
Creating The Perfect Portfolio 

LŦ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ŀ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜǊ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ŀ Ƨƻōτwhether of the freelance or permanent varietyτthen an online 
portfolio is pretty much mandatory. In many instances, your portfolio will be looked at without you 
present, without any other information about you, and probably by a person who has never spoken to or 
ǎŜŜƴ ȅƻǳ ƛƴ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΦ LŦ ȅƻǳǊ ǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ Ƙŀǎ ǘƻ ǎǘŀƴŘ ŀƭƻƴŜ ƛƴ ŀ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƭƛƪŜ ƘƛǊƛƴƎΣ ƛǘΩǎ ǿƻǊǘƘ ǎǇŜƴŘƛƴƎ 
ǎƻƳŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǎǳǊŜ ƛǘΩǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜ Ƨƻō Řone!  

You should remember that a potential employer will probably make up their mind within the first half-
dozen pieces you showτƛŦ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ǘƘŜ ƎƻƻŘǎΣ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦǊƻƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ ǎƻ ǘƘŜȅ ŀŎǘ ŀǎ ŀ 
hook. 

L ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ LΩǾŜ ǎŜŜƴ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ŀƴƎƭŜǎ ƻƴ ǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻǎΤ L ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ƻǳǘ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ŀǎ ŀ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜǊΣ ǿŜƴǘ ŦǊŜŜƭŀƴŎŜΣ 
expanded into an interactive agency where I hired designers, and finally cofounded a startup where we 
employ lots of freelancers. Let me share with you some of my observations and opinionsτparticularly 
from the viewpoint of an employerτon how to approach the task of building an online portfolio.  

Identifying your audience 

At its core, building an online portfolio is much the same as any other design briefτthe only difference is 
ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ȅƻǳǊ ƻǿƴ ŎƭƛŜƴǘΦ {ƻ ŀǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴȅ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ōǊƛŜŦΣ ƛǘΩǎ ōŜǎǘ ǘƻ ōŜƎƛƴ ōȅ ŀǎƪƛƴƎ ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦΣ άǿƘƻ ƛǎ Ƴȅ 
ǘŀǊƎŜǘ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜΚέ [ŜǘΩǎ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ǘǿƻ ǘȅǇŜǎ ƻŦ ǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻǎΦ  

Portfolios to get hired 

In this case your audience is clearly potential employers. These people will certainly have a keen sense of 
ŀŜǎǘƘŜǘƛŎǎΣ ŀƴŘ Ƴŀȅ ŜǾŜƴ ōŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜǊǎ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎΣ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎƴΩǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜ ǿƛƭƭ 
be looking to see the quality of your work, but also what involvement you had in each project, find out a 
bit about you, and discover how your work can help them in their business.  

Portfolios to get clients 

Here your audience is two-fold. On the one hand we have potential new clients, or leads as they tend to be 
knownτthese are your main target audience, as they are the ones bringing in new work. But on the other 
hand you also have existing clients who may also wish to see where you are at, refer you to someone else, 
or to complete some admin task sucƘ ŀǎ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎ ȅƻǳǊ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘ ƻǊ ōƛƭƭƛƴƎ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎΦ Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ ǿŜΩƭƭ ŦƻŎǳǎ 
mostly on the leads.  

The Potential Employer 

!ǎ ŀ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜǊ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ƘƛǊŜŘΣ ƛǘΩǎ ǿƻǊǘƘ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ŀ ƳƻƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀŘǎǇŀŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ 
who is looking to employ you. Know your audience and you know how to communicate with them.  

What can we assume about a potential employer? Often they will be someone with a web and design 
background themselves, probably capable of doing the job they are hiring you for. Chances are this person 
is looking through dozens, if not hundreds, of portfolios. They are looking for a person who will fit into 
their organization, be able to jump in to current projects, be as capable as the person they are replacing, 
and who understands what to do.  

