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“You can have
your work instantly
accessible to
anyone, anywhere.”

When photographer Thomas Dagg added a series 

of superimposed Star Wars images to his portfolio, 

he never imagined that they would be featured 

on Designboom, PetaPixel and Co. Create, among 

others. In just a few days, his work was seen by 

millions of eyeballs around the world.

“The impact of having an online portfolio is almost 

immeasurable to a professional creative’s busi-

ness,” Dagg said. “You can have your work instantly 

accessible to anyone, anywhere. That not only 

means that people can see your work, but they can 

also share it. In my case, my work went incredibly 

viral and got the attention of future clients.”

For photographers, illustrators and designers, a 

successful online portfolio will become your most 

powerful marketing tool. It shapes your profes-

sional story and exposes your work to countless 

potential clients worldwide who are looking for 

someone just like you.  

In fact, a recent poll of 250 executive-level ad-

vertising and marketing people revealed that your 

portfolio is the deciding factor when it comes to 

hiring a candidate.

http://thomasdagg.format.com
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63% of the
decision to 
hire you for a
creative job
is influenced
by your portfolio.

63%
Portfolio

22%
Interview
Performance

12%
References

1%
Other

2%
CV

WHICH OF THE FOLLOWING DO YOU 
CONSIDER THE MOST IMPORTANT 

WHEN HIRING A CREATIVE ASSOCIATE?

(Source: Book Smarts by The Creative Group)

Copyright © by Thomas Dagg
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The good news? You don’t have to slave over a CV 

or sweat your interview performance. Sixty-three 

percent of the decision to hire you for a creative 

job is influenced by your portfolio. It makes sense. 

Imagine you’re the client: a portfolio never stretch-

es the truth or could be suffering from a case of 

bad nerves. 

That’s why your portfolio needs to speak for you. 

It should highlight your strongest work, showcase 

your skills and communicate your artistic voice. 

Your portfolio is usually the first point of contact 

between you and your next job, so it’s important 

that it says all the right things.

It’s simple: build the perfect online portfolio and 

your work will travel around the world in an instant. 

With the click of a button, your talent is showcased 

to clients and creative collaborators. 

Without a portfolio, you’re limiting your reach and 

true potential. Even worse, a bad portfolio can 

devalue your work and cost you money.

With the click of
a button, your talent 
is showcased to
clients and creative 
collaborators.
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• Site is difficult to navigate: clients will 

give up and hire someone else.

• Doesn’t work on all devices: 35% of 

clients will view your portfolio on their 

smartphone or tablet.

• Someone else updates your site: not 

being able to use your own website or 

paying someone else to manage it will 

add up quickly.

Use a responsive, professionally-

designed website template that you 

can update by yourself from a user-

friendly dashboard.

MISTAKES 
THAT WILL COST YOU

SOLUTION
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If you’re afraid of making a bad portfolio, you’re not 

alone. Did you know that only 93% of job seekers 

don’t have a personal website? Now that we know 

how important it is to have an online portfolio, it 

seems crazy that most people don’t have a URL to 

call their own.

So, how do you create a well-designed portfolio 

that will advance your career? First of all, don’t 

stress. You’ve made great work, and that’s the dif-

ficult part. In this guide, we’ve put together a few 

easy tips and tricks that will help you can create a 

portfolio to do your work justice. 

We’ll teach you how to balance design with func-

tionality, personality with professionalism and con-

tent with curation.

With tens of thousands of creative portfolios in 

the Format community, we’ve seen the triumphs 

and tribulations of portfolio design. That’s why 

we wanted to share the best practices of our top 

portfolios from around the globe when it comes to:

1. Establishing your online presence
2. Identify the best portfolio design for your work
3. Curating your work
4. Attracting clients with your portfolio

• Lack of coding experience

• Can’t decide on a web design

• Don’t know what creative work to 

include

• No time to update the site

COMMON OBSTACLES



Creative success 
lives here.

Within 48 hours of posting 
images to his Format portfolio, 
photographer Michael George was 
contacted by National Geographic.

Build your professional online 
portfolio in minutes without 
learning to code.

No credit card required

Get Started

Featured in:

http://www.format.com/try?utm_source=pdf_fguide1&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=pdf_fguide1_2015_12_14&utm_content=page_8_ad
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GET 30% OFF ON 1,000+ ONLINE CLASSES FOR PHOTOGRAPHERS

LEARN HOW TO GROW YOUR BUSINESS FROM HUNDREDS OF THE WORLD’S TOP PHOTOGRAPHERS INCLUDING 
SUE BRYCE, SAL CINCOTTA, JASMINE STAR, LINDSAY ADLER, AND MANY MORE.

