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The Limits of Disruption: AI and the Persistence of VFX Labour

Abstract
Artificial intelligence (AI) is increasingly promoted as a transformative force in film production, yet its implications for visual effects (VFX) remain underexamined. This article analyses online news texts (January–June 2025) alongside interviews with VFX practitioners to examine how generative AI is encountered, assessed, and constrained in everyday workflows. Using reflexive thematic analysis, we identify four recurring patterns: hype and hyperbole, efficiency claims and employment anxieties, limited ‘actual’ application, and technical/material constraints. Across data, AI is valued mainly for early-stage ideation, rapid prototyping, and decision support, while final-pixel work remains bounded by determinism, fidelity standards, continuity demands, and legal risk. Instead of replacing artists, generative tools redistribute labour and intensify longstanding invisibilities around authorship, data provenance, and creative contribution. We argue that AI adoption in VFX is best understood as negotiated, pipeline-bound change shaped by power and precarity, not a frictionless technological rupture.
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Introduction
Technology has long played a disruptive and generative role within the creative industries. From the destabilising effects of digital piracy on the music industry (Cusic, et al., 2005) to the expansion of cinematic spectacle enabled by motion-capture (Tang, et al., 2024), technological innovation has repeatedly reshaped both creative practice and industrial organisation (Peterson 1982). In recent years, artificial intelligence (AI) has emerged as the latest site of contestation within creative industries, provoking intense debate about its implications for creativity, labour, and authorship (Bender, 2025; Chow, et al., 2025; Garcia, 2024; Lee, 2022). Discussions of AI’s role in creative industries like the film industry tend to circulate along a broad continuum, ranging from claims that it poses an existential threat to creative labour to arguments positioning it as an inevitable and potentially empowering extension of existing production tools (Anantrasirichai & Bull, 2022; Erickson, 2024; Pearson, 2022). In fact, existing scholarship frequently frames AI as a disruptive force within creative labour markets, with particular emphasis on the risks of displacement and deskilling (Erickson 2024). 
In the case of the film industry – and specifically visual effects (VFX) – these concerns about the integration of AI and generative artificial intelligence (GenAI) have been amplified by high-profile industry figures, whose public interventions have shaped broader cultural perceptions of AI’s impact. While some practitioners and producers have sought to temper anxieties by emphasising regulatory safeguards around image rights and likeness (Tamasco, 2026), others have expressed deep unease about the ethical and creative consequences of synthetic performers and generative media (Pulver, 2025). The characterisation of generative AI as an unregulated frontier technology highlights the degree of uncertainty that continues to surround its creative and industrial potential (Leffler, 2025). Labour actions by the Writers Guild of America and SAG-AFTRA further illustrate how GenAI has been framed, particularly by above-the-line workers, as a threat to human creativity, job security, and professional autonomy (Yamazaki 2024).
At the same time, GenAI’s integration into film production is already underway. Major studios and production companies have begun experimenting with GenAI-assisted pipelines (Yang, 2025), while legal disputes over copyright and training data highlight unresolved tensions between technological innovation and intellectual property. High-profile films have incorporated GenAI-driven techniques for de-ageing and digital alteration, and significant financial investments are being directed toward the development of proprietary AI tools for filmmakers (Morris, 2025). For example, Emilia Perez (2024) and the Brutalist (2024) both used AI to modify the voices of the actors (Morris, 2025), while Here (2024) and The Irishman (2019) both saw the de-aging of the core acting group (Barber, 2024). These developments suggest that AI filmmaking is no longer speculative but increasingly embedded within contemporary production cultures.
Despite this growing body of discourse, the role of AI within the VFX industry remains underexamined. Existing research has largely focused on the technical affordances of AI software for the discipline and not generally on the perspectives of VFX practitioners themselves (Dahlberg, et al., 2019; Lee, et al., 2025; Liu, et al., 2025; Singh, et al, 2023a). Our previous pilot study addressed this gap by exploring how VFX artists understood the creative and industrial implications of GenAI integration. Participants expressed cautious optimism about GenAI’s potential to enhance efficiency and creative workflows, while simultaneously voicing strong concerns about copyright infringement, reputational risk, and financial precarity within an already competitive and under-resourced industry (Narayan, et al., 2024). Consistent with findings from other creative fields (Bhattacharya 2023; Chow 2020; Matthews et al. 2023), our pilot study found that VFX practitioners were adamant that AI could not meaningfully replace human expertise or creative judgement.
Importantly, this earlier research was conducted prior to the release of advanced generative video tools such as OpenAI’s Sora, and Adobe’s Firefly, marking a significant shift in the technological landscape. This article, therefore, revisits the question of artificial intelligence in VFX at a moment of accelerated change, combining close analysis of contemporary media texts with interviews that reflect the perspectives of VFX practitioners. Moving beyond a narrow emphasis on industry attitudes toward GenAI and AI more broadly, it adopts an exploratory approach that examines how they are both understood, negotiated, and constrained within everyday VFX production practices, highlighting the tension between promotional narratives of innovation and the material realities of creative labour. VFX offers a particularly valuable case study, as the sector is largely non-unionised, deeply embedded in globalised production networks, and structurally vulnerable to cost-cutting pressures (Caldwell 2008; Curtin & Vanderhoef, 2015; Parker & Cox, 2013). As a result, VFX artists often experience technological change as an inevitability rather than a choice. It is against this backdrop that the study draws together practitioner interviews and contemporary online news coverage to examine how AI and generative AI are encountered, evaluated, and limited within VFX production as it is lived and discussed in practice. In doing so, it foregrounds the gap between speculative narratives of technological progress and the industrial, creative, and labour conditions that shape how AI is actually taken up in the sector.

Literature Review
Verisimilitude and VFX
VFX are widely understood as digitally mediated alterations and enhancements of moving images that alter, extend, or construct screen reality (Dinur, 2023; Rüling & Duymedjian, 2014). While VFX work is most commonly associated with post-production, its planning and execution increasingly span pre-production and production workflows, reflecting the growing centrality of digital interventions to contemporary filmmaking (Giralt, 2017; Rüling & Duymedjian, 2014). VFX encompasses a broad range of practices, including the creation of computer-generated imagery, the enhancement or replacement of existing shot elements, and the seamless integration of artificial and live-action footage in ways that are indiscernible by audiences (Rüling & Duymedjian, 2014; Venkatasawmy, 2012). Historically, VFX evolved from cost-saving substitutions for impractical or dangerous physical effects into a dominant component of contemporary screen production (Rüling & Duymedjian, 2014). Venkatasawmy (2012) traces this shift by noting that VFX initially functioned to create the unfilmable, enhance spectacle, or conceal technological interventions, but by the late twentieth century had become integral to Hollywood’s production model. 
