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Executive Summary

Our primary research question for this survey involved understanding the characteristics of
the users who did and did not participate in the community aspects of the Threadless site.
In addition, we hoped to gain insight into why these users do or do not participate.
Registered users (1.5 million total) were our target population, as we wanted to find out
more about why users who had made the commitment to join/create an account on
Threadless were not necessarily participating actively. Since we could not filter out non-
members during the recruitment phase, we filtered the population of respondents within
the survey process itself. The number of respondents necessary to reach statistical
significance at a high (95%) confidence interval would have been extraordinarily large
(1,080,000). Due to the time constraints of the project/survey, and limitations on recruiting,
we recognize that it was not realistic to collect that number of total responses.

We created our initial survey through an iterative process -- group members drafted their
own lists of potential questions, followed by a discussion and consolidation of those more
pertinent questions. We then passed this draft along to our client for approval and feedback,
adjusted accordingly, and formatted questions into a Qualtrics survey. Individual team
members piloted/tested the survey for technical, formatting or language issues and glitches.
The client then posted a link to the survey on the blog section of their site, generously
offering the incentive of a $50 gift code raffle. The survey remained open for seven days (for
survey, see Appendix A).

Following the survey’s close, team members gathered to read through, analyze and
interpret results. Key findings can be summarized as follows:

e Motivational and skill barriers exist that can prevent user participation

e Participants who felt "a part" of the Threadless community were more likely to
participate than those respondents who felt disconnected from the community.

e Membership duration is negatively correlated with recent community contributions
but is positively correlated with stronger community satisfaction, blog use, and
social ties.

e Many Threadless users are actively engaged in other online design communities like
TeeFury and DesignByHumans.



Appropriate recommendations that address these findings in the context of the Threadless
website re-design are included in this report.

Introduction

Threadless is an online designer community and e-commerce website where people can
submit, critique, and score t-shirt designs and slogans. All submitted designs are voted upon
by community participants, and those designs with sufficient votes “win” and are printed in
limited quantities on t-shirts, hoodies, and a variety of other products. These products are
then made available for purchase, and their designers are rewarded with cash. The primary
users of the Threadless website consist of designers who submit their designs, community
contributors who score and critique the designs, and shoppers who purchase the design
products; these categories are by no means exclusive and often overlap.

Currently, Threadless is undergoing a complete website re-design with the goal of
strengthening the community aspect of the site. However, the needs, level of activity, and
motivations behind current community involvement on the Threadless website are
relatively unknown. For the redesign to succeed, Threadless will need a thorough
understanding of the successful and unsuccessful aspects of the current site.

Our primary research question for this survey involved understanding the characteristics of
the users who do and do not participate in the community aspects of the Threadless site. In
addition, we hoped to gain insight into why these users do or do not participate. The survey
target population consisted of the 1.5 million registered users on Threadless.com. The focus
was on registered users, because we were interested in learning why users who have made
the commitment to associate with Threadless through a membership do or do not
participate in the community. Registered users who do not participate in the community
(who may have only registered to purchase products) are a subpopulation which would be
easiest for Threadless to target in efforts to increase community participation on the
website.

As such, an understanding of what motivates current users to participate, and what barriers
prevent non-participating registered users from participating will significantly impact the
Threadless website redesign. Motivational elements from the current website can then be
targeted to retain in the new website, while information about barriers can be used in an
attempt to mitigate these factors from being replicated in the redesign.



Methods

For this survey, we sought to understand the characteristics of the users who did and did
not participate in the community aspects of the Threadless website. In addition, we hoped
to gain insight into why these users do or do not participate. Our target population
consisted of the 1.5 million registered users on Threadless.com. We focused on registered
users, because we were interested in why users who have made the commitment to
associate with Threadless through a membership do or do not participate in the community.

Ideally, the sampling frame for our study were users who have visited the Threadless.com
website within the week of our survey launch. Due to the method of the survey delivery, we
were unable to limit the survey specifically to those users who were members of the site.
Thus, our sampling frame reached beyond our intended target audience by including non-
members of the website. We remedied this possibility by screening users for their
membership status within the survey itself. Our final sample consisted of 448 eligible
respondents.

Participants who completed the study were evenly split between Male and Female. While
the largest group of respondents were from the United States (220), respondent locations
also included Europe (96) and Asia (45). Within the respondents from the US, the most
common state locations were California (26), Texas (16), Florida (15), and Illinois (14)
(Please see Fig. C1 in Appendix C for additional state breakdowns). The majority of users
self-identified as students, with those working in arts and design-related disciplines closely
following. Careers in the tech industry as well as in education rounded out the most
common four categories (See Fig. 1). The majority of users surveyed were between the ages
of 21 and 30 (21-25: 129, 26-30: 122).