APPLY THE CODE FM30CL DURING CHECKOUT FOR 30% OFF THE CLASS OF YOUR CHOICE. OFFER EXPIRES ON 11/24/15

GET STARTED

https://www.creativelive.com/
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ONLINE PRESENCE
1. Establishing your

Building an online portfolio will be 
the most rewarding experience 
of your creative career. It’s the 
best way to illustrate who you are 
and what you can do—it’s your 
professional story. Make sure your 
story stands out.

Copyright © by Zi Nguyen
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As a creative
professional, you
should be careful 
with your time
and money.

Can you imagine a time when the only option for 

sharing your portfolio involved printing, binding and 

mailing? Jessica Walsh, a partner at Sagmeister & 

Walsh, says that for her first portfolio, she collected 

her student work and drilled down the spine with 

previously-used screws (Print, 2012).

“In general, I do not think it is really necessary to 

have a printed book anymore,” Walsh told Print. “In 

most interviews I do these days when I’m looking 

for a designer, they show me their work full-screen 

on an iPad or laptop. This works very well. 

The most important thing is the quality of the work 

and the ability to speak about it, not how fancy the 

work is packaged.” 

Traditional portfolios are often associated with 

high cost and effort. You have to lug it around 

with you and in most cases, if you want to update 

your collection, you need to make an entirely new 

portfolio. 

Burning through print portfolios could become a 

dangerous waste of resources. 

http://www.sagmeisterwalsh.com/
http://www.sagmeisterwalsh.com/
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Gallery
Representation

School 
Application

Print Design

WHEN YOU WILL NEED 
A TRADITIONAL PORTFOLIO
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An online portfolio is a lot like its print pre-

decessor, but with one major difference: 

while both act as a curated body of your 

professional work, only one can be seen 

by anyone, anywhere in the world, with just 

the click of a button. 

Ultimately, being online is better for busi-

ness. You can pull up your images from any 

mobile device and share it instantly across 

every social platform. You can reach an un-

thinkably large audience that will become 

clients and fans of your work. 

When fashion and travel photographer  

Zi Nguyen moved to Boston, MA from Viet-

nam, she struggled with establishing her 

own style and communicating with Ameri-

can clients. If you see her online portfolio, 

it’s hard to imagine that she ever had 

issues showcasing her work. It’s a beauti-

ful collection of road trip snapshots and 

style editorials.

Copyright © by Zi Nguyen

http://zinguyenphotos.format.com
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“I was so eager to set my foot in the fashion 

world,” Nguyen said. “But at the same time, 

I was stuck not knowing where to begin. 

The only thing I knew was that I needed 

an online collection of my work in order to 

show clients and agencies.”

The problem? She didn’t have any profes-

sional work. All she had were pictures she 

took of her friends and daily explorations 

around Boston. Using a grid theme from 

Format, she says she was “able to show 

a consistent style across all my photo-

graphs.” The next step was to gather up 

her courage and call one of the best model 

agencies in town. 

“They looked at my website and loved it! 

Since then, I’ve been able to work with many 

different agencies and designers, and I’ve 

been featured in magazines as well. Best 

of all, I’ve met and connected with many 

talented photographers around the world.”

Los Angeles, New York, London, Sao Paulo, 

Paris, Toronto, Milan

TOP CITIES THAT LOOK AT 
FORMAT PORTFOLIOS

Copyright © by Zi Nguyen
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• Use alt descriptions so that search engines 

can “see” the photography. Alt text is text that 

describes the content of an image. Alt text is 

not displayed on your website but rather in your 

site’s code. Search engines can read it and it 

can help to give better search results for your 

site. It is also used to help visually-impaired 

people understand the content of your site by 

describing what is depicted in an image.

• Add captions to your photographs.

• Trade links with friends. They can link to your 

portfolio and you link to theirs.

• Think of 2-3 keywords that people might use 

on search engines to find you and include them 

in your About description.

SEO TIPS & TRICKS FOR 
PORTFOLIOS

Copyright © by Zi Nguyen

http://format.com/articles/2887?utm_source=pdf_fguide1&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=pdf_fguide1_2015_12_14&utm_content=page_15
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When you’re building the perfect online portfolio, 

you’re showcasing both your work and your per-

sonality at the same time. It should reflect your 

voice, interests and skills. Within a few seconds of 

scanning your portfolio, it should be easy to get a 

sense of who you are and what you’re about.

Even though Nyguen’s work wasn’t professional, it 

was displayed in a way that showed consistency, 

which led to her landing a dream client. The model-

ing agency could scan over her portfolio website 

and immediately understand her aesthetic. 