As VFX became integral to mainstream screen production, its success increasingly came to hinge on realism and verisimilitude. Across both scholarly and industrial discourse, VFX are typically evaluated according to their capacity to appear indistinguishable from footage captured directly by the camera (Dinur, 2023; Giralt, 2017). Demand for photorealism, then, influences the visual standards against which VFX work is assessed. Under these conditions, VFX production is best characterised as a form of “constrained creativity” (Rüling & Duymedjian, 2014, p. 100). Rüling and Duymedjian (2014) argue that while VFX work requires continual innovation and problem-solving, it is simultaneously restricted by narrative requirements, directorial vision, and, as Curtin and Vanderhoef (2015) put it, the technical and financial constraints of production schedules and budgets. As a result, VFX labour is “highly fragmented” and collaborative, distributed across specialised roles such as modellers, animators, riggers, lighting artists, and compositors, who must coordinate through complex pipelines and proprietary software systems (Rüling & Duymedjian, 2014, p. 100). The digital assets produced within these workflows are rarely conceived independently of the material world; in fact, they are derived from photographic reference, physical textures, biological forms, or digital libraries, reinforcing an industry-wide commitment to simulating physical reality as opposed to departing from it (Rüling & Duymedjian, 2014).
Because effective VFX re designed not to be noticed, the creative and technical labour behind them is routinely obscured within the finished image. Jones (2023) argues that concealment has become synonymous with quality, producing a paradox in which the most labour-intensive work is rendered culturally illegible. This invisibility is compounded by the political economy of VFX production. Despite being central to contemporary filmmaking, often accounting for a substantial proportion of production budgets and screen time, VFX labour is characterised by outsourcing, project-based employment, unpaid overtime, and a lack of union representation (Curtin & Vanderhoef, 2015; Narayan, et al., 2024; Yuan, et al., 2015). These conditions influence both how VFX are produced and how new technologies are received within the industry (Curtin & Vanderhoef, 2015; Jones, 2023; Narayan, et al., 2024).

Current VFX Production Standards, Pipelines and the ‘Deterministic Workflow’
Contemporary VFX production is governed by highly standardised, technically rigorous pipelines designed to ensure image fidelity, reproducibility, and interoperability across software, departments, and facilities. Professional VFX workflows are structured around shot-based pipelines that move from plate ingestion and asset creation through simulation, lighting, compositing, quality control, and final delivery (Okun, et al., 2023). These pipelines are not merely organisational but are deeply technical systems built to manage complex image data at scale. Central to modern VFX practice is the use of high-bit-depth, scene-referred imagery, most commonly stored in OpenEXR formats. EXR files preserve high dynamic range of information, linear colour data, and auxiliary passes such as depth, normal, and mattes, allowing artists to make precise, non-destructive adjustments throughout the pipeline (FX Elements, 2025). In parallel, colour management frameworks such as the Academy Colour Encoding System (ACES) formalise interchange and rendering pipelines across tools and vendors, with SMPTE’s ACES standard suite providing a current stable specification (Society of Motion Picture and Television Engineers, n.d). 
A core requirement of professional VFX pipelines is thus ‘determinism’, meaning that a given process, when supplied with the same inputs, will reliably produce the same outputs every time. Deterministic behaviour is essential in shot-based production environments where work is iteratively revised, versioned, and handed off across multiple departments and facilities, often over extended production schedules (Okun, et al., 2023). In complex digital systems, reproducibility and repeatability are core criteria of robust methodology because they enable others to verify results and build upon prior work (Antunes & Hill, 2024). Reproducibility frameworks emphasise the need for controlled environments, consistent software states, and documented processes to ensure that results do not vary across runs, even when deployed on different platforms or operators, or over time (Wagner, et al., 2022). Without such determinism, it becomes difficult to audit, compare or validate outcomes, undermining confidence in a given pipeline or set of procedures (Leipzig, et al., 2020). Deterministic workflows also facilitate versioning, provenance tracking, and incremental revision, all of which are essential in collaborative digital media production where hundreds of artists and tools contribute to a single shot (Samaras, 2021). By contrast, systems that embed randomness or non-reproduceable processes complicate quality control and can generate outputs that diverge each time they are executed, posing challenges for continuity and approval in professional pipelines. 
Within this context, final pixel workflows refer to work performed directly on the definitive pixel values that will survive approvals, grading, quality control (QC), and delivery into the released master, including theatrical Digital Cinema Packages (DCPs) and streaming masters. These workflows therefore privilege deterministic outputs, traceability, and technical compliance, which helps explain why tools that require destructive remapping (for example, to 8-bit display-referred formats) struggle to integrate beyond exploratory stages (Okun, et al., 2023).

Understanding Artificial Intelligence and its influence on the VFX industry
Artificial intelligence is commonly defined as an umbrella term encompassing computational systems designed to perform tasks associated with human cognition, including perception, reasoning, pattern recognition, and decision-making (Janiesch, et al., 2021). Within this broad category, machine learning (ML) refers to techniques that enable systems to learn from data and improve performance through experience rather than explicit rule-based programming (Chow, 2020; Janiesch, et al., 2021). ML systems identify patterns, relationships, and regularities within large datasets, allowing them to generalise from experience and adapt to new inputs over time (Janiesch, et al., 2021). Generative artificial intelligence (GenAI), in turn, denotes a specific class of models capable of producing novel outputs, such as images, text, or video, based on learned statistical patterns (Erickson, 2024; Narayan, et al., 2024). Maintaining clear distinctions between AI, ML, and GenAI is analytically important. Brown (2021) and Narayan et al. (2024) caution that collapsing these categories risks overstating technological autonomy and obscuring the extensive human labour involved in training, curating, and supervising these systems. Training data selection, model calibration, iterative testing, and manual correction remain central to how these systems function, highlighting that AI and GenAI technologies are not self-sufficient creative agents but socio-technical assemblages whose outputs are shaped by human decision-making at every stage (Anantrasirichai & Bull, 2022; Demsar, et al., 2025; Erickson, 2024; Narayan, et al., 2024).
Scholarly discussions of AI in the VFX industry situate its adoption within a longer history of technological experimentation, optimisation, and labour precarity in screen production (Jones, 2023; Narayan, et al., 2024). As an alternative to representing a sudden rupture, AI is most often framed as an extension of existing computational practices that have long shaped film production workflows. Chow (2020, p. 194) argues that film production has already incorporated AI in “small and significant ways,” including object recognition, image manipulation, animation, and special effects generation. Within VFX, AI and ML have been used for decades to automate labour-intensive tasks such as denoising, rotoscoping, object removal, inpainting, super-scaling, and rendering optimisation (Dahlberg et al., 2019; Singh, et al., 2023b; Verma & Haider, 2024). 
AI systems, then, excel at low-level image processing and pattern recognition, particularly when trained on the large, well-organised datasets generated by VFX pipelines. Dahlberg et al. (2019) demonstrate how machine-learning denoisers developed by major studios significantly reduce render times while preserving image quality, enabling artists to iterate more rapidly within tight production schedules. Similarly, Kleiman et al. (2019, p. 1) argue that deep learning techniques relieve artists of “menial work” in place of replacing skilled labour, reinforcing an industry-facing narrative in which AI and ML is framed as an assistive technology that enhances productivity while leaving creative decision-making ostensibly intact (Erickson, 2024). However, scholars also caution that automation can hamper creativity by standardising outputs and narrowing aesthetic possibilities (Atkinson & Baker, 2023; Runco, 2023). Chow (2020) warns that predictive analytics and data-driven decision-making risk privileging proven formulas over experimentation, potentially entrenching existing inequalities by favouring familiar genres, stars, and visual styles. In VFX-heavy productions, where realism and verisimilitude function as dominant evaluative criteria (Dinur, 2023; Rüling & Duymedjian, 2014), AI and GenAI’s reliance on historical data and pattern recognition may further entrench aesthetic conservatism in place of enabling genuine innovation.