With these factors in mind, here are four considerations when creating an online portfolio aimed at a 
potential employer:  

http://eden.cc/


1. Get to it 

If someone needs to review a hundred portfolios, you can bet they will come up with some shortcuts to 
make fast decisions about their potential employee.  

When I used to look through job applications, for the most part I would open the email and look for a link 
ǘƻ ŎƭƛŎƪΦ aȅ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ άƛǎ ǘƘƛǎ ǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ ŘƻǿƴǊƛƎƘǘ ǳƎƭȅ ƻǊ ƘƻǊǊƛōƭŜΚέ LŦ ƛǘ ƳŀƴŀƎŜŘ ǘƻ Ǉŀǎǎ ǘƘŀǘ 
sƛƳǇƭŜ ǘŜǎǘ ǘƘŜƴ LΩŘ Ǝƻ ǎǘǊŀƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ǎŀƳǇƭŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƻƴƭȅ ƛŦ ǘƘŜ work was good would I consider reading an 
about page, blog, or doing anything else.  

The obvious corollary is that you have to have some work to show. I would immediately reject any 
applicant ǿƘƻ Ƨǳǎǘ ǎŜƴǘ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƳŞ ǿƛǘƘ ƴƻ ǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ ƻŦ ŀƴȅ ƪƛƴŘΦ L ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŜȄǘǊŜƳŜƭȅ ǎǳǎǇƛŎƛƻǳǎ ƻŦ ǿŜō 
designers with no website themselves.  

You should remember that a potential employer will probably make up their mind within the first half-
dozen pieces you showτƛŦ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ǘƘŜ ƎƻƻŘǎΣ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦǊƻƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ ǎƻ ǘƘŜȅ ŀŎǘ ŀǎ ŀ 
hook. /ŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ ǿƘŜƴ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ƭƻƻƪ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻǎΣ ƛŦ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǎŜŜ ǿƘŀǘ L ƭƛƪŜŘ ŜŀǊƭȅ ƻƴ L ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōƻǘƘŜǊ 
going much further. And if I did go further and unearthed better ǿƻǊƪ ōǳǊƛŜŘ ŘŜŜǇ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜΣ LΩŘ ƛƴŜǾƛǘŀōƭȅ 
ǿƻƴŘŜǊ ǿƘȅ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǎƘƻǿƴ ŜŀǊƭȅ ƻƴΣ ƭŜŀǾƛƴƎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀƴŘƛŘŀǘŜΩǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ 
work.  

The main rule here is get to your portfolio quickly and show your best handΦ hƴƭȅ ƻƴŎŜ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ƳŀŘŜ ǘhe 
cut as a potential candidate can you afford to show extra work, talk about yourself, or go off topic.  

 

EXAMPLE: Mark Wieman does a great job of taking you straight to his best work by having a featured case 
study on the homepage.  

2. Explain your work 

Unfortunately many portfolios show work in isolation. Design operates in context, and the business and 
work of design even more so. Who was the client? What was the brief? What problem was it solving? How 
did your work solve their needs?  

Giving information about a portfolio piece not only fills the viewer in on the job, but it gives you a chance 
ǘƻ ǎƘƛƴŜΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ǿǊƛǘŜ ŀƴ ŜǎǎŀȅΣ giving some details will allow the employer to appreciate 
it not just on an aesthetic level, but on a practical client project level too.  

Another question to answer is what part you played in the projectτdid you do everything? If it was a 
website, did you build it as well as doing the design?  

LΩǾŜ ǎŜŜƴ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜǊǎ ǎƘƻǿ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǇƭŀȅŜŘ ƻƴƭȅ ŀ ǘƛƴȅ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴτand although this can get you noticed, 
it generally just leads to an awkward interview when the questions inevitably come up.  

http://www.markwieman.com/


On the flip-side, if you did do everything, then make sure you take the credit! If you went outside your area 
ƻŦ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭǘȅ όƳŀȅōŜ ȅƻǳ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ōǊŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ Ƴŀƛƴƭȅ ŀ ǿŜō ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜǊύΣ ƻǊ ǿŜǊŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ 
a project end-to-end, then you can impress a potential employer.  