Scroll through the portfolios of your favorite pho-

tographers, illustrators and designers. You’ll quickly 

see that it just makes sense. Brand strategist Wil-

liam Arruda advises artists to be authentic and to 

make sure that your portfolio reflects your true 

personality. It’s important to “be honest about 

who you are. If you’re creative, dynamic, outgoing 

and whimsical, you don’t succeed by presenting 

yourself as predictable, steady and focused.” 

Don’t forget that it’s important to include a well-

written About page. For Format users, their About 

page is the #1 visited link on their portfolio. It ex-

plains who you are and what you do.

As much as you like to think that your work speaks 

for itself, the average person needs a little dose of 

background information to help frame the frames. 

There’s a whole story that needs to be told and 

you’re the main character.

Your About page is
the most visited page
on your portfolio.
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Write in a confident, personal, friendly voice. Imagine 

you’re introducing yourself at a dinner party. Don’t 

be too formal or aloof. 

http://caitlinworthington.com/contact

FOUR TIPS FOR YOUR ABOUT PAGE

1

Copyright © by Mandy Lyn

http://www.caitlinworthington.com/contact
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Share information about your professional back-

ground, expertise, education or accolades. 

http://beowulfsheehan.com/about

2

Copyright © by Beowulf Sheehan

http://www.beowulfsheehan.com/about
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Add personal details or anecdotes. When people 

feel like they know you, they’re more likely to re-

member you. Do you like mushrooms on your pizza? 

Are you an avid collector of antique dolls? Do you 

have a spouse, kids or pet? A sentence or two is 

enough to leave a lasting impression.

http://jirophoto.com/about-me

3

http://www.jirophoto.com/about-me
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Post a portrait of yourself. We already know that a 

picture paints a thousand words. Choose a profile 

image that communicates your personality and/or 

your work.

http://jessicalehrman.com/about

4

http://www.jessicalehrman.com/about#0
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In general, your About page should be brief and to 

the point. If it’s too long and detailed, you run the 

risk of losing your reader’s attention. We’re here, 

after all, to see your work not read about it. 

A blog can be another great opportunity to expand 

on projects, ideas and new work. 

If you’re business-oriented, this could be a place 

to publish articles that highlight your expertise or 

educate potential clients. If you’re looking to net-

work with other creative professionals, showcase 

someone’s work and contact them for a quick 

interview. 

Maybe you have great vacation photos that don’t 

quite fit into your portfolio galleries—a blog is a 

great home for extra images. Do you have an inter-

esting creative process? Document your work-in-

progress to give people insight into your work ethic.

For a blog to be successful you need to consis-

tently update it with high-quality content. 

Bonus?
You can share
your blog posts
on social media
to attract 
more attention
to your site.
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A poorly executed blog could devalue your portfolio 

work. A blog that hasn’t been updated for months 

could communicate that your portfolio is inactive 

or that you’re not committed to your work. 

When you launch your blog, you should make sure 

that you’ll be able to update it at regular intervals, 

whether that’s weekly or monthly. By sticking to a 

schedule (for example, the first Tuesday of every 

month), you’ll create a dynamic blog that inspires 

and engages your audience. 

Set a challenge to update your blog with fresh 

content and you’ll be rewarded by the results.

Storytelling is an essential part of your online 

portfolio. Your audience will become invested 

in your work because they’re invested in you. 

As you’re designing your website, it’s important 

to keep your audience in mind. They’re visually 

affected by each decision you make, from lay-

out and logos to colors and galleries. Now that 

you’re ready to establish your online presence, 

let’s explore the nuts and bolts of building the 

perfect portfolio.
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PORTFOLIO DESIGN
2. Identifying the best

for your work

Your portfolio should complement 
your work, not compete with it. 
The design plays a supporting 
role that lets your work shine from 
center stage.

Copyright © by Thomas Dagg
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There are endless possibilities when it comes to 

portfolio web design. By working with a customiz-

able, yet professionally-designed theme, you can 

pick a look that will do your work justice. With the 

right portfolio platform, you won’t have to struggle 

with code or worry about losing all your work if you 

want to switch themes in the future.

“I wasted many years with all sorts of mad coding for 

a website. I spent a large portion of my time doing 

that, instead of creating work. That’s not a great 

feeling,” said Scottish photographer Sally Wanless. 

“When I switched to Format, I could concentrate 

on the craft and leave the website to do its thing. 

It’s clean looking, easy to use and has helped me 

tremendously. It’s led to some sweet collaborations 

including billboards in Times Square.” 

If you’re a perfectionist when it comes to your 

portfolio, you’re on the right track. Design works 

on a subconscious level. 

People will be impressed by the design of your 

portfolio, even if they don’t immediately recognize 

all the thought that went into it. This can be espe-

cially important for portfolios with clients in mind.

A study by Stanford University revealed that 46% 

of respondents consider web design an important 

fact on how they determine the credibility of a 

business. 