AI and GenAI’s promise of efficiency is particularly appealing within an industry already characterised by cost pressures, compressed timelines, and globalised labour markets (Curtin & Vanderhoef 2015; Yuan, et al., 2015). However, empirical studies of AI-assisted creative production consistently demonstrate that these systems are themselves highly labour-intensive, requiring new forms of expertise in data selection, data cleaning, parameter tuning, and output curation (Erickson, 2024). Where efficiencies do emerge is primarily through the displacement of labour in early-stage ideation, previsualisation, and repetitive technical processes, instead of through the complete replacement of creative roles (Amankwah-Amoah et al. 2024; Anantrasirichai & Bull 2022; Erickson, 2024; Narayan, et al., 2024). Although industry reports and popular media frequently frame GenAI systems as a threat to employment (Cho, 2024; CVLECONOMICS 2024), empirical evidence suggests that human expertise remains essential for maintaining aesthetic coherence, narrative intent, and photorealistic credibility—qualities that current AI systems struggle to reproduce autonomously (Brown, 2021; Narayan, et al., 2024). AI and GenAI’s limited capacity to grasp narrative meaning, emotional nuance, and stylistic consistency, therefore, reinforces the continued centrality of human judgement within VFX production, even as the tools themselves evolve.
Paradoxically, as AI and GenAI tools are increasingly foregrounded in industrial discourse and marketing, the human labour underpinning them becomes further invisible. Narayan et al. (2024) argue that this dynamic mirrors long-standing conditions within VFX, where creative labour is structurally obscured by the demand for seamless spectacle; in this sense, AI does not disrupt the invisibility of VFX labour but intensifies it. This structural invisibility has significant ethical and legal implications, particularly around authorship, intellectual property, and data use. VFX artists have expressed concern that their work may be incorporated into training datasets for proprietary AI and GenAI systems without consent, attribution, or compensation, potentially undermining both creative ownership and future employment prospects (Asher-Schapiro 2024; Narayan et al., 2024). These anxieties resonate with broader industry disputes, including the 2023 Writers Guild of America and SAG-AFTRA strikes, which foregrounded fears that AI could be used to extract creative labour indefinitely while eroding creative autonomy (Merchant, 2023; Yamazaki, 2025). Although VFX artists occupy a distinct industrial position from performers and writers, these debates reveal shared concerns across screen production regarding ownership, control, and the future of creative work. 

Method
This study adopts a qualitative, exploratory approach to revisit the question of artificial intelligence in VFX at a moment of rapid technological change, combining analysis of contemporary online news texts with interviews that document the evolving perspectives of VFX practitioners. Alongside considering industry attitudes toward AI, it adopts an exploratory approach that examines how generative AI is materially encountered, evaluated, and constrained within contemporary VFX production contexts, foregrounding the gap between discursive promise and production reality. Drawing on both online news coverage and the accounts of VFX practitioners, the research attends to the ways meanings around AI are produced through professional practice, media discourse, and lived experience. Building on earlier research undertaken in 2023, the study remains open to emergent themes and unanticipated perspectives, recognising that understandings of AI are neither stable nor uniform. Guided by an interpretivist framework, the analysis treats meaning as socially constructed and shaped by the specific conditions under (Willis et al., 2007) which, in this case, VFX artists work. As opposed to seeking to establish definitive claims, the research offers situated insights into how generative AI is framed, negotiated, and limited in practice, highlighting the tensions between technological promise, creative labour, and the material realities of VFX production. This research received ethics approval from AUTEC (24/29) and all interviewees signed consent forms before taking part in the research.
Although the initial research design prioritised interviews with VFX practitioners, recruitment proved challenging. Many potential participants expressed a broader sense of frustration and fatigue with current conditions in the VFX industry and were concerned that this wider dissatisfaction would shape their responses in ways they felt unable to bracket during the interview process, leading to only 15 interviews taking place. This reluctance underscored the extent to which AI was being encountered within a wider set of industrial pressures, instead of as an isolated technological development. With those willing to take part in the research, we carried out semi-structured online interviews, which ranged from approximately 30 minutes to one hour in length. Participants were required to be experienced VFX artists with credits on Hollywood blockbuster productions, resulting in a globally distributed sample. The practitioners interviewed had between one and more than 25 years of industry experience, and all were expected to have engaged with artificial intelligence tools in some capacity as part of their professional practice. Semi-structured interviews were selected for their capacity to elicit participants’ individual perspectives on complex social and technological phenomena, while also allowing for follow-up questions to clarify and deepen particular responses (Adams, 2015). All interviews were recorded and transcribed and the primary researcher reviewed and cleaned the transcripts before sharing them with the wider research team for analysis. To ensure confidentiality and anonymity, we have used pseudonyms when referring to participants in our data analysis.  
As noted above, the study was adapted to incorporate online news/media articles published during the same period as the interview phase, between January and June 2025, in order to complement the interview data and examine how generative AI was being framed, assessed, and constrained within contemporary VFX production contexts. News articles were identified using Google’s News Search function, employing the key terms “VFX,” “artificial intelligence,” and “film.” This search initially returned 36 articles, which were refined to 26 through the removal of duplicate items, press releases, and pieces published on personal blogs or non-verified platforms. The final corpus included coverage from publications such as The Hollywood Reporter, Variety, VFX Voice, Deadline, Fast Company, and The Independent[footnoteRef:1]. [1:  The 27 articles (Cherbetji, 2025; Cho, 2025; Giardina, 2025a, 2025b, 2025c, 2025d; Diaz, 2025; Ford, 2025; FX Guide, 2025; Goodfellow, 2025; Hayes, 2025; Hogg, 2025; Jones & O’Falt, 2025; Marc, 2025; McCullaugh, 2025; Mottram, 2025; Nũnez, 2025; Opentools, 2025; PC Mag, 2025; Perkel, 2025; Pulliam-Moore, 2025; Sazalai, 2025a, 2025b; Seymour, 2025; Vlessing, 2025; Welk, 2025)] 

Bringing together interview data and online news coverage allowed the study to examine generative AI in VFX across both lived production contexts and publicly circulating industry discourse. While the interviews provided insight into how AI was encountered, evaluated, and constrained within everyday creative practice, the news articles offered a parallel account of how these technologies were being framed, justified, and contested at an industry level. Analysing these datasets in tandem enabled the research to trace points of convergence and disjuncture between practitioners’ experiences and the narratives advanced by industry figures, journalists, and commentators. This approach was particularly useful for identifying how claims about innovation, efficiency, and transformation circulate within media discourse, and how such claims are taken up, resisted, or reframed by VFX artists working under specific industrial and labour conditions.
