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This report synthesizes data from 15,000+ verified user reviews and practitioner community posts collected from G2, Capterra (13,235
Canva reviews, 1,228 Adobe Express reviews), TrustRadius (174 Canva reviews at 9.1/10), Reddit r/marketing and r/socialmedia, and
practitioner communities. Pricing data reflects vendor pricing pages, Microsoft licensing documentation, and independent procurement
analysis current as of June 2026. Full research methodology at unvarnishedreviews.com/methodology. Research Notes available on
request at editorial@unvarnishedreviews.com.

TheVerdict Up Front

Canva is the dominant non-designer content creation platform, 220 million monthly users, 13,235 Capterra reviews
averaging 4.7/5, a TrustRadius score of 9.1/10, and a template library so large that users consistently describe it as the
fastest path from ideato finished visual in any tool category. Its Al features, Magic Studio, background removal, image
generation, Magic Write, have matured significantly since 2024. Its pricing at $120/year for Pro is the clearest value
proposition in the category. Its documented weaknesses. no offline mode, limited deep image editing, and a
billing/cancellation experience that earns a 1.9/5 Trustpilot score despite a 4.7/5 Capterra product score.

Adobe Express, now a wholly-owned Adobe company post-Semrush acquisition context, is the bridge between
Canvas accessibility and Adobe Creative Cloud's professional depth. It brings Adobe Stock assets, Firefly Al
generation, and one-click Quick Actions (remove background, resize, convert PDF) into an accessible interface. As of
June 2026, Capterra lists its pricing as "Contact vendor”, a shift away from transparent published pricing that mirrors
the trgjectory of other Adobe acquisitions. For organizations already in the Adobe ecosystem, Express is the natural
content creation layer. For organizations evaluating it independently, pricing opacity is a procurement concern.

Microsoft Designer is free with any Microsoft 365 subscription and genuinely capable for Al-powered quick design
tasks, social media posts, invitations, flyers, and presentation graphics. Its Al image generation uses DALL-E 3 and is
impressive for atool at zero incremental cost. Its documented limitations are equally clear: 15 Al credits/month for free
users (60 for M365 subscribers, shared with Copilot), a template library significantly thinner than Canva's, and no
real-time co-editing, approval workflows, or team role management. It is not a Canva replacement. It is a capable
supplementary tool for M365 organi zations that need occasional quick graphics without an additional subscription.

The "free with Microsoft" dynamic documented in this report is real, but more nuanced than the headline suggests.
Microsoft Designer is free in the same way Microsoft Defender is free: genuinely capable within its scope, genuinely
limited outside it, and genuinely valuable for the specific profile of organization that fitsits design.

Platform Ratings at a Glance

Platform G2 Capterra TrustRadius

Canva 4.715 (6,954 reviews) = 4.7/5 (13,235 reviews) = 9.1/ 10 (174 reviews)



Adobe Express 46/5 4.6 /5 (1,228 reviews) Not ranked

Microsoft Designer | 4.6 /5 (26 reviews) Limited reviews Not ranked

Canva's review volume advantage, 13,235 Capterra reviews versus 1,228 for Adobe Express and 26 for Microsoft
Designer, reflects both market maturity and user engagement. Microsoft Designer's small review base reflects its recent
general availahility; the 26 G2 reviews are insufficient for statistical confidence and should be treated as directional
only.

Who Each Platform I sBuilt For

Canva is built for marketers, social media managers, HR teams, educators, small business owners, and anyone who
needs to produce professional-looking visual content at volume without design training. Its template-first approach,
collaboration features, and Brand Kit management make it the standard for non-designer content production teams.

Adobe Expressis built for individuals and teams already in the Adobe ecosystem, organizations with Creative Cloud
subscriptions who want a lighter-weight content creation tool alongside Photoshop and Illustrator, or teams that
specifically need Adobe Stock access and Firefly Al generation in an accessible interface.

Microsoft Designer is built for M365 users who need occasional Al-powered design assistance integrated into their
existing Microsoft workflow, creating a quick social post, designing an invitation, generating a custom image for a
PowerPoint deck, without adding a new tool or subscription.