General Occupation Categories Respondents

Student 132
Other/Mot Classified 75
Education 25
Art/Design Related 57
Tech Industry 35
Retail 14
Advertising & PR 14
DOther Specific Titles (see appendix) 96

Figure 1: The most common occupation categories, broken down by respondents are displayed here. As
‘Art/Design Related’ was added to the survey 3 days after the survey started, it is likely that ‘Other/Not
Classified’ contains responses that may belong in ‘Art/Design Related’ (see Discussion).



The survey instrument itself was created using an iterative group ideation and refinement
process. Initially, each team member drafted a set of questions that helped to answer our
research question. After reviewing and consolidating those questions, we created a draft
survey with provided answer choices to our client for review. During our meeting, our client
returned the survey to our team with a few suggested modifications. The final form of the
survey was then placed into the survey tool, Qualtrics, available through our university.
Each team member then proceeded to pilot the instrument to check for any issues that may
occur during survey launch period. After fixing a few phrasing concerns, we considered the
survey complete and launched it to the public. The final survey instrument is available for
review in Appendix A.

We want to know What you think!

by Threadiass / News / March 19, 2012

Threadless is currently undergoing a series of user experience evaluations run by a team of University
of Michigan graduate students. The goal of these evaluations is to find ways for us to improve the site
for the benefit of the entire Threadless community!

The team has designed a survey 1o provide better understanding of the needs and actions of all of you.
This survey provides a chance for community members to help shape the future of Threadless. We
would really appreciate it if you could take a few minutes to provide some feedback on how you
personally use the site and what we could do better!

To show our appreciation, any registered user who completes the survey will be entered into a
drawing for a $50 Threadless gift code.

Complete the survey here.

B 22 Comments |3 Tweet |0 0 | Digg+ | Hilike 1

Figure 2: The Threadless staff presented our survey on their site via an invitation link through a blog
post as seen above. Note that this item was the only gateway into the survey on the Threadless site.

The survey was distributed to our sampling frame via an invitation link provided on the
Threadless blog (see Fig. 2). While initially we had hoped to have the survey launched on
Monday, March 19th, internal miscommunication within Threadless prevented the link
from going live until the next day. The survey link was kept live to allow for the maximum
amount of respondents until Monday, March 26th at 3pm. In order to encourage
participation, we offered an incentive of a $50 Threadless promotional code, which was
generously provided by our client for this purpose.



After determining our survey results were not statistically significant, simple percentages
were calculated for structured survey responses. Free text responses were manually
surveyed and analyzed for trends. Each group member analyzed the data across five areas
of interest: overall survey responses, Threadless community participation, participation in
other communities, Threadless membership duration, and respondent’s gender. This
analysis was performed with the use of cross-tabulations in Qualtrics. Respondents' IP
addresses were used to determine approximate countries (and states, where applicable) of
origin.

Findings and Recommendations

Summary Results

Our findings show that there are several factors that are highly correlated with users’
participation on Threadless. In particular, feeling connected to the community, satisfaction
with the community, strong social ties within the community, and a willingness to
participate in similar communities, are all indicators of strong contributors. Those users
who do not participate are characterized by a lack of connection with the community,
feelings of neutrality towards the community, and possible feelings of inferior skill. We
recommend lowering the barriers to participation by encouraging organization-prepared
and peer-provided guidance to members. Encouraging communication between newer and
older members may also help improve community stability and strength.

Key Findings

Finding: There are motivational and skill barriers that prevent some users from
participating on Threadless.

The most common reason that respondents gave for not submitting a critique or a design
was that they “weren’t a designer”, and the reason for not submitting a photo is “[I] didn’t
see why I should.”

Recommendation:

Motivational and skill barriers to participation ought to be addressed. Threadless should
consider offering a “Threadless U” or Threadless School tutorials that go over design basics
for members who do not have professional design training, but do have an eye and aptitude
to potentially create quality designs, in order to enable users who are not “officially”
designers to gain or improve their design skills. Also, if submitting pictures to Tee-riffic
Photos is a form of participation that Threadless would like to see grow, incentives for
doing so should be highlighted (current incentives are not very visible).



Finding: Participants who felt as if they were "a part"” of the Threadless community
were more likely to participate in community activities than those respondents who
felt they were not connected to the community.