Analysed in this way, the study foregrounded participants’ lived and articulated experiences, focusing on how VFX practitioners and those represented through quoted voices in media coverage understood, negotiated, and made sense of AI within their professional practice. Rather than treating either dataset as a straightforward reflection of industry consensus, the analysis attended to how meanings around AI were constructed through reflection, affect, repetition, and emphasis across both interviews and media texts. Statements articulated with particular intensity, revisited across interviews, or foregrounded in media narratives were treated as analytically significant, on the basis that such patterns illuminate how AI is encountered and evaluated in practice, as well as where its perceived limits and tensions emerge. These moments were therefore prioritised as key interpretive anchors within the analytical process (Byrne, 2022).
Both interview transcripts and online news articles were analysed using a reflexive thematic analysis approach, following Braun and Clarke (2006; Braun et al., 2023). Within the news media corpus, analytical attention was directed primarily toward quoted material attributed to VFX practitioners, industry representatives, and AI specialists. This enabled the study to examine how generative AI was being discussed by high-profile industry figures, such as James Cameron and Ed Ulbrich, alongside commentary from VFX advocacy groups and working practitioners whose perspectives speak directly to everyday production realities. Reflexive thematic analysis (Braun, et al., 2023) was selected for its flexibility and its capacity to accommodate both surface-level descriptions of, in this case, AI’s use and deeper interpretive work around how its possibilities and constraints are discursively constructed. At the semantic level, coding focused on how AI was described, evaluated, and incorporated into VFX workflows across interviews and media texts. At the latent level, the analysis drew on earlier research to examine how broader narratives about creativity, labour, automation, and technological change shaped understandings of AI’s role within film and VFX production. This dual focus enabled the analysis to capture not only what participants and commentators said about AI, but also how underlying assumptions and frameworks informed those positions.
The analytical process followed the six-phase framework outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006, 2013). The research team began by familiarising themselves with the dataset through repeated engagement with interview transcripts, audio recordings, and selected news articles, with particular emphasis on quoted material that reflected moments of evaluation, tension, or constraint. Initial coding was undertaken independently by members of the research team, each bringing their own interpretive perspective to the data. Codes were then compared and discussed collectively, requiring negotiation around areas of overlap and divergence, as recommended by Byrne (2022). Through this iterative process, an initial set of 29 codes was refined into seven provisional themes. Ongoing critical questioning around the coherence, scope, and analytical value of each theme (Byrne, 2022), including whether it captured a meaningful pattern in how generative AI was being encountered and constrained in practice, led to the further consolidation of the thematic structure. This process resulted in four overarching themes that form the analytical foundation of the article. Throughout the analysis, the research team engaged in reflexive practice (Braun et al., 2023), critically examining how their own assumptions and prior engagements with debates around AI and creative labour informed the interpretive process.
The four themes identified through this process were: Hype and Hyperbole; Efficiencies and Employment; Actual Application; and Technical Constraints and Material Limits.

Results
Theme 1: Hype & Hyperbole
The first of our themes, hype and hyperbole, captures how the ‘true’ value of artificial intelligence to the VFX industry is constructed across media texts and practitioner interviews. Central here is the gap between perceptions of what AI is supposed to deliver and the lived experiences of VFX artists working with, or alongside, these tools. While public-facing narratives often frame GenAI as transformative, our participants’ accounts suggest its role remains limited, uneven, and, in some cases, more speculative than real.
Although this was less pronounced in media articles, VFX studios, producers, and artificial intelligence researchers at MoonValley and Digital Domain were quick to emphasise the value of AI to the industry. Ed Ulbrich of MoonValley, for instance, claimed that “AI-powered filmmaking tools are like jet fuel for creativity” (Welk, 2025), while Lala Gavgavian of Digital Domain argued that “AI tools are already making strides in automating rotoscoping, keying and motion capture cleanup, which are traditionally labour-intensive and time-consuming tasks” (McCullaugh, 2025). These comments position AI as a force that not only accelerates production but also liberates creative labour. Some of our interviewees echoed this framing, particularly when discussing AI’s potential to alleviate monotonous tasks. As Isabelle explained, “AI has gotten good enough that it can get you about 75 percent of the way there [with rotoscoping]... and a talented artist can refine the rest.” These perspectives tend to advocate for AI as a support tool: one capable of absorbing repetitive, labour-intensive processes such as rotoscoping, tracking, and paint work. Such a position aligns with existing research on GenAI in creative industries, where adoption is often motivated by the promise of streamlining mundane activities that can increase productivity and intrinsic motivation (Bender, 2025; Erickson, 2024; Pearson, 2022; Verma & Haider, 2024).
However, this optimistic narrative was far less convincing for those tasked with performing this so-called “grunt work.” While figures in senior or managerial positions were confident that “Automation of repetitive and non-creative tasks such as rotoscoping and tracking will significantly reduce the time and effort required for these laborious processes...” (Neishaw Ali CEO of Spin VFX cited in McCullaugh, 2025), entry-level artists among our respondents consistently reported that this future had not yet materialised. As Jeremy noted, “I hear people saying juniors won’t need to do roto anymore, or that everything will be automated, and then I look at my day and I’m still rotoing.” Taylor similarly remarked, “I’m still just doing roto.” For these participants, there was a clear disconnect between the perception of automation and the everyday reality of their work. They were aware of the narratives circulating in media and industry that their roles were being replaced or reshaped by AI, while simultaneously continuing to perform manual VFX activities. This contradiction produced a sense of professional “limbo,” where expectations of obsolescence coexist with unchanged labour conditions. Research suggests that feelings of uncertainty and confusion can actually work against the possibility of workers retaining motivation for their work, especially in the creative industries, where that anxiety can adversely impact the experiences of workers if they have low ambiguity tolerance (Gotsi, et al., 2018; Hesmondhalgh & Baker, 2008; Rowlands & Handy, 2012). Jeremy articulated the destabilising effect of this uncertainty, observing that the “range of opinions actually makes it harder to know what to think. If they all don’t all agree, how am I supposed to be confident?” Instead of offering clarity, the competing perceptions surrounding AI amplified feelings of precarity and ambiguity common in the creative industries (Hesmondhalgh & Baker, 2013).
Although Taylor was attempting to upskill and gain familiarity with AI tools, they remained unconvinced that “it’s useful” or that investing personal time into learning the skills was entirely worthwhile. Even among senior leaders in the industry, there was some acknowledgement that the pressure to “know it all” could be counterproductive. Mark Finch (Chief Technology Officer at Vicon), for example, cautioned that artists risk spending valuable time mastering tools that are “still finding their feet” (McCullaugh, 2025). These accounts, and others like them, suggest that the rhetoric surrounding AI’s value is perhaps based on hype that is yet to be fully realised in the VFX industry. 
Technology companies and major studios may promote AI under the promise of producing and aiding creative work (Giardina, 2025a; Hogg, 2025; McCullaugh, 2025), yet this promise may not be borne out in the experiences of many artists. Participants repeatedly pointed to technical constraints that undermined AI’s practical usefulness in production (a point we revisit in theme four when we unpack with specificity the technical issues in AI for VFX). As Morgan described, “You try to use it in a sequence and suddenly characters drift, lighting doesn’t match, edges jitter. It’s pointless noise,” while Quinn argued that “Generative models don’t have a persistent internal idea of a character, environment, or scene... that’s poison for QC [quality control].” Several interviewees noted that while “AI was brilliant for speed and alignment,” the outputs still required extensive revision and rebuilding. As Casey explained, the AI generated work was useful for gauging buy-in for concepts but then “traditional artists had to rebuild everything properly in Ellis, ZBrush, Houdini, and texture it in Substance.” Rather than freeing up time for creative experimentation, Casey believed this process “created more work downstream” with artists essentially validating what the AI created. Scholars have found that such an eventuality is deeply criticised by VFX workers who do not simply want to follow AI-generated work at the expense of their own imagination and creativity (Narayan, et al., 2024).
