancers to seek
additional information to improve their portfolio, in line with expert processes of sensemaking (e.g.,
[34, 53]). Some might not even consider the portfolio feedback provided by CrowdFolio to be of
“high quality” by the standards of project-based crowd feedback systems (e.g., [57, 62]). For example,
the CrowdFolio feedback collection interface did not ask crowd workers to provide actionable
feedback. Nevertheless, this feedback was sufficient to help freelancers notice gaps between their
own and the crowd’s perceptions of their professional identity. In these ways, our work extends the
use of crowd feedback systems beyond decontextualized, decomposed tasks to more contextualized
tasks with multiple projects [33]. We also contribute to a growing body of literature on how crowds
can support individuals in achieving a variety of personal goals, from writing a research paper [61]
to forming healthy habits [11].

8.4 Future of Portfolio Feedback Systems as a Part of Freelancers’ Lives
In line with prior work, we believe that crowd feedback systems represent only one tool in a toolkit
that freelancers use to augment their online self-presentation [25, 69]. For example, during the study,
about half of participants used a separate online tool called Grammarly [2] to help them remove
grammatical errors from and improve the clarity of their self-descriptions. Moreover, crowdsourced
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portfolio feedback may be more helpful if the feedback providers share key characteristics of one’s
potential clients, particularly if users already have a clear idea of the kinds of clients they want to
attract. Our interviews also suggested that crowd feedback complemented existing feedback sources
(e.g., friends, family, design professionals) by providing alternative perspectives at a larger scale.
However, due to the focus of the current study, we were unable to directly compare CrowdFolio to
these existing practices. In future research, we will study how crowd feedback systems might guide
freelancers to write more clear, succinct, and unique self-descriptions. We will also explore the
effects of having control over crowdworker demographics on the trustworthiness of the feedback.
In addition, we plan to investigate how crowd feedback might be applied in other domains, such as
web development or engineering, and how it directly compares to other feedback sources.

9 CONCLUSION
As online platforms expand freelancers’ access to clients, they must be able to develop attractive,
up-to-date portfolios to convey their skills and unique style. Portfolio feedback systems have the
potential to change the way freelancers improve their portfolios and our study offers lessons in how
to collect this feedback. By comparing holistic and decomposed approaches to collecting feedback
in a portfolio-based crowd feedback system, CrowdFolio, our study transcripts suggested that the
holistic approach allowed freelancers to discover stylistic similarities in their projects, while the
decomposed approach provided freelancers with helpful detail about the visual attractiveness of
their projects. Regardless of approach, portfolio feedback helped freelancers recognize opportunities
to improve their portfolio, helped freelancers find new ways to describe their work, and filled a
need for rapid, regular, and inexpensive feedback from a diverse, non-expert crowd. Our results
show that it is possible to increase the complexity of crowd feedback systems to help users reach
their professional career goals.
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Appendices
A FORMATIVE DESIGN RESEARCH PROCESS
A.1 Understanding Best Practices for Portfolio Development
To understand best practices for developing portfolios, we observed several portfolio design courses
and reviewed resources for assembling a professional online portfolio. One of the authors observed
three 80-minute classes in two portfolio design courses taught by the same instructor at a large
Midwestern university in the US. The classes were targeted at engineering majors, but included
students from diverse fields such as journalism and computer science. Students were guided through
the process of creating online portfolio websites through weekly exercises, such as generating and
curating a list of work experiences, critiquing existing portfolio websites, learning how to design
a website, and presenting one’s website to others. We also reviewed class materials (e.g., syllabi,
lectures) and conducted semi-structured interviews with 1) the course instructor, who had spent
more than 20 years working as a graphic designer, and 2) a faculty mentor who had directed a
design program for more than four years (both male).

To better understand best practices for developing graphic design portfolios, we reviewed several
popular resources, including two books on assembling professional design portfolios [56, 63] and
several online guides we found using search terms (e.g., “design,” “create,” “portfolio,” “tutorial”)
and recommendations from a product manager with 14 years of experience working with graphic
designers [15, 47, 47]. We used inductive coding methods [68] to analyze our notes and understand
common advice and challenges freelancers face when developing an online portfolio. We focused
on graphic design portfolios in this study because of the ease of sharing graphic design projects in
a digital online format and the popularity of graphic design projects in creative online communities
[47].
The portfolio design guides we reviewed suggested that the content of one’s portfolio (i.e.,

personal description, projects displayed) should convey one’s unique skills (e.g., illustration, logo
design) and aesthetic style (e.g., modern, minimalist) [46, 47, 56]. Creators should also display only
the most recent projects in their portfolio that represent the kinds of work they would like to do
[46, 56, 63]. For example, if a freelancer is interested in designing more illustrations for children’s
books, they should choose to include their newer illustration projects over their older typography
projects in their portfolio. Hence, the portfolio design guides we reviewed encouraged freelancers
to regularly curate and consider their current skills, styles, and career goals when assembling the
content of their portfolio, as opposed to a building a comprehensive history of work.
Our observations of the portfolio design courses corroborated findings from the design guides.