Respondents who identified themselves as being a part of the Threadless community, were
more satisfied with the community aspect of the site than their non-connected counterparts
(See Fig. 3). Feeling connected to the community was also positively associated with an
increased likelihood of visiting the Threadless site more often: 45.49% of respondents (Vvs.
17.54% non-connected) who identified with the community stated that they had visited the
website more than 10 times in the last month.

Satisfaction of Users with the Threadless Community
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Figure 3: The above shows the respondent’s satisfaction with the Threadless Community with the
respondents divided by whether or not they felt “a part” of the community. Note that only a very small
percentage was dissatisfied with the community. The numbers within the graph show the total # of
respondents for each section.

In addition, those users who connected to the community were more likely than their non-
connected counterparts to participate on the site for all participation aspects queried in the
survey including purchasing, voting, submitting designs, submitting designs for critique,
submitting photos, blogging, and commenting. (See Fig. 4) Community-connected users
were also more likely to have participated in activities in the last month at a higher volume
(i.e., 10 or more) on each activity. (See Fig. 5)



User Participation in All Activites Divided by User-
Connectedness to Community
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Figure 4: The above graph shows the % respondents within the groupings of community-connectedness
(i.e., feeling or not feeling “a part” of the Threadless community) who have completed all queried
activities since their first experience with the site. Note that users who feel a part of the community
consistently participate in higher numbers than their counterparts.

User Actions Completed >10 Times Within the Last
Month Divided by User Conncetedness to Community
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Figure 5: The above graph shows the % respondents within the groups of community-connectedness
(i.e., feeling or not feeling “a part” of the Threadless community) who have completed activities more



than ten times within the last month. Note that except for Critiques, users who felt as if they were “a
part” of the community trended consistently higher.

Overall, it’s clear that users who feel connected to the community are happier with and
more likely to participate in the Threadless community aspects. In our open text question
requesting an explanation for why respondents felt they were or were not “a part” of the
Threadless community, 50% of the respondents felt that they were connected due to their
on-site participation. Respondent’s comments included, “I like voting and getting sent links
when the designs I like are printed” and “I am part of the community because everyone
single voter/blogger/designer is part of the community. Everyone is welcomed”.
Additionally, the open text question brought to light the importance of socialization within
and acknowledgement from the community in order for the respondent to feel connected.
For example, “The support is countless and they help me to build up my confidence as an
artist”.

Recommendation:

Investments should be made in identifying and ameliorating barriers (technical and social)
that prevent users from having the opportunity and desire to feel included in the Threadless
community. Lowering barriers to community involvement will lead to increased levels of
user contributions and social investment in the Threadless community, which benefits the
overall community and will through social media outreach cause other potential users to be
exposed to the Threadless community.

Finding: Membership duration, while negatively correlated with most recent
community contributions, is positively correlated with stronger community
satisfaction, in-depth participation (blogs), and social ties.

The longer a user has been a member of Threadless, the less likely they have recently
participated (within the last month) in any aspect of the Threadless community except for
posting blogs (See Fig. 6).



Activity Within the Last Month by Membership
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Figure 6: The above graph show the percentage distribution of participation in different activities on the
Threadless website divided by duration of membership. It’s interesting to note that the newer users are
more likely to participate in all actions, except for blog posting.

Over half of all the respondents (59.6%) were either satisfied or very satisfied with the
community aspect of the site. Users were more likely to say they were satisfied and very
satisfied as the duration of membership increased. (see Fig. 7) Satisfaction with the
community may come from the strong social ties longer-term members have formed in
their community. For example, respondents were increasingly more likely to have many
friends on Threadless, professionally benefit, and make valuable connections. (See Fig. 8)
Furthermore, the longer-duration members were also more likely to feel “a part” of the
Threadless community. (see Fig. 9). However, there is a negative trend for enjoyment in
browsing designs as well as purchasing products as membership duration increases, which
may point to a growing dissatisfaction in the product-oriented aspects of the site for longer-
term members (see Fig. 8).



Satisfaction with the Threadless Community by
Membership Duration
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Figure 7: The above graph shows the percentage distribution of satisfaction with the Threadless
community, divided out by membership duration. Note that while none of the groups were particularly
dissatisfied with the community, newer users were likely to be neutral, while older members suggested
being more satisfied with the community.
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Figure 8: The above graph shows the percentage distribution of self-identified statements, divided out
by membership duration. Note that the only statement that older users were less likely to identify with
over the newer members was participating in browsing the designs.



Respondents Who Feel "A Part" of the Threadless
Community by Membership Duration
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Figure 9: The above graph shows the percentage distribution of respondents who feel as if they are “a
part” of the Threadless community, divided out by membership duration. Note that feeling connected to
the community increases with membership duration.