Where AI did offer value was not in replacing labour but in reshaping decision-making at higher levels of production. As Casey clarified:
Technical blockers get solved quicker because I can sanity-check ideas before pulling an artist off another task. I was talking to [redacted], and we unsure whether a shot should be solved with a 2.5D comp in Nuke or a full CG rebuild in Unreal, but I can prototype the logic mentally and technically much faster with AI support given the constraints we knew the plates had. That means fewer false starts.
The suggestion here, is that the grunt work remained, but AI was increasingly used to “kill the wrong approach” (Riley) earlier in the pipeline. However, to ensure the wrong approaches are killed places additional pressure on artists to develop “new instincts” or to learn “how to recognise situations where ML helps and situations where it absolutely doesn’t” (Avery). As Taylor’s earlier comments suggest, this creates a cyclical uncertainty: artists feel compelled to learn AI tools because of the surrounding hype, yet remain unsure whether those tools will meaningfully integrate into their workflows. The result, at least among our participants, is a growing ambivalence, and in some cases, reluctance, toward AI adoption in the VFX industry, complicating and sometimes contradicting many dominant narratives communicated within the industry. 

Theme 2: Efficiencies & Employment 
In our second theme, efficiencies and employment, we collated all of the discussion across the media texts that alluded to AI being a means for economic survival of the film industry and an opportunity for more productions, in what can be construed as a potentially democratising of VFX. Across the media texts, assertions were made that the technology would generate significant cost savings alongside increased production speed. Industry executives frequently framed these efficiencies as evidence of AI’s disruptive potential. Ted Sarandos of Netflix, for example, argued that the de-aging effects in Pedro Páramo were achieved at a fraction of the cost of comparable techniques used in The Irishman, noting that the entire budget of the newer film was roughly equivalent to the VFX costs of the older project (Hayes, 2025). Similarly, Nikola Todorovic, founder of Wonder Dynamics, explained that his company’s technology was designed specifically to enable visually ambitious storytelling at the lower end of the budget spectrum, while also accelerating elements of the traditional VFX pipeline (Hogg, 2025). Rohan Sahai of OpenAI likewise suggested that forward-looking production companies are using tools such as Sora to streamline workflows and reduce overall production costs (Cho, 2025). These pressures to reduce costs have been amplified by sweeping industrial transformations within Hollywood over the past five years, defined by declining cinema attendance, corporate consolidation, and increasing competition for streaming service subscriptions among major conglomerates.
Claims about efficiency and economic survival are frequently extended into a broader narrative of democratisation, wherein AI is framed as lowering barriers to entry and expanding participation in creative production (Garcia, 2024). If advanced effects can be produced faster and at lower cost, the logic follows that more creators, particularly those working on smaller budgets, can access tools and techniques once reserved for major studios. This position is reinforced by industry figures such as Christopher Nichols of Chaos, who anticipates a shift toward “fewer artists per project but more projects in general,” as AI makes high-level content creation more affordable (McCullaugh, 2025). Similarly, Nikola Todorovic of Wonder Dynamics has argued that his company’s goal was to allow filmmakers to tell visually massive stories at the lower end of the budget (Hogg, 2025). Together, these claims position AI not simply as a cost-saving device, but as an infrastructural change that could broaden who is able to participate in VFX-driven storytelling. However, this framing risks conflating access to technology with access to creative labour markets. While AI tools may be increasingly available, meaningful participation in professional VFX work still depends on a deep understanding of creative workflows, technical pipelines, and collaborative production processes (Narayan et al. 2024). As Avery emphasised, “image literacy and judgement” are now more important than ever. Familiarity with AI interfaces alone does not substitute for this expertise. Isabelle similarly advised artists to keep their traditional skills sharp, noting that AI cannot replace “deep creative judgment, temporal continuity, or artistic intent.” These practitioner accounts underscore that the competencies required to work effectively in VFX remain highly specialised, even as the tools themselves become more accessible.
The above examples point to clear instances of cost efficiency, and our interviewees largely agreed that AI could save time and money in specific contexts, particularly during early-stage iteration, aesthetic experimentation, or when rapidly testing variations of characters or visual concepts. Yet they also took the opportunity to emphasise that these efficiencies did not extend to the wholesale replacement of labour, which was also echoed by some leaders of industry, such as Roberto Legato of Stability AI who claimed that AI in VFX should be seen as a “fusion of AI and filmmaking as an evolution of creative storytelling, designed to elevate rather than substitute for artistry” (fxguide, 2025). As scholars have similarly argued, AI is unlikely to deliver sustained cost savings through staff displacement, with many human oversight needed to interpret and guide the technology (Bender, 2025; Erickson, 2024; Pedota, et al., 2025). As Ellis lamented, “Half my job is interpreting vague notes. ‘Make it cooler but warmer.’ ... Those notes only work because humans understand context,” a point echoed by Quinn, who stated that “Generative tools don’t understand notes. They don’t understand subtext.” These perspectives reinforce scholarly claims that artists retain their position in the industry not despite AI, but because of its limitations. The technology still requires human expertise to interpret creative intent, make contextual judgements, and guide production decisions (Bender, 2025; Erickson, 2024; Narayan, et al., 2024; Pedota, et al., 2025). As such, where cost savings do emerge, they are not found in the erosion of creative labour, but in how artists’ knowledge and experience are leveraged to pilot and constrain the machine. Creative talent, then, becomes the critical resource through which AI’s limited efficiencies are realised.
Interestingly, across both the news media texts and interviews, there was a recurring concern that embracing GenAI in the film industry could have significant implications for the industry’s carbon footprint, with many advocating for a “clean” and environmentally ethical approach to adopting the technology (Goodfellow, 2025; Szalai, 2025a). This framing positions GenAI not only as a labour or creative issue, but as an environmental one, aligning debates around AI with broader sustainability initiatives (Chauhan, et al., 2024; van Wynsberghe, 2021; Yu, et al., 2024). As director and Head of the AI Taskforce at ABRACA (Belgium’s animation workers union) Lauri Sanders argues, “The computational power required to train and use generative AI models demands a staggering amount of electricity and water, which directly strains municipal water supplies and disrupts local ecosystems” (Goodfellow, 2025), a concern echoed by the BFI Report, which states that “GenAI models require significant computational resources, resulting in high energy consumption and associated carbon emissions” (Szalai, 2025a). These perspectives align with wider research that has emphasised that, while technologies such as AI may offer efficiency gains, they can simultaneously produce significant environmental harm through energy consumption and resource extraction (Chauhan, et al., 2024; Yu, et al., 2024). However, this concern was not universally shared. Ash suggested that the VFX industry, as a highly technological field, already contributes substantially to carbon emissions, and that the strategic use of AI could potentially reduce environmental impact by saving “time, energy, and electricity.” This divergence highlights a tension between institutional and critical accounts of GenAI’s environmental cost and practitioner-level perceptions that frame AI as a tool for optimisation within existing, resource-intensive production pipelines.