Make sure that your website isn’t devaluing your 

work and costing you clients.

http://sallywanless.format.com
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If you’re going to direct people to your site, 

it should always be active and available 

across all browsers. And, more and more 

often, people access the web via their 

smartphones, laptops, tablets — anything 

with an internet connection and a screen, 

really — so your portfolio needs to look as 

good at their fingertips as it does on your 

30” desktop monitor. 

Consider brilliant, front-and-center high-

res images for your laptop/desktop web-

site layout, and a layout that people can 

quickly and easily browse through on their 

mobile devices.

From start to finish, your portfolio should 

create an experience that is easy and nat-

ural. The more time someone spends trying 

to figure out how your site works and how 

to navigate it, the less time they’re actually 

spending looking at your work.

Copyright © by Sally Wanless

MAKE SURE THAT YOUR 
PORTFOLIO IS WEB-READY AND 

MOBILE-FRIENDLY
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“A good portfolio
can make bad 
work palatable, 
mediocre work good
and good work
breathtaking.”

that the theme and color palette is complementary 

to the work you create.

If your photos are typically dark, choose a light 

theme. If your photos are mostly landscape orienta-

tion, consider a horizontal scroll that guides eyes 

across your images smoothly.

“A good portfolio is all about contrasts. It juxtaposes 

light versus dark, big versus small, complex ver-

sus simple, colorful versus monochrome. A good 

portfolio can make bad work palatable, mediocre 

work good and good work breathtaking.” —David 

Heasty (Baron, 2009).

There are lots of subtle variations between For-

mat themes (menu style, for example), but the 

most crucial difference is the way the images are 

displayed.

Here are some of the different types of portfolio 

website themes:

How do you make sure that your portfolio looks 

credible? The design should be minimal. It should 

be clear, accessible and easy-to-use. Make sure 
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HORIZONTAL THEMES

Horizontal-scrolling galleries are great for smaller collections of images. Images are displayed side-by-side,  

uncropped. Try: Panorama, Horizon Left, Horizon, Swift

http://www.format.com/themes?utm_source=pdf_fguide1&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=pdf_fguide1_2015_12_14&utm_content=page_27#panorama
http://www.format.com/themes?utm_source=pdf_fguide1&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=pdf_fguide1_2015_12_14&utm_content=page_27_2#horizon-left
http://www.format.com/themes?utm_source=pdf_fguide1&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=pdf_fguide1_2015_12_14&utm_content=page_27_3#horizon
http://www.format.com/themes?utm_source=pdf_fguide1&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=pdf_fguide1_2015_12_14&utm_content=page_27_4#swift
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FULLSCREEN THEMES

Full-screen themes ensure your images always fill the dimensions of a browser window. These themes look best 

with high-resolution images in landscape format. Try: Sun, Amazon, Industry, Power

http://www.format.com/themes?utm_source=pdf_fguide1&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=pdf_fguide1_2015_12_14&utm_content=page_28#sun
http://www.format.com/themes?utm_source=pdf_fguide1&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=pdf_fguide1_2015_12_14&utm_content=page_28_2#amazon
http://www.format.com/themes?utm_source=pdf_fguide1&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=pdf_fguide1_2015_12_14&utm_content=page_28_3#industry
http://www.format.com/themes?utm_source=pdf_fguide1&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=pdf_fguide1_2015_12_14&utm_content=page_28_4#power
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SLIDESHOW THEMES

Slideshow themes display images onscreen one-by-one, with the viewer navigating between images one-by-one. 

Ideal for galleries of stand-alone images or smaller images. Try: Offset, Foray, Sun, Industry, Swift

http://www.format.com/themes?utm_source=pdf_fguide1&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=pdf_fguide1_2015_12_14&utm_content=page_29#offset
http://www.format.com/themes?utm_source=pdf_fguide1&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=pdf_fguide1_2015_12_14&utm_content=page_29_2#foray
http://www.format.com/themes?utm_source=pdf_fguide1&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=pdf_fguide1_2015_12_14&utm_content=page_29_3#sun
http://www.format.com/themes?utm_source=pdf_fguide1&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=pdf_fguide1_2015_12_14&utm_content=page_29_4#industry
http://www.format.com/themes?utm_source=pdf_fguide1&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=pdf_fguide1_2015_12_14&utm_content=page_29_5#swift
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TILED THEMES

Galleries with large quantities of images look best in tiled themes. A visual overview with thumbnails of every 

image makes it easy to navigate through many images. Try: Order, Peak, Amazon, Monocle

http://www.format.com/themes?utm_source=pdf_fguide1&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=pdf_fguide1_2015_12_14&utm_content=page_30#order
http://www.format.com/themes?utm_source=pdf_fguide1&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=pdf_fguide1_2015_12_14&utm_content=page_30_2#peak
http://www.format.com/themes?utm_source=pdf_fguide1&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=pdf_fguide1_2015_12_14&utm_content=page_30_3#amazon
http://www.format.com/themes?utm_source=pdf_fguide1&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=pdf_fguide1_2015_12_14&utm_content=page_30_4#monocle
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Explore Format’s theme suggestions for photographers, designers, illustrators, artists and models.