The numbers suggest that while it is the newer members who may be submitting the most
content, it is the older members who may be more invested and feel closer to the
community aspect of Threadless. 58.33% of the users who have been members for less
than a year, submitted their designs for critique, a frequency which is much higher than the
longer term memberships (37.74% and 18%, for 1-4 years and >4 years respectively).
Thus, it can be assumed that the newer population is reaching out to the community for
guidance and support. Unfortunately, they may not be receiving any help: as one user
stated, “Critique is dead” - a sentiment that was echoed in other open text answers.

Recommendation:

It’s clear that a strong community exists on Threadless. We suggest that Threadless help
newer users to tap into these more experienced members through improved
communication methods such as direct messaging between members and generating new
ways for users to gain recognition for their contributions. If this is accomplished, longer-
term and more experienced users may be incentivized to contribute more often, and newer
users could be made aware of and have the ability to be mentored by these experienced
users. Both actions would serve to strengthen the online community.

Finding: Many Threadless users are also actively engaged in other online design
communities. Of those competitors, there are two primary communities with which
Threadless users are also contributors.



Of the total completed surveys, 203 respondents (45.3%) reported being involved in at least
one other competing design community. 54 of these (26.6%) participated in the TeeFury
community, while 52 (25.6%) participate in the DesignByHumans community. While not
statistically significant, the prevalence of these two communities among our survey
participants indicates that they are two prominent competitors for which Threadless should
be aware of when designing the new Threadless website, as user expectations may be set by
features found on TeeFury and DesignByHumans (see Fig. 10).
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Figure 10: The twelve most commonly reported competitors Threadless members users participate in
are displayed; most users who reported involvement in one of the less popular competitor sites were
also involved in TeeFury and/or DesignByHumans.

The fact that nearly half of the survey participants reported being a member of other design
communities indicates two primary ideas: first, we extrapolate that many Threadless
registered users are willing and presumably enjoy participating in community activities.
Second, community involvement increases as the level of user effort decreases. For instance,
almost all self-reporting user participants of websites similar to Threadless browse designs
on other sites (88.67%), while only 25% reporting submitting designs on other websites.
Unique responses to community participation on at least one website are provided in Figure
11.
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Figure 11: As users responded with far greater detail about the first competitor community they
reported using as opposed to successive competitors, the participation for the first design community
each participant mentioned is showed in the chart, as such data was the most complete in survey
responses.

The rates of responses also suggest that competing websites, like Threadless, are also facing
barriers in motivating large groups of users in transitioning from browsing designs to
actively participating in community activities.

Recommendation:

As alarge portion of Threadless users are involved in at least one other design community,
the ease of use and increasing social gain from Threadless community participation should
be at the forefront of design considerations when re-designing the Threadless website.
Successful competitor design elements - particularly those that reduce steps to enabling
user participation - should be incorporated into Threadless design processes. Users have
many options for where they participate in tee shirt design communities, so Threadless will
need to outperform its competitors to retain and expand its community base.

Discussion

Recruitment Limitations

Our participants were recruited for this study by means of an invitation link placed within a
blog posting on the Threadless website. This method was chosen per the company’s
direction. Unfortunately, this method of recruitment presented several challenges for our
sample accuracy. Specifically, use of an invitation link precludes the ability of obtaining a
random sampling of users. This method may also have led to a self-selection bias: in an opt-
in situations such as an invitation link surveys are more likely to be answered by people
who generally have extreme opinions about the services and products, which may have
skewed results.

Additionally, we were also unable to reach the required sample size to make our survey
statistically significant. Due to time constraints, our survey was available for only a week,
which is a very short time period to gain the 1,078,778 respondents needed for a 95%
confidence level and 0.5 confidence interval. At the time of closing our survey, we had
received only 448 completed surveys.



There was also some difficulty from Threadless in communicating our needs internally,
which resulted in a delay in posting the survey link on Threadless’s Facebook account and a
lack of a post on Twitter. Furthermore, the Facebook posting did not mention the incentive
provided for participating. This issue limited the exposure our survey had to the Threadless
community, which may have reduced the number of respondents we would have otherwise
received.

Survey Modifications

On the specific request of our client, we added two more options in the occupation list later
in the week: “Graphic Design” and “Art/Design Services”. It’s possible that the respondents
who took the survey before the occupation list was modified may have opted for “other” as
their occupation instead of the intended “Architectural and Design Services” for those who
fall into the new categories. This may have skewed any analysis results completed on the
occupation of respondents.