Theme 3: Actual application
Our third theme, actual application, captures how AI is currently being integrated into the VFX industry, and where persistent misnomers about its use begin to emerge. There was broad consensus across both media texts and interviews that AI in VFX is “inevitable,” and equal agreement that how and when AI can be applied remains highly niche, shaped by a range of external constraints. In other words, inevitability does not translate into ubiquity. 
Online news texts consistently positioned AI as a tool used primarily in pre-production or in tightly defined technical stages of production, and not the creation of final assets. Examples included the use of AI-generated “moving mood boards” to assist with visualisation (Diaz, 2025), the production of “digital renderings” that could act as concept photos (Jones & O’Falt, 2025), the insertion of elements such as smoke, shattering glass, or reflections into already established scenes (Nuñez, 2025), and the planning and resource management of large-scale productions (McCullaugh, 2025). Even amongst these leaders of industry, it was clear that AI would not replace VFX artists and would operate as a tool that could aid creative work. Yet what also emerged clearly from both the media discourse and practitioner accounts was that AI is rarely, if ever, used for final creative work. As an alternative, it functions as an assistive or exploratory tool whose outputs are provisional, not authoritative.
Crucially, these limits were reinforced by concerns around copyright and intellectual property. Across both media texts and interviews, it was made abundantly clear that when AI was used, it was largely confined to proprietary or closed systems in order to mitigate the risk of copyright infringement. While perceptions of AI’s value may diverge between workers and those in positions of power, there was remarkable consensus regarding the boundaries of acceptable use. As Casey stressed, “No proprietary assets go into public models. That’s a hard rule.” Finley articulated this position succinctly: “The safest approach is separation. Sensitive data stays out of public models. Proprietary work uses controlled environments.” These views align with existing research, which has shown that apprehension around AI in creative industries often centres on copyright ambiguity, particularly where training data functions as a ‘black box’ and where creative work may be used to train systems without the consent of creators (Orbeting, 2024; Pasquale & Sun, 2024). Given the film industry is fundamentally reliant on the ownership and exploitation of intellectual property (Phillips, 2004), it is unsurprising that VFX artists express strong resistance to practices that threaten authorship and, by extension, their livelihoods (Narayan, et al., 2024).
This is not to suggest that artists have rejected AI outright. What we are seeing is they have developed workarounds that allow for limited experimentation while maintaining control over their labour. As Remy explained, “I’m focusing on local, open-source tools and controlled inputs... I’m not relying on cloud-based black boxes,” signalling a preference for artist-owned or studio-contained machine learning systems. Such approaches directly address a key concern raised by participants: the risk that their work could be absorbed into training datasets without attribution or consent (Narayan, et al., 2024). Accordingly, emerging technologies such as CopyCat offer one example of how these concerns are being partially mitigated. Because tools like this are trained on artists’ own material, they can produce reliable outputs while avoiding issues of “data provenance” and misappropriation, at least during the production phase (Cherbetji, 2025). While such protections do not extend indefinitely once a film is completed and enters broader circulation, the use of secure, controlled frameworks nonetheless reduces uncertainty and reinforces the narrow, carefully managed conditions under which AI is currently applied in the VFX industry.
Those working in the VFX industry tend to be technologically literate and comparatively open to the adoption of new tools. While not all interviewees were actively integrating GenAI across their creative workflows, what was particularly observable was their ability to demystify and critically understand generative AI technologies in ways that distinguish the VFX sector from other creative industries. When discussing the GenAI applications they were experimenting with, interviewees frequently drew parallels between these tools and existing backend processes with which they were already familiar. As Taylor explained, “The node stuff makes sense to me because it feels a bit like Nuke,” while Avery similarly noted that “If you’ve come from Flame, you’re used to learning tools that abstract complexity. Copycat is just doing that in a different way.” These comparisons indicate that resistance to the wholesale uptake of GenAI was not rooted in a lack of technical comprehension or skills. The limited integration of these technologies appears to be shaped by the structural conditions of the VFX industry itself, where established pipelines, rigid production workflows, and iron-clad contractual frameworks constrain the ability to easily experiment with and embed new technologies into practice (Curtin & Vanderhoef, 2015; Jones, 2023).

Theme 4: Technical Constraints and Material Limits 
Our fourth theme foregrounds the often-overlooked infrastructural realities that shape how AI can be used in VFX production. A recurring issue raised by interviewees concerned resolution and file fidelity. Remy, who works extensively with diffusion models inside systems such as ComfyUI, was explicit about the trade-offs involved. She noted that these systems “work best at lower resolutions like 720p” and that inputs must often be converted into compressed 8-bit formats such as PNG or H264. In doing so, ‘physically accurate’ data such as Z-depth or linear colour information must be remapped into sRGB ranges, resulting in a loss of precision. As she explained, “you lose physical accuracy, but gain creative control. It’s a trade-off, and you have to understand it to avoid artifacts or broken results.” This observation highlights a fundamental incompatibility between AI-driven image synthesis and the high dynamic range, high bit depth workflows that underpin contemporary VFX production. Feature film pipelines rely on EXR sequences precisely because they preserve lighting information, colour fidelity, and per-pixel control across shots. AI tools that cannot operate natively within these standards are therefore structurally excluded from final pixel workflows, which refers to the actual image data that is rendered, approved, and ultimately appears in the finished film.
Other issues of adopting AI technologies in VFX work is latent space, which several artists identified as both conceptually powerful and practically limiting. Remy described latent space as “a compressed description of an image rather than the image itself,” emphasising that artists are no longer working directly in pixel space, but in an abstract representation that must later be interpreted back into pixels (Comfy, 2025). Such abstraction enables rapid iteration and stylistic exploration, but it also introduces unpredictability. Once information is encoded into latent space, fine-grained control over individual elements becomes difficult, if not impossible. This lack of reversibility stands in contrast to traditional compositing, where layers, mattes, and passes can be adjusted independently, without destabilising the entire image (Okun et al., 2023). Generative tools “bake everything together”, said Ellis, leaving artists unable to isolate or refine specific components once an image has been produced. For a production context that demands incremental changes in response to notes, this becomes a critical liability.  
Temporal instability further compounds these issues. Multiple interviewees highlight the inability of generative systems to maintain consistency across shots, a problem that is inseparable from how these models process images independently rather than in context and as part of a temporal sequence. Quinn articulated this clearly, stating that generative models “don’t have a persistent internal idea of a character, environment, or scene.” As a result, specular highlights, grain structure, and even character identity can shift from shot to shot. Ellis’ experience testing generative approaches for face replacement also emphasised this limitation. Despite extensive efforts to constrain the model, she reported that “shot to shot, the model would generate a different version of the character’s face,” producing variations that were unacceptable in a continuity-driven medium and would adversely impact the quality and aesthetic standards of the discipline. Accordingly, for practitioners, this instability renders AI unsuitable for any work that must survive editorial scrutiny, quality control and narrative coherence.  