VERTICAL THEMES

Vertical-scrolling themes display images one on top of the other—similar to a blog. Images that work together to 

form a sequential narrative are suited to this layout. Try: Grace, Ora, Power, Feather

http://www.format.com/professions/photographers?utm_source=pdf_fguide1&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=pdf_fguide1_2015_12_14&utm_content=page_31_5
http://www.format.com/professions/designers?utm_source=pdf_fguide1&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=pdf_fguide1_2015_12_14&utm_content=page_31_6
http://www.format.com/professions/illustrators?utm_source=pdf_fguide1&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=pdf_fguide1_2015_12_14&utm_content=page_31_8
http://www.format.com/professions/artists?utm_source=pdf_fguide1&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=pdf_fguide1_2015_12_14&utm_content=page_31_7
http://www.format.com/professions/models?utm_source=pdf_fguide1&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=pdf_fguide1_2015_12_14&utm_content=page_31_9
http://www.format.com/themes?utm_source=pdf_fguide1&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=pdf_fguide1_2015_12_14&utm_content=page_31#grace
http://www.format.com/themes?utm_source=pdf_fguide1&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=pdf_fguide1_2015_12_14&utm_content=page_31_2#ora
http://www.format.com/themes?utm_source=pdf_fguide1&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=pdf_fguide1_2015_12_14&utm_content=page_31_3#power
http://www.format.com/themes?utm_source=pdf_fguide1&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=pdf_fguide1_2015_12_14&utm_content=page_31_4#feather
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When you begin to customize your portfolio theme, 

remember that it should match your other branded 

collateral including business cards and resume. For 

many creatives, designing a portfolio is the first 

step towards a long career in building editorials, 

lookbooks and collections for clients. 

Treat yourself like your first client and pay attention 

to the bigger picture that you’re creating. Show 

that you have the skills to think on a grand scale 

while paying attention to the details.

When you step back and look at your branded 

material, is it telling one cohesive story? Will your 

audience get a sense of who you are and what 

you’re about?

It might help to think of your site as a brick-and-

mortar location. If you saw your portfolio as a store-

front, would you stop in and take a look around?  

It should be easy to see what you’re selling (hint: 

you and your work). 

Not sure where to start? Bristol-based designer 

Elliot Jay Stocks suggests that you begin with 

your logo. 

In most designs, your logo has a designated place 

in the header. Any difficult decisions about color 

palettes and theme choices can be solved by con-

sulting your logo. It will also tie together your social 

media, print materials and portfolio. 

When people see your logo, they’ll know that it’s 

your work right away.

You are your first
client.



A logo should tell a story.

When successful, a logo will tell the story of the brand without requiring any words.

To craft a brand identity that clearly (and effectively) communicates the core of your 
story takes an in-depth process of research, exploration and refinement.

Read more about the essentials of logo design here: http://format.com/logo

http://www.format.com/logo?utm_source=pdf_fguide1&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=pdf_fguide1_2015_12_14&utm_content=page_33
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Lastly, your portfolio design needs to host multiple 

galleries. This will help you sort your work by type, 

clients or creative series. Here are a few different 

ways that you can sort your portfolio using galleries:

TYPE CLIENTS

• Keep your work organized by creating separate 

galleries for different types or genres of work. 

Visitors can easily switch between “Fashion,” 

“Travel” and “Portrait.” It will show your multi-

faceted interests without being too confusing 

or overwhelming for your audience. 

Bonus: Name your categories by the type of 

work and you can direct clients to a URL that 

only contains that work (ex. yourname.com/

portrait vs. yourname.com/travel)

• It’s common for professionals to have different 

streams of practice: creative and commercial. 

Split your work into separate galleries so that 

• If your portfolio is mostly client-based work, 

you can create galleries for the specific cam-

paigns. It will keep all your client’s work in one 

section that’s easy to scroll through. A list of 

galleries that are named after high profile cli-

ents can also be a quick way to get commis-

sions from new clients. New companies will 

want to get on your gallery list! 