The" Freewith Microsoft" Reality Check

Microsoft Designer is included at no incremental cost with Microsoft 365 personal and business subscriptions. For
organizations aready paying for M365, which represents the majority of enterprise organizations globally, this creates
the same "free with Microsoft" evaluation dynamic documented in Defender for Endpoint vs. CrowdStrike and Entra
ID vs. Okta.

What " free with M365" actually delivers:

Free users (without M365): 15 Al creditsmonth. At DALL-E 3 generation rates, this is approximately 15 images,
enough for occasional use, not enough for a marketing team producing daily content.

M 365 subscribers: 60 Al credits/month, shared with Copilot. This shared credit pool means that Copilot usage in Word,
Excel, and PowerPoint competes with Designer image generation for the same budget.

M365 subscribers with Copilot Pro ($20/month add-on): 100 daily image generation boosts, meaningfully more
capacity for regular Designer use.

What " free with M 365" does not deliver:

* A template library comparable to Canva's hundreds of thousands of templates
* Real-time co-editing with multiple team members simultaneously
* Approval workflows and team role management

* Brand Kit with stored colors, fonts, and logos enforced across team output



* The depth of Canva's animation, video editing, and presentation tools

« Offline functionality
The honest framing: For an M 365 organi zation whose team needs to create a quick socia graphic or event invitation
once aweek, Microsoft Designer at zero incremental cost is a reasonable choice. For a marketing team producing 20+
pieces of branded content weekly, Microsoft Designer's template depth, Al credit limits, and collaboration limitations
make Canva ($300/year for 5 people) the more functional and cost-effective choice.

What Users Actually Report

Canva: What Works

G2 and Capterra reviewers with 13,235+ reviews consistently identify three strengths: speed to output, template
breadth, and Al tool maturity.

The core Canva experience is documented consistently: "Y ou can whip up a great-looking visual in 5 minutes." The
template library, hundreds of thousands of professionally designed templates covering social media, presentations,
flyers, posters, videos, logos, and more, means teams are never starting from a blank canvas. The drag-and-drop
interface requires zero design training.

Magic Studio, Canvas Al suite, has matured significantly since 2024. Magic Resize (one-click reformatting across
dimensions), background removal, Al image generation, and Magic Write for copy assistance are specifically called
out as genuine productivity improvements. One Capterrareviewer: "Since 2024-2025, the Al tools (Magic Studio) have
become impressive: you can expand an image, remove backgrounds in one click, or generate images from text."

TrustRadius's 9.1/10 from 174 Linkedin-verified reviews, with non-profit and educational users specifically giving
10/10, reflects genuine satisfaction across diverse organizational types.

Canva: What Doesn't Work

Trustpilot: 1.9/5, the starkest signal in this comparison. Canva's product satisfaction (4.7/5 on G2 and Capterra) and its
commercial experience satisfaction (1.9/5 on Trustpilot) reflect the same billing and cancellation pattern documented
for Adobe: auto-renewing subscriptions, difficult cancellation, support quality complaints. The product is excellent; the
commercial relationship generates complaints.

No offline mode. Canvais entirely cloud-dependent. Teams working in environments with unreliable internet cannot
useit. Thisisaconsistent practitioner complaint, not a minor friction point.

Limited deep editing. Canva cannot export to editable PSD files. It cannot perform pixel-level image editing
comparable to Photoshop. For teams that occasionally need professional image manipulation, Canva hits a ceiling.

Multi-select keyboard limitations. A consistently documented UX frustration: holding CTRL to select multiple
elements doesn't work the way designers expect, requiring one-by-one or drag-select operations.

Template similarity. When hundreds of thousands of organizations use the same template library, template-derived
content can look similar across organizations. Teams with strong brand differentiation needs find Canva's template-first
approach limiting.

Adobe Express: What Works



G2 and Capterra reviewers consistently praise three areas. Adobe Stock integration, Firefly Al quality, and Quick
Actions.

Adobe Express brings the best of Photoshop, Illustrator, Acrobat, InDesign, and video editing "into easy, bite-sized"
workflows, specifically called out by one Capterra reviewer as its defining value. For organizations already paying for
Adobe Creative Cloud, Express provides an accessible content creation layer that leverages existing Adobe Stock
licenses and Firefly generation without requiring Photoshop skills.

The one-click Quick Actions, remove background, resize image, convert PDF, crop video, are documented as
genuinely time-saving for tasks that previously required Photoshop or Acrobat. Adobe Stock integration gives Express
users access to a licensed asset library with commercia rights that Canvas free asset library cannot match in
professional quality.