Discussion
This article extends our earlier study (Narayan et al., 2024) by moving beyond a focus on industry attitudes toward AI and examining how AI and generative artificial intelligence are being encountered, evaluated, and constrained within contemporary VFX production contexts. While the earlier study identified a cautious optimism toward AI, tempered by ethical, legal, and creative anxieties, the findings presented here demonstrate that this ambivalence has not resolved as the technology has matured. Instead, we posit that it has intensified, shaped by a widening gap between dominant narratives of AI’s transformative potential and the everyday realities of VFX labour.
Across media discourse, GenAI is consistently framed as a technology capable of accelerating production, reducing costs, and alleviating labour-intensive work. VFX industry leaders, studios, and AI research groups tend to advocate for the use of such AI because of its potential to aid the creative production process, particularly in an industry that regularly encounters profit and sustainability issues. For instance, it is not uncommon for VFX studios and practitioners to experience bankruptcy or a reduction in projects as they compete against one another for VFX opportunities (Curtin & Vanderhoef, 2015). Coupled with the financial insecurities that come when the VFX work of projects is undervalued or underestimated (Curtin & Vanderhoef, 2015; Jones, 2023), it was not surprising to see those quoted in media articles wanting to emphasise the value of AI to the film industry in general and VFX specifically. The claims by these industry leaders are also not unexpected when considering a growing body of scholarship positions AI and GenAI as efficiency-enhancing tool across production workflows (Amankwah-Amoah et al. 2024; Anantrasirichai & Bull 2022; Erickson, 2024; Narayan, et al., 2024). 
However, as our findings indicate, such narratives remain largely speculative when measured against the lived experiences of VFX artists. For many interview participants, particularly those working in junior or production-facing roles, the promised automation of repetitive tasks has yet to materialise in any substantive way. Rotoscoping, tracking, and clean-up work continue to dominate everyday workflows, even as artists are repeatedly told that these very tasks are on the verge of disappearance. This disjuncture produces a condition of professional uncertainty that extends beyond concerns about job security alone. VFX artists are required to navigate contradictory messages about their future relevance, expected to upskill in response to persistent AI hype while continuing to perform largely unchanged forms of manual labour. Such mixed messaging can generate a cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1962), as practitioners attempt to reconcile established understandings of what it means to be a VFX artist with emerging narratives of automation. This uncertainty can also foster stress and apprehension that are themselves inimical to creative practice (Gotsi, et al., 2018; Hesmondhalgh & Baker, 2008; Rowlands & Handy, 2012). In an industry already characterised by intense time pressure, constrained budgets, and expectations to continually ‘do more with less’ (Christopherson, 2009), the demand that VFX artists simultaneously maintain production output and invest in speculative upskilling may ultimately prompt some to consider employment beyond the VFX and film sectors.
As cultural economists and production scholars have long argued, creative work is inherently shaped by high levels of uncertainty and risk (Caves, 2003). The suggestion, then, is that what GenAI introduces is an additional layer of epistemic instability, in which workers struggle to determine whether engagement with emerging tools represents professional foresight or a misallocation of already scarce time and energy. Instead of offering clear pathways for adaptation, competing claims about AU and more specifically GenAI’s capabilities, particularly when juxtaposed against artists’ own experiences of its limitations, serve to amplify confusion and erode confidence, especially among early-career practitioners. Such conditions may also deter prospective entrants to the field, as the VFX industry continues to negotiate what AI can and cannot realistically achieve within production environments governed by rigid workflows, contractual obligations, and legal constraints (Curtin & Vanderhoef, 2015).
Amongst our participants, it was noted that there was a limited uptake of GenAI, but this cannot be attributed to a lack of technical literacy or resistance to innovation. Consistent with our earlier findings (Narayan, et al., 2024), participants in this study demonstrated a high degree of fluency in computational workflows and an ability to demystify AI by situating it within familiar paradigms of abstraction, procedural logic, and node-based systems. Their understanding and engagement with AI reflect the long-standing technological orientation of the VFX industry, where artists routinely adapt to new tools as part of their professional practice (Curtin & Vanderhoef, 2015; Rüling & Duymedjian, 2014). The resistance, where it exists, is therefore better understood as structural in place of cultural. Established pipelines, proprietary software ecosystems, rigid production schedules, and non-disclosure agreements significantly constrain opportunities for experimentation, particularly where GenAI outputs introduce legal, aesthetic, or quality-control risks. 
Furthermore, it was clear that the GenAI tools had a number of technical limitations which were revealed in our interviews when participants pointed to obvious incompatibility between generative systems and the material requirements of professional image-making. Therefore, as we found in our previous research (Narayan, et al., 2024), it is not that the VFX industry is reluctant to embrace AI and GenAI, especially when even industry leaders are expressing in media texts that they do not foresee job losses; it is because the AI that is being developed is still not always conducive to VFX work. Until this gap is addressed in a meaningful and collaborative way, it is likely that future research will continue to observe patterns similar to those identified here, in which AI is approached with cautious interest but remains only partially and unevenly integrated into VFX workflows.
Our findings also complicate claims that GenAI will deliver broad efficiencies through the displacement of creative labour (Amankwah-Amoah et al. 2024; Anantrasirichai & Bull 2022; Erickson, 2024). While both media texts and interviewees acknowledged that AI can save time and money in specific contexts, these efficiencies were largely confined to early-stage experimentation, rapid visualisation, and high-level decision-making. In practice, GenAI was most valuable as a tool for evaluating and discarding unviable creative approaches before committing additional human labour. This finding resonates with scholarship that positions GenAI as an augmentative not substitutive technology within creative industries (Bender, 2025; Erickson, 2024; Pearson, 2022; Pedota, et al., 2025) and reinforces the position of scholars that creative people are being expected to act as curators and evaluators of any work produced by AI (Atkinson & Barker, 2023; Demsar, et al., 2025). We observed, then, that as opposed to eliminating work, GenAI often redistributes it, generating additional downstream labour as artists are required to validate, correct, or rebuild machine-generated outputs to meet professional standards. 
In our previous research (Narayan, et al., 2024), it was evident that if VFX artists were routinely expected to clean up after GenAI systems, many would reconsider remaining in the industry, as such work would no longer align with their creative aspirations or professional identities. Interestingly, while this down streaming of labour did appear to add to workloads, a dynamic that scholars have suggested may accompany AI adoption (Atkinson & Barker, 2023; Narayan, et al., 2024), none of our participants framed AI’s influence on production as a reason to leave the industry. This may be because they perceived the quality of AI-generated outputs as insufficient when compared to their own expertise, or because GenAI was experienced as a provisional guide instead of an authoritative creative agent, allowing artists to retain a sense of autonomy and authorship in their work. Further research will be required to examine this tension more closely and to determine whether such perceptions persist as GenAI technologies continue to develop and integrate into production workflows.