Here, we found structured self-reflection and holistic portfolio feedback can help portfolio creators
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stay focused on refining the content of their portfolios. The course instructor explained that students
were often tempted to “get started in designing [their] website right away,” rather than develop the
actual content of their portfolio. Hence, the instructor used class exercises to encourage students to
first take inventory of their skills, reflect on their career goals, and research their target audience,
before helping them learn how to manage the visual design of their websites. Receiving holistic
portfolio feedback can further help creators refine the content of their portfolios. For example,
during an in-class feedback session, the faculty mentor we spoke with noticed a common theme in
a journalism’s student’s portfolio: experience working with teams of engineers. The faculty mentor
then encouraged the student to showcase this unique skill and highlight projects that represent
this collaborative work. The course instructor explained to us that he invited faculty mentors to
provide feedback during class so that students would produce higher quality portfolios and because
it would be difficult for students to regularly receive feedback outside of school. While learning
environments are set up for regular feedback, once individuals leave these environments, it can be
difficult to collect the feedback they need.

Fig. 6. Formative Prototype 1: Self-Reflection Tool. In this formative digital prototype, participants were
asked to choose up to five projects in their portfolio to reflect on (right). Then, they were asked to type three
skills they would need to demonstrate through their portfolio and three words that described their ideal
portfolio (left). Participants reflected on which of their five projects portrayed these skills and words by
dragging them to the appropriate boxes on the left. After doing this exercise, participants chose the top three
projects in their portfolio that portrayed these skills and words the best by dragging a copy of each project to
the bottom right. All of these activities took place on the same screen in the digital prototype.

A.2 Designing and Evaluating Formative Prototypes of Portfolio Feedback Systems
Based on this exploratory research, we identified two main requirements for a portfolio feedback
tool. Such a tool should 1) allow designers to evaluate whether a portfolio furthers their career
goals and 2) help designers reflect on and pinpoint their professional skills and unique style. With
this in mind, we designed and evaluated two formative prototypes of potential portfolio feedback
tools.

A.2.1 Formative Prototype 1: Self-Reflection Tool. Based on one of the activities we observed in
the portfolio design courses, our first design attempt was to create a self-reflection tool to help
freelancers take inventory of their design skills. We decided to first explore the benefits of a self-
reflection tool given the challenges of seeking rapid feedback from others outside of a classroom
setting. This formative prototype was created using Google Slides, and acted as a mockup of an
interface for a web application that prompts freelancers to reflect on how their projects convey
different skills and qualities (e.g., aesthetic styles) in their portfolio (Figure 6). We evaluated our
first formative prototype with eight freelancers (four female, four male) who were recruited from
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(a) (b)

(c)

Fig. 7. Formative Prototype 2: Crowd Feedback Tool - Feedback Collection Interface. In the second formative
prototype, we collected feedback on a designer’s portfolio with three feedback collection tasks: (a) feedback
providers were asked to select two projects in the portfolio they were most attracted to and explain their
choices, (b) feedback providers were asked to write the first words that came to mind when viewing the
portfolio and select two projects that best capture those words, and (c) feedback providers were shown a
sample graphic design job description and rank projects based on how well they reflect the designers’ abilities
related to the job. Project images have been blurred to maintain the confidentiality of the designer.

a popular online freelancing platform [8] and a local tech meetup in a large metropolitan city.
A member of the research team showed participants, either remotely or in person, a blank slide
template and watched them edit the slide as they were guided through the formative prototype.
Participants were asked to list up to five projects in their portfolio, choose three skills and three
words to describe their professional work, then assign projects to the different skills and words they
chose. Participants were asked to think aloud as they used the prototype [71]. Five study sessions
were conducted remotely over video call, while three were conducted in person.