The templates, modern, well-designed, and specifically noted as professional-feeling even without advanced design
skills, are rated more positively than Microsoft Designer's but less comprehensively than Canva's.

Adobe Express: What Doesn't Work

Pricing opacity post-Adobe acquisition. Capterra lists Adobe Express pricing as "Contact vendor" as of June 2026, a
shift from previously published pricing that creates procurement friction. Organizations cannot self-serve evaluate cost
without a sales engagement. Thisisthe Semrush pricing trajectory applied to Express.

Loading speed complaints. Multiple Capterra reviewers cite loading delays as a documented frustration. One
reviewer: "Sometimes | get too impatient because of al the loading and then | tend to use some simpler tools." For a
content creation tool competing on speed-to-output, loading latency is a meaningful disadvantage versus Canva.

Narrower template library than Canva. Adobe Express's template depth is frequently compared unfavorably to
Canvasin direct comparisons, particularly for the breadth of use cases covered.

Adobe commercial relationship risk. The FTC lawsuit against Adobe's Creative Cloud cancellation practices,
documented in the Adobe Creative Cloud vs. Canva vs. Figma report, applies to the broader Adobe subscription
relationship. Express users should verify current cancellation terms before subscribing.

Microsoft Designer: What Works
G2 reviewers with 26 reviews consistently praise Al image generation speed and M 365 integration.

Microsoft Designer's DALL-E 3 powered image generation is specifically described as "impressive for a free tool",
allowing users to create custom images from text prompts directly within the design workflow without a separate Al
tool. For M365 users who previously needed a paid Canva or Adobe subscription to generate custom images, Designer
provides genuine capability at zero incremental cost.

The integration with OneDrive, PowerPoint, and Word makes Designer the natural design tool for M365-first
workflows. Creating an image in Designer and dropping it directly into a PowerPoint presentation without leaving the
Microsoft ecosystem is aworkflow convenience that Canva and Adobe Express cannot match natively.

The auto-layout suggestions and drag-and-drop editor handle basic customization tasks effectively for users with no
design background.

Microsoft Designer: What Doesn't Work



Template library depth. Every independent comparison identifies this as Designer's primary limitation. One
practitioner: "while Microsoft Designer does a great job, it doesn't offer the rich set of templates you can find on
Canva." G2's Al-generated summary of user reviews states directly: "Microsoft Designer provides a solid selection of
templates, but it currently lacks the depth and variety found in Canva's offerings.”

Al credit constraints. 15 credits'month for free users and 60 creditsymonth for M 365 subscribers (shared with Copilot)
create ahard ceiling on regular use. Marketing teams generating images daily will exhaust monthly credits quickly. The
Copilot Pro add-on at $20/month provides 100 daily boosts, but at $20/month, the cost case for Canva Pro at
$10/month (individual) becomes more compelling.

No real-time collaboration. Microsoft Designer offers basic sharing and OneDrive integration but lacks rea-time
co-editing, approva workflows, and team role management. For teams where multiple members need to review,
comment, and approve content before publication, thisis afunctiona gap.

Narrow use case cover age. Designer's template coverage, social media posts, Instagram stories, invitations, flyers, and
presentations, is narrower than Canvas multi-format breadth. Teams with diverse content needs across multiple
formats will encounter Designer's ceiling quickly.

Pricing Reality (June 2026)

Canva
Plan Price Users
Free $0 Upto5
Canva Pro $10/month or $120/year = 1
Canva Teams $300/year Upto5
Canva for Enterprise = Custom 25+

The value comparison: Canva Teams at $300/year for 5 people, $60/person/year, delivers the most comprehensive
non-designer content creation capability in the category at the lowest per-user cost among paid options.

Adobe Express
Plan Price Notes
Free $0 Limited features, limited Al
Premium Contact vendor = Pricing no longer self-serve
Included with Adobe CC = Included For existing Creative Cloud subscribers

The pricing opacity concern: Adobe Express pricing was previously published. As of June 2026, Capterra lists
"Contact vendor for pricing", requiring a sales engagement for basic plan information. Organizations should request
explicit pricing, cancellation terms, and renewal conditions in writing before purchasing.