Where GenAI was perceived as particularly valuable was in decision-making and early-stage workflow optimisation. Senior artists, supervisors, and production leads were better positioned to leverage GenAI as a means of rapidly testing ideas, assessing feasibility, and narrowing creative directions, while junior artists largely continued to perform the same forms of repetitive, production-facing labour. In this respect, the benefits of AI adoption appear to accrue unevenly across the production hierarchy. Although media texts and institutional reports frequently frame GenAI as a democratising force that lowers barriers to entry by enabling “blockbuster-grade” effects on independent or low-budget projects (Szalai, 2025a), the experiences of our interviewees suggest that such claims require careful qualification. Industry leaders and technology developers repeatedly emphasised AI’s capacity to empower independent filmmakers, reduce reliance on large studio infrastructures, and expand access to high-end VFX tools (McCullaugh, 2025; Perkel, 2025; Pulliam-Moore, 2025). These narratives position AI as shifting power away from established VFX “gatekeepers” and toward smaller teams, emerging creators, and under-resourced productions (Szalai, 2025a; Welk, 2025).
However, while access to tools may be expanding at the level of independent filmmaking and visualising of work (Cho, 2025; McCullaugh, 2025; Szalai, 2025a) this does not necessarily translate into expanded access to professional VFX labour markets. As several participants noted, sustained participation in VFX production continues to depend on image literacy, contextual judgment, and the ability to work within complex, collaborative pipelines. Even where GenAI enables smaller productions to achieve visually ambitious outcomes, the interpretive and supervisory labour required to guide, correct, and integrate machine-generated outputs remains firmly rooted in professional expertise. In this sense, GenAI appears less to democratise creative labour than to reconfigure where value is generated within the production process, concentrating efficiencies at higher levels of decision-making rather than redistributing creative authority more broadly. These findings align with Narayan et al. (2024) and wider creative labour scholarship, which suggests that under conditions of technological mediation, expertise does not diminish but becomes increasingly central to maintaining aesthetic coherence, production quality, and creative intent (Matthews, et al., 2026; Nairn, et al., 2026).
One of the most notable developments in this study is the emergence of environmental sustainability as a point of ethical concern. While previous research on AI in film has focused primarily on authorship, copyright, and employment (Orbeting, 2024; Pasquale & Sun, 2024), our findings indicate that leaders of industry who were quoted in the media texts and practitioners are increasingly attentive to the ecological implications of GenAI. Concerns about energy consumption, water use, and carbon emissions position AI within wider debates about sustainable production practices, extending ethical evaluation beyond human-centred considerations. At the same time, divergent practitioner perspectives complicate this framing. Some participants argued that AI could reduce environmental impact by optimising existing, resource-intensive workflows. This tension reflects broader contradictions in sustainability discourse, where efficiency gains are often assumed to offset infrastructural costs, and highlights the importance of scale in evaluating the environmental ethics of creative technologies (Chauhan, et al., 2024; van Wynsberghe, 2021; Yu, et al., 2024).
Perhaps the most significant finding of this study is how it complicates assumptions that the widespread discussion of AI within the film industry signals an inevitable transition toward ubiquitous adoption. While there was broad consensus across both media texts and interviews that AI will continue to play a role in the future of VFX, its current application remains tightly circumscribed and carefully managed. Concerns around copyright, intellectual property, data provenance, and contractual liability significantly shape where and how AI can be used, leading artists and studios to favour closed, proprietary, or locally trained systems over public-facing models. Rather than embracing AI as a disruptive force, the film industry appears to be actively containing its influence, integrating the technology only where it can be controlled, audited, and aligned with existing production and legal frameworks. As production studies have long demonstrated, technological change in screen industries is shaped as much by legal, economic, and institutional conditions as by innovation itself (Hesmondhalgh & Baker, 2010).
Viewed through this lens, several recent industry developments become more intelligible. The difficulties Lionsgate has reportedly encountered in producing AI-generated films with Runway (Landymore, 2025), the legal action taken by major studios against companies such as Midjourney (FP Tech Desk, 2025), and director Darren Aronofsky’s collaboration with Google to actively shape how AI is integrated into filmmaking (Weprin, 2025) can all be read not as resistance to AI per se, but as efforts to reassert control over a technology perceived as both powerful and potentially destabilising. Unlike other creative industries where experimentation with generative tools can occur with lower risks (Matthews, et al., 2023; Tsao, et al., 2025), film production is governed by rigid pipelines (Seidel, et al., 2010), high financial stakes (Curtin & Vanderhoef, 2015; Parker & Cox, 2013), and tightly protected intellectual property (McCalman, 2004). Under such conditions, openness and improvisation are liabilities rather than virtues. What emerges, then, is an industry that appears to be embracing AI rhetorically, while operationally limiting its scope to preserve existing hierarchies of authorship, ownership, and accountability.

Limitations and future research
While the interview data captures a range of perspectives across seniority levels, roles, and production contexts, the sample is necessarily limited in scale and geography. Although participants’ accounts resonate strongly with existing literature on creative labour, uncertainty, and technological change, the findings should not be understood as universally representative of the global VFX industry. Future research would benefit from comparative studies examining how AI adoption and perception vary across national contexts, production scales, and labour regimes, particularly in regions where unionisation, labour protections, and access to technology differ substantially.
Secondly, this study prioritises qualitative accounts drawn from practitioner interviews and media discourse. While well-suited to examining lived experience, meaning-making, and institutional narratives, it does not attempt to quantify productivity gains, cost savings, or environmental impacts associated with AI adoption. Future work could complement these findings with empirical production data, such as time-on-task comparisons, budget analyses, or energy-use measurements, to critically assess industry claims around efficiency, sustainability, and economic benefit.
Third, while the research foregrounds VFX artists’ perspectives, it does not include sustained analysis of adjacent stakeholders such as directors, producers, legal teams, distributors, or audiences. Given the centrality of copyright, intellectual property, and contractual liability in shaping AI use, future research could examine how these actors negotiate risk and responsibility, as well as how AI-assisted VFX are perceived and valued by audiences, particularly when innovation is foregrounded in marketing.
The uneven distribution of AI’s perceived benefits, which accrue primarily to senior artists and decision-makers, also warrants closer examination. Longitudinal research tracking career progression, skill development, and job satisfaction among early-career VFX artists could help determine whether AI exacerbates existing inequalities or reshapes entry pathways into the industry. Finally, the emergence of environmental sustainability as a concern highlights the need for interdisciplinary research integrating production studies, environmental studies, and computational ethics, particularly to assess whether AI contributes to more sustainable practices or merely redistributes environmental costs across production infrastructures.

Conclusion
This study builds on earlier research about AI in VFX (Narayan et al., 2024) by showing that the importance of generative AI is less about replacing jobs and more about how it is shaped by pipeline rules, demands for continuity, and legal responsibilities. Through interviews and online news discussions, "disruption" is mainly a marketing story, while actual daily use is quite limited. It's mostly around idea generation, quick prototyping, and decision support, with final-pixel work affected by standards of quality, reproducibility, origin, and quality control. When generative tools are included in the pipeline, they tend to shift tasks rather than remove them. They introduce new tasks for validation, correction, and rebuilding downstream, and the benefits are not evenly distributed based on experience. Overall, these findings suggest that AI adoption in VFX is a negotiated process bound by pipeline constraints, occurring under uncertain conditions, rather than a smooth technological change. In VFX, the future does not mean “AI takes over artists.” Instead, it signifies that AI introduces managed uncertainty within