 

EXAMPLE: My favourite portfolio comes from Marius Roosendaal. For every piece he includes a short 
description of the work, which appears when you click the description icon.  

3. Choose which work you show carefully 

LΩǾŜ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōŜǎǘ ǇƛŜŎŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦǊƻƴǘΦ ¢ŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ǎǘŜǇ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊΣ ŀǎƪ ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦ ǿhat 
your employer is going to be interested in seeing.  

When I ran my small interactive agency, we used to do mostly corporate and government work, so when I 
ǿƻǳƭŘ ƭƻƻƪ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻǎΣ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘŀǘ L ǿŀǎ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎŜŜΦ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ŀǊǘȅΣ ƎǊǳƴƎȅ work, no 
matter how creative it wasτL ǿŀǎ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎΥ ά{Ƙƻǿ ƳŜ Ƙƻǿ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ǎǘƛƭƭ ōŜ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŦƛƴŜǎ ƻŦ ŀ 
ŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜ ƧƻōΦέ ! ǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘƻǿŜŘ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƘŀǘ L ŎƻǳƭŘ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜ ƘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƻ ŀ ŎƭƛŜƴǘ ǿŀǎ ƻƴŜ L ǿƻǳƭŘ 
bookmark.  

Ask yourself, what type of work does this agency or company do? What projects can I show that best 
illustrate how I would help them with their business. Remember, your potential employer is looking at you 
as someone to work within their existing team, culture, and practices.  

4. Wrappers should be easy to open 

Have you ever bought a candy bar and had to spend ages fiddling with it just to get to the chocolate inside? 
No, because companies that make packaging that badly designed would go out of business.  

People with not much to do may enjoy exploring a portfolio and clicking on hard to find links to see tiny 
thumbnails of your work, but a busy potential employer will not. Make your portfolio fast, accessible and 
simple. LŦ ȅƻǳ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǎƘƻǿ ȅƻǳǊ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛǾŜ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾƛǘȅΣ ƛǘΩǎ ōŜǎǘ to do it in the portfolio, not on it.  

¢ƘŜ ǘǿƻ ƪŜȅ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎ ƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ǳǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǎƘƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪ ǇǊƻǇŜǊƭȅΦ !ǎ ŦŀǊ ŀǎ ǳǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘΣ ƛǘΩǎ 
really not a good idea to test out new methods of navigation and interaction on a site that is supposed to 
win you jobs. Interaction and navigation should be seamless and intuitiveτanything else makes you look 
irresponsible.  

When it comes to showing work, make previews large, include links to websites, and avoid popping up 
dozens of new windows. Nothing is morŜ ŦǊǳǎǘǊŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀƴ ƴƻǘ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ŀ ŎŀƴŘƛŘŀǘŜΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ Ŧǳƭƭȅτ
and nothing is more likely to get you booted off the short list!  

http://www.mariusroosendaal.com/


 

EXAMPLE: David Loop has an ultra simple portfolio that no-one could go wrong with. The work is presented 
in large thumbnails and requires nothing more than scrolling down the page to view it all.  

The Business Lead 

{ƻ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻǾŜǊǎ ƭŀƴŘƛƴƎ ŀ ΨǇǊƻǇŜǊΩ ƧƻōΣ but what of the freelance designer? A web portfolio represents a 
wonderful marketing tool; whether you meet a lead and refer them to your site, or they simply find you 
through Google, your site needs to seal the deal and win you the job. To frame your portfolio to a 
freelance lead, once again you need to ask yourself: what does this type of person want to see?  