• For work-in-progress, or projects that require 

discretion, Format’s password-protected pages 

are an essential feature. You can secure your 

pages with a password which allows you to 

share the contents only with desired clients or 

colleagues. 

your artful nudes don’t get tangled up in your 

catalogue shots. Don’t be afraid of showing off 

the two sides. It’s often the creative work that 

leads to commercial commissions.

http://format.com/articles/2887?utm_source=pdf_fguide1&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=pdf_fguide1_2015_12_14&utm_content=page_34
http://format.com/articles/2887?utm_source=pdf_fguide1&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=pdf_fguide1_2015_12_14&utm_content=page_34
http://www.format.com/articles/2869?utm_source=pdf_fguide1&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=pdf_fguide1_2015_12_14&utm_content=page_34_2


35

CREATIVE SERIES

• If your portfolio is comprised of only creative 

work, organize your galleries to reflect the in-

dividual projects and collections. This will help 

your audience see the progression of your work 

and the spectrum of your creativity.

• Galleries can be a great motivator for new cre-

ative work. If you haven’t updated your portfolio 

in awhile, make a dedicated series of work and 

show it off in a new gallery.

Once you’ve decided on gallery categories, don’t 

play mix and match. Anyone looking at your portfolio 

should quickly be able to determine if your galleries 

are sorted by type, client or creative series. 

Once you have a formula, stick to it. You will look 

scattered and disorganized if your galleries alter-

nate from category to category. You can’t expect 

visitors to your portfolio to understand that one 

gallery is a creative photography series but another 

gallery houses all of your illustration work. 

If it becomes too difficult to organize, consider 

launching another portfolio under a different brand. 

This can be ideal for people who prefer to keep 

their personal creative projects separate from their 

professional creative business.  

You might also opt for different portfolios for dif-

ferent professional ventures. Clients looking for 

a commercial photographer, for example, might 

be turned off if that photographer’s portfolio also 

includes wedding galleries.
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TOUGHEST CRITIC
3. Curate your work by being your

When it comes to curating your 
work, less is more. It should be all 
killer and no filler. Pick your best 
photos or projects to showcase 
and leave out the rest. Making 
the hard decisions will make your 
portfolio stronger in the long run.

Copyright © by David Uzochukwu
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Your work is an endless creative journey and your 

portfolio can easily be updated to reflect new work. 

Don’t include work that’s just ok. Don’t waste time 

trying to justify an image to yourself. Channel the 

impartial critic and trim the fat. There will be more 

work in the future that does a better job of showing 

off your skills and creativity.

Let’s be honest—you might not be the best judge 

of your own work. We all have a blind spot when it 

comes to projects we care deeply about. Either our 

emotional attachment gets in the way of objectiv-

ity or we’re paralyzed by perfectionist tendencies.

Both ends of the spectrum will result in a weak 

portfolio. The Cherisher will overload their site 

with mediocre images that distract viewers from 

the real gems. The Perfectionist will struggle to 

find images and give up on their website before 

they’ve even started.

How do you avoid the fate of The Cherisher or The 

Perfectionist? Become your toughest critic. Step 

outside of yourself and imagine that you’re a po-

tential client looking at the work. What grabs your 

attention? What do you quickly scroll past? 

Every image should make you think, “Wow.” If you 

find yourself having a conversation in your head 

about whether or not an image has impact, let it go.

Imagine that
you’re a potential
client looking at
the work.
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“I’m way too selective, I only choose the pictures I like the very best. They have to fit together, while also being 

different enough from each other to show versatility. I think that a small, but strong and coherent portfolio is 

what everyone starting off should aim for. The process of putting the photos next to each other, rearranging them, 

asking yourself what your strongest shots are, make you very aware of everything your work lacks — it might 

even inspire you to go out and create something new, because you just found out exactly what your portfolio 

needs.” —David Uzochukwu.

Copyright © by David Uzochukwu

http://daviduzochukwu.format.com
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While there isn’t a limit to how many images should 

be in your portfolio, generally galleries should fea-

ture 5-12 pieces. 

Your audience should get a taste of your sequenced 

work without feeling like they’re on a never-ending 

scroll. Pay attention to your own internal clock. 

When are you tired of scrolling and want to move 

onto the next gallery? That will be likely be the 

point where your audience wants to move on too. 

When you’re curating sequenced work, avoid the

common mistake of featuring images that are too 

similar. If it’s essentially the same image shot from 

a different angle, or created with different coloring, 

choose the best one.

You want to avoid similarity and instead embrace 

the tension created by contrasting images. Take a 

cue from movie editors and play with complemen-

tary colors, concepts and sizes. You will enhance 

your images by setting them next to each other in 

a way that sets up surprise and awe.

RULE OF THREE

There’s something magical about the number three. It’s no coincidence that it shows up in famous speeches, fairy-

tales and catchphrases. Even that last sentence follows the rule of three—”speeches, fairytales and catchphrases.” 

Things just work better when they come in threes. Here’s why: our brains process information by identifying patterns 

and three is the smallest number to create a pattern. It’s the quickest way to delight your audience.