Microsoft Designer

Plan Price Al Credits



Free (standalone) $0 15 Al credits/month
Included with M365 = $0 incremental 60 credits/month (shared with Copilot)

Copilot Pro add-on = $20/user/month = 100 daily boosts

The true cost of adequate Al credit capacity: For regular Designer use, free and M 365 credits are insufficient for
most marketing teams. Copilot Pro at $20/month per user brings the cost to $240/year, double Canva Pro's $120/year,
for atool with fewer templates and no team collaboration features.

TCO Comparison: 5-Person Marketing Team, Annual

Platform Annual Cost Template Depth  Team Collaboration

Canva Teams $300 Excellent Yes, real-time, roles, approvals
Adobe Express Premium Contact vendor = Good Basic

Microsoft Designer (M365 included) $0 incremental = Limited No real-time co-editing
Microsoft Designer + Copilot Pro (5 users) = $1,200 Limited No real-time co-editing

For a 5-person marketing team, Canva Teams at $300/year delivers more template depth, more Al capability, and
genuine team collaboration than Microsoft Designer at any configuration, including the $1,200/year Copilot Pro
configuration.

The Decision Framewor k

Choose Canvaif:
* Y our team produces visual content at volume, social posts, presentations, marketing materials, event graphics
» Non-designers need to produce professional-looking output independently
* Brand consistency across multiple content creatorsis a requirement (Brand Kit)
» Team collaboration, real-time co-editing, commenting, approval workflows, is part of the production process
* $120/year (individual) or $300/year (team of 5) is within budget

* Y ou have read and understood Canva's subscription terms before signing, the billing complaints on Trustpilot are
not random

Choose Adobe Expressif:
* Y our organization already subscribesto Adobe Creative Cloud and Expressisincluded in your plan
 Adobe Stock asset quality and commercial licensing are specifically valuable to your workflows
« Firefly Al generation quality is preferable to Canva's Al output for your specific use cases
* You have obtained explicit pricing, cancellation terms, and renewal conditionsin writing from Adobe before

purchasing
Choose Microsoft Designer if:

* Y our team uses M 365 and needs only occasional Al-powered design assistance, a socia graphic once aweek, an
invitation, a presentation image



e Zero incremental cost isthe primary selection criterion

* Your content volume and variety fit within Designer's template coverage and Al credit limits

* Y ou are not expecting real-time team collaboration or approval workflow capabilities

* You are evaluating Designer as a supplementary tool alongside Canva or Adobe Express, not as a replacement

The honest test before choosing Microsoft Designer as a Canva replacement:

Count how many pieces of content your team produces per week. Multiply by 4 for monthly volume. Compare against
60 Al creditsmonth (M 365 subscribers) and Designer's template library breadth. If your volume requires more than 15
individual image generations monthly, or if your content types exceed Designer's template coverage, the $300/year
Canva Teams investment delivers better functional fit than free Designer at zero incremental cost.

The Bottom Line

Canva is the most appropriate choice for most non-designer content creation needs, and the review data across G2,
Capterra, and TrustRadius confirms it consistently. Its template depth, team collaboration features, Al maturity, and
$300/year Teams pricing make it the category benchmark.

Adobe Express is the most appropriate choice for Adobe ecosystem organizations, where existing Creative Cloud
subscriptions include Express access and Firefly Al generation is already part of the workflow. Its pricing opacity as of
2026 is a procurement concern; request explicit terms before purchasing.

Microsoft Designer is a genuinely useful free tool for M365 users who need occasional Al-powered design assistance.
It is not a Canva replacement for teams with regular content production needs. The Al credit ceiling, template library
limitation, and absence of team collaboration features create functional gaps that matter at marketing team scale. The
"free with M365" positioning is accurate, and the limitations are equally accurate.

The finding that appliesto all three: Canva's Trustpilot score (1.9/5) and Adobe's Trustpilot score (1.2/5) reflect billing
and cancellation experiences that product reviews don't capture. Both platforms have documented subscription
practices that generate complaints disproportionate to their product quality. Read the cancellation terms before
subscribing to either.

Editorial Correction Policy: If you believe afinding in our research is factually inaccurate, contact
editoria @unvarnishedreviews.com with the specific claim and supporting documentation. We review all correction requests and
will promptly update any findings that are found to be inaccurate.
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