There is much more variation in clients than there is in potential employers, but we can still make some 
general assumptions. A typical lead may be uncertainτunless they have a referral, they are looking at you 
out of the blue. Moreover, they may not even be sure of what they need beyond a vague idea that they 
άƴŜŜŘ ŀ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜέΦ !ƴŘΣ ƻŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ Ƨǳǎǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜǊǎ ŀ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ƭŜŀŘ ƛǎ ǎƘƻrt on time.  

1. Uncertainty 

If your lead is coming to you blindτby searching, from an advertisement, or from some other anonymous 
sourceτthe chances are they will be pretty uncertain about whether to hire you. And even if your lead has 
been referred, they will still be looking for reassurance that you are the right person for their project.  

There are many things people find reassuring, but some of the simplest are:  

¶ Provide testimonials. It is an odd fact that while a lead might not trust your opinion of yourself, they will 
often trust a third-ǇŀǊǘȅΩǎΦ IŀǾƛƴƎ ǊŜŀǎǎǳǊƛƴƎ ǉǳƻǘŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ŎƭƛŜƴǘǎ ƘŜƭǇǎ ǉǳŜƭƭ ǳƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴǘȅΦ ¢ƘŜ ōŜǎǘ 
way to get a testimonial? Ask! Most clients are happy to provide a few words over email. Just remember to 
keep them short and to the point.  

¶ Who else have you worked with? Knowing who they will be joining on your client list can also help your 
leads make a decision. Testimonials do a good job of showing who else you have worked with, as does the 
portfolio itself, but you might also consider a page showing a client list, or even a rotating graphic on your 
homepage with some famous client brands.  

¶ Be Professional. ̧ ƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜǊ ǘƻ ŀŎǘ ŀƴŘ ƭƻƻƪ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭΦ Wǳǎǘ ƳŀƪŜ ǎǳǊe the 
copy on your site is well thought-out, that there are no spelling mistakes, your links all work, your design is 
ǇƻƭƛǎƘŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ǘŀƪŜƴ ŎŀǊŜ ǘƻ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦ ǿŜƭƭΦ  

http://www.davidloop.com/


 

EXAMPLE: Trevor Saint has a very stylish testimonials page which holds four glowing quotes that really sell 
Saint as a designer.  

2. Unsure of their needs 

Not every lead knows what they wantτeven if they do, they may not know what they could have. Using 
your portfolio site to educate your clients about the services you offer and how they might benefit will 
demonstrate you know what you are talking about, while also helping them get a better grasp over how it 
all works.  

Remember that while design services might seem simple and straight forward to us, your client possibly 
sees it all as a little daunting.  

You might try some of the following:  

¶ List your services and explain what they are. A client who needs a simple logo job may not know that you 
can also help them brand their email and PowerPoint presentations as well. A page that explains what you 
can do is a great way to sell a potential client on your services.  

¶ Explain portfolio pieces and how they helped their respective clients. If you present your portfolio with 
explanations of what they are looking at, how the work solved the business needs of the client, and any 
other salient details, the viewer is much more likely to understand the value in your work. Remember that 
Ƴŀƴȅ ƭŜŀŘǎ ǿƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘΣ ŀƴŘ Ƴŀȅ ƴƻǘ Ŧǳƭƭȅ ŀǇǇǊŜŎƛŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻŦ ƎƻƻŘ 
design.  

¶ Say how you help businesses. Explain how you can help the potential client achieve their business goals. 
Remember your leads are only interested in their own requirementsτwhen they look through your site they 
are evaluating how you will help them meet those requirements.  

¶ LƴŎƭǳŘŜ ǘŜǎǘƛƳƻƴƛŀƭǎ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴƛƴƎ Ƙƻǿ ȅƻǳǊ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ǎƻƭǾŜŘ ŀ ŎƭƛŜƴǘΩǎ ƴŜŜŘǎΦ Testimonials not only provide 
reassurance, they can also serve as a way to educate leads on how your work can benefit a business.  

 

http://www.trevorsaint.com/