When you’re ordering your images, keep the rule of three in mind. The first image creates an expectation, the second 

image establishes the pattern and the third image should break the pattern. Just when the viewer thinks they’ve 

caught on to the pattern, you surprise them with something different that creates a memorable thrill in their brain.
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Still stuck in a sea of images? Enlist a trusted friend 

or fellow professional to help you pick standout 

pieces. They can give you an outside perspective 

that will make your portfolio stronger. Here are some 

of the questions you should ask your designated 

confident:

• Does the image make you want to keep clicking 

through my work?

• Does it highlight my skills to potential clients?

• Does it work with the rest of my portfolio?

• Is this the type of work I should be showing to 

further my career?

Bonus: Use your social media accounts to crowd-

source the impact of your individual images. Your 

followers on Instagram, Twitter and Facebook make 

a decision to heart/star/like your picture in less 

than a second. What could be more telling than 

that? Look through your latest posts and find the 

images with the highest level of engagement. If 

people like it on social media, they’ll probably love 

it on your portfolio.

As you’re curating your portfolio you should be 

thinking, “Who is this portfolio for?” Creative pro-

fessionals will want to make sure that the website 

is geared towards clients. 

It’s the most important tool for clients past, pres-

ent and future. Your past clients will reference 

your online portfolio when they’re referring you to 

another person. Your current clients will log into 

private pages to view in-progress work. Your future 

clients are out there, clicking through portfolios on 

the Internet, looking for someone like you.
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How to curate your images

DO YOU LIKE THIS IMAGE?

YES. It would be nice to 

get a second opinion.

My trusted advisor says YES.

NO. I’m confident it should 

be in my portfolio.

Toss it.Keep it in your archive but 

not in your portfolio.

Should you show 

it to someone?

NO MAYBEYES 

My trusted advisor says NO.

Ask more questions. 

Does it contradict too much with 

your other portfolio work? 

Is it confusing for potential clients? 

You might agree or disagree. 

ULTIMATELY, IT’S UP TO YOU. 

You like it, they like it—

ADD IT TO YOUR PORTFOLIO!
Trust your gut! 

ADD IT TO YOUR PORTFOLIO!



42

How to caption your work

What do I say? What don’t I say? How much should I 

say? Why should I say it? These are all the essential 

questions you need to answer before captioning 

your portfolio work. If you’re not communicating 

the right information with your samples, they’ll be 

significantly less impactful.

In Create a Knockout Design Portfolio, Ram Castillo 

breaks down exactly what you should be including 

in the captions for all of your creative work. Click 

here to read all the complete list of information you 

should include in your portfolio captions.

Read “Creative Portfolio Essentials: How to Caption 

Your Work” on Creative Live.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kv7aRXmNIg8
http://blog.creativelive.com/creative-portfolio-essentials-caption-your-work/
http://blog.creativelive.com/creative-portfolio-essentials-caption-your-work/
http://blog.creativelive.com/creative-portfolio-essentials-caption-your-work/
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ATTRACTING
CLIENTS

4. The 5 rules to

to your portfolio

What are clients looking for? 
It turns out that it’s not that 
complicated. Follow these simple 
rules to make sure that your 
online portfolio attracts new 
clients and lands you the job. 

Copyright © by Sally Wanless
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Make sure visitors to your website can easily 

quickly go between pages, posts and galleries. 

A professionally-designed website accounts for 

user behaviour and makes sure that the site can 

be navigated by anyone. Clear titles will also help 

clients understand what they’re looking at (ex. 

“About” is more clear than “What’s up”)

Definition of “bounce rate”: The percentage of 

single pageview visits, i.e. percentage of users that 

viewed one page and then left your site.

As a rule of thumb, a bounce rate in the range of 

26-40% is excellent, 41-55% is roughly average 

and 56-70% is higher than average. The lower the 

bounce rate the better because this means that 

less people have exited your site after only view-

ing one page. Instead of leaving, they decided to 

browse your portfolio. High bounce rates are not 

always a cause for alarm because it will depend on 

your website’s audience. If you’ve been marketing 

your website to the wrong people, they are more 

likely to leave quickly. Your bounce rate will be bet-

ter if you’re marketing to an audience that will be 

interested in your work.

Bonus tip: Want to check if visitors are exploring 

your website easily? Use the Google Analytics inte-

gration to track bounce rates. It will show you how 

many people visited one page and then left. If they 

didn’t click to another part of your website, there’s 

a chance they were confused by the structure.

1

EASY TO NAVIGATE
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IS YOUR BOUNCE RATE NORMAL?