Conclusion

We conducted this survey mainly to understand the characteristics of the users who did and
did not participate in the community aspects of the Threadless website. In addition, we
were interested in gaining insight into why these users do or do not participate, as well as
any related activities respondents may contribute to in similar communities. Our premise
was that finding out more about why users joined and subsequently participated on
Threadless (or other relevant sites) would help uncover potential strategies that Threadless
could use to boost participation, as well yield possible directions for future, more focused
research.

Much of the information gathered via the survey helps to paint a picture of Threadless
users, or at least points to specific user groups. Although it came as no surprise that the
majority of users were from the US, our survey was able to highlight particular states which
comprised a large amount of Threadless users, as well as to focus in on the fact that the
majority of users are students or work in creative industries, and fall within the ages of 21-
30. Beyond basic demographic information, we were able to collect and analyze data that
pointed to particular trends within community participation, and where relevant, we have
provided corresponding recommendations for actions, changes, and/or additional research
that will help Threadless further leverage these insights to motivate and engage their users
at even higher levels.
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Appendix A: The Survey Tool

The following survey was provided in an online format using the Qualtrics system.



Threadless.com Survey Tool

Thank you for your interest in our survey. The purpose of this survey is to learn about how
Threadless users participate in the community aspects of Threadless.com. Those users who
complete the survey will be entered into a raffle for a $50 gift certificate to Threadless as a
token of our appreciation.

Information provided in this survey will remain anonymous and will not be associated with your
account.

If you choose to enter the raffle for the $50 gift certificate, the email you provide will not be
shared and will be disassociated from your survey results before analysis to retain your privacy.

This survey should only take a maximum of ten minutes to complete. The information
participants provide will be used to help improve the community and participation aspects of
the site.

****please note that this survey and the associated raffle are only applicable for users who
have an account on Threadless. We apologize for any inconvenience this may cause for non-
account holders.

1. Are you a member of Threadless.com? l.e., do you have an account / sign-in on Threadless?

QO Yes
QO No

Display If question 1 “No” Is Selected

You must be a Threadless.com account holder to complete this survey. Thank you for your
interest.

Skip To End of Survey



2. How long have you been a member on Threadless.com?

QO ljust joined recently (less than one year)
QO For afew years (1-4 years)

QO For quite some time (5-9 years)

Q Since the beginning (more than 9 years)

3. Within the last month, how many days did you visit the Threadless website?

Answer Choices (drop-down): 0-30

4. Have you ever completed any of the following actions on Threadless.com?

Yes No | was not aware of
this function
a. Purchased a product ©) @) @)
b. Voted on a Design ©) @) Q
c. Submitted a Design ©) @) Q
d. Submitted a Design for Critique ©) @) Q
e. Submitted a Photo of yourself wearing a T-shirt | O Q @)
f. Wrote a blog post on your Threadless Profile ©) @) @)
g. Wrote a Comment (in any section) ©) @) @)




5. Within the past month on the Threadless website, how many...

Display if 4.a. “Yes” is selected:
a. Total products have you purchased?

Display if 5.b. “Yes” is selected:
b. Designs have you voted on?

Display if 5.c. “Yes” is selected:
c. Designs have you submitted?

Display if 5.d. “Yes” is selected:
d. Designs for critique have you submitted?

Display if 5.e. “Yes” is selected:
e. Photos have you submitted of yourself ©) @) @) ©) @) @)
wearing a Threadless t-shirt?
Display if 5.f. “Yes” is selected:

f. Blog posts have you posted?
Display if 5.g. “Yes” is selected:
g. Comments have you written?

Display if question 4.g “Yes” is selected:

6. Within the past month on the Threadless website, in which sections have you written a
comment?

On a product page
On a design voting page

On a design critique page
On a (general) blog page
Other (Please Explain)

ooo0oo




Display if question 4.a. “No” is selected:
7. Is there a reason you have not purchased a product? Please select all that apply.

| didn't want to sign in

| didn't see a reason why | should

| don't feel my contributions will make a difference
| don't like stating my opinion online

I'm not a designer

I'm not a creative person

| wasn't sure how

o000 00oo

Other (Please Explain)

Display is question 4.b. “No” is selected:
8. Is there a reason you have not voted on a design? Please select all that apply.

| didn't want to sign in

| didn't see a reason why | should

| don't feel my contributions will make a difference
| don't like stating my opinion online

I'm not a designer

I'm not a creative person

| wasn't sure how
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Other (Please Explain)

Displ