Although participants found this formative prototype helpful for curating their portfolio, partic-
ipants explained that, to remain competitive, they still need to understand whether their online
portfolio could capture the limited attention of a potential client. For instance, one participant
mentioned the challenge of understanding which projects were the most visually attractive to
clients. This participant used Google Analytics to understand which projects were viewed the
most on their portfolio website, as well as demographic details of visitors to their website to better
understand who their potential clients might be. However, Google Analytics could not help this
participant understand why some people were attracted to parts of their portfolio, nor who was the
perceived target audience for the portfolio (e.g., children, if the designer primarily made projects
for children). As a result of the findings from this first design attempt, we added a third design
requirement for a portfolio feedback tool: it should help designers understand their portfolio’s
appeal to potential clients and the perceived target audience through rapid feedback from new,
diverse, and readily-available feedback providers.
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Fig. 8. Formative Prototype 2: Crowd Feedback Tool - Feedback Presentation Interface. We displayed portfolio
feedback on the second prototype to participants. On the left, we displayed the projects that best demonstrated
the designers’ skills and were the most visually attractive. On the right, we displayed the projects that best
conveyed style words feedback providers associated with the portfolio. For the purposes of the formative
study, we showed all participants feedback on the same designer’s portfolio. Project thumbnails have been
blurred to maintain the confidentiality of the designer.

A.2.2 Formative Prototype 2: Crowd Feedback Tool. In our second design attempt, we used wizard-
of-oz methods [40] to understand how helpful freelancers would find a crowd feedback tool that
could simulate the experience of a potential client and provide rapid feedback. To do this, we
created a second formative prototype consisting of two interfaces: a feedback collection interface
and a feedback presentation interface. These interfaces were created using Google Slides, and were
used as a mockup for the interface of a potential web application.
We first tested our feedback collection interface (Figure 7). We selected a graphic designer’s

portfolio from Behance [4], a popular online community for graphic designers, to use as the example
portfolio depicted in the view. We selected this designer’s portfolio because it was representative
of other portfolios we had seen on Behance. The feedback collection interface consisted of a
web survey with three feedback collection tasks that asked about: 1) the visual attractiveness of
different projects in the portfolio, 2) the perceived styles or aesthetics in the portfolio, and 3) the
projects that best portrayed a designer’s graphic design skills, following the design requirements
we identified from our formative research described earlier. To simulate the experience of a client
with limited attention, we displayed only thumbnail previews of each project in the portfolio to
feedback providers. Feedback was provided by five people, including two members of our research
team and three university students (three female, two male) who served as proxies for a crowd of
novice feedback providers. We showed participants the Google Slides mockup, asking them to drag
project thumbnails on the screen to the appropriate boxes and type their answers to each survey
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question. We asked participants to think aloud [71] as they interacted with the formative prototype
in person with our research team.
Second, to test our feedback presentation view (Figure 8), we recruited three freelance graphic

designers (two female, one male) with online portfolios in the US via an online freelancing platform
and scheduled remote video conference calls with these participants. The presentation view dis-
played the projects from the example portfolio and the feedback we collected from the participants
above. During each remote video call session, we sent participants a link to the formative digital
prototype in Google Slides, where they saw all of the feedback on a single page. Participants were
asked to think aloud as they imagined using the prototype for their own portfolio. We also asked
participants whether this type of feedback would be useful to them for improving their portfolio.

Overall, participants found both the content of the collected feedback and the feedback presenta-
tion interface helpful. Participants said that the perceived styles feedback would help them come
up with new ways to describe and tag their work. This was important to freelancers as it could
help them more accurately attract new clients to their online portfolio looking for specific styles.
Similarly, participants said that the visual attractiveness feedback would help them quickly identify
which project thumbnails were the most attractive so that they could propose changes to those that
were less appealing. However, participants did not trust that an online crowd could assess how well
individual projects demonstrated graphic design skills. Instead, participants suggested that crowd
feedback regarding perceived target audience and the primary design skill shown in the portfolio
would be more trustworthy than having a novice crowd judge the quality of their work. These
findings informed the design of the CrowdFolio system, which is described in the next section.
In addition to supporting designers’ career goals and collecting feedback rapidly, we identified

three aspects of a portfolio that would be most appropriate for crowd feedback:
• Visual Attractiveness (which projects capture the most attention from potential clients?),
• Styles (how would other people describe the portfolio?),
• and Target Audience (what type of audience are the creative projects designed for and what
primary design skills does the portfolio convey?).

While these early findings were promising, we still needed to understand the practical challenges
to collecting crowd feedback on online portfolios and the effects of decomposed (i.e., reviewing
one project at a time) and holistic approaches (i.e., reviewing multiple projects at once, as in the
portfolio design courses) to collect feedback. In our final system, CrowdFolio, we build on the
second formative prototype by 1) including an additional section for collecting feedback on a
freelancer’s perceived target audience and single primary design skill (e.g., illustration, digital
advertising) and 2) employing actual crowdworkers to provide feedback.
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