(Source: The Rocket Blog) 
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http://www.gorocketfuel.com/the-rocket-blog/whats-the-average-bounce-rate-in-google-analytics/


46

There’s a lot that goes into designing and develop-

ing a website. When it comes to search engine vis-

ibility, quick loading times and flawless transitions, 

all the crucial decisions were made before you’ve 

chosen a theme or color palette. Format makes 

sure that your website is search engine optimized 

and always loads quickly for the right device (i.e. 

mobile visitors see the mobile version right away). 

Then, all you have to do is drag-and-drop from the 

dashboard to create your site.

2

YOUR SITE 
FUNCTIONS PROPERLY

Many photographers, illustrators and artist are un-

der the false impression that if you show a special-

ization, you’ll box yourself in too much. For most 

creative professionals, it’s actually the opposite. 

By showing your preference or skill towards a par-

ticular type of work, you’ll attract the right clients 

to further your career in the right direction. For 

example, if you’ve been shooting a lot of wedding 

photography, but you’d like to get more into fash-

ion, set up a portfolio that shows off more of your 

style-centric work. A fashion industry client wants 

to hire a photographer with a fashion portfolio, not 

a wedding photographer that shows a slight inter-

est in style editorial shots. 

3

HIGHLIGHTS A CLEAR AREA OF
INTEREST OR EXPERTISE
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Clients will only consider you for the job that you 

actively seek out. If you don’t have much profes-

sional experience in a certain field of area that 

you’re interested in, consider creating a gallery 

of your personal projects to highlight your varied 

skills and interests. 

Exercise: Brainstorm 5 “dream clients” you’d like 

to work for one day. Consider the kinds of photos 

they shoot — then structure your portfolio to re-

flect the same.

Copyright © by Mandy Lyn
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A good portfolio is never finished. As you continue 

to grow, your portfolio will too. Make sure that your 

site is a clear reflection of who you are currently, 

not a highlight of your projects from several years 

ago. Add new images you’ve created or that have 

gained attention. Remove work that you’re no lon-

ger interested in making.

4

KEEP YOUR WORK 
UP-TO-DATE

It might seem obvious, but your contact informa-

tion should be easy to find on your portfolio. It 

can be added to your “About” page or you can opt 

for the more direct “Contact” page. If you’re not 

comfortable with making your personal email ad-

dress public, create a contact form for visitors to 

submit questions and comments. All emails should 

be responded to within one business day. If you’re 

unresponsive, clients will assume that you’re dif-

ficult to work with.

5

CONTACT INFORMATION 
READILY AVAILABLE

http://www.format.com/articles/2909?utm_source=pdf_fguide1&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=pdf_fguide1_2015_12_14&utm_content=page_48
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Every day, we see incredible portfolios created 

on Format. They use our themes to create custom 

websites with stunning galleries. If you’re looking 

for portfolio inspiration, our Spotlight page is a 

good place to start.

The most effective portfolios are marketing tools 

that show off creative talent. We love hearing suc-

cess stories from Format users who have furthered 

their careers by creating a portfolio that estab-

lishes their online presence, looks great, includes 

their best work and attracts the right clients. Read  

Format Success Stories on our Facebook page.

Visit Format

It’s never been faster to set up your portfolio. In 

just a few clicks, your site can go live and be seen 

from anywhere around the world. The possibilities 

are infinite. You can customize your website to suit 

your work, style and future career goals.

With this guide, you have everything you need to 

launch an online portfolio that you’re proud of. It 

will be a well-designed website that shows your 

work for clients and fans. If you have any questions 

about your Format portfolio, our support team is 

available 24/7 in every time zone. 

Stay tuned for more Format Guides and click here 

to read Format Magazine.

http://format.com/?utm_source=pdf_fguide1&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=pdf_fguide1_2015_12_14&utm_content=page_50
http://www.format.com/spotlight?utm_source=pdf_fguide1&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=pdf_fguide1_2015_12_14&utm_content=page_49
https://www.facebook.com/useformat/
https://www.facebook.com/useformat/
mailto:info%40format.com?subject=
http://www.format.com/magazine?utm_source=pdf_fguide1&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=pdf_fguide1_2015_12_14&utm_content=page_49_3
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ABOUT FORMAT MAGAZINE

Format makes it easy to build a professional portfolio website – without learning to code. Tens of thousands of 

creative professionals across 140 countries worldwide use the platform to beautifully showcase their work online, 

attract clients and grow their careers.

Discover Talent on Format
format.com/spotlight

Follow Format Online

Format Magazine is an online publication exploring the creative mind. 

Through intimate artist profiles, weekly discussions, educational guides, and documentary video series, Format 

Magazine showcases both the physical work as well as the inner workings of talented individuals all around the 

world, and advocating for creativity every step of the way. 

Format Magazine is produced by the team at Format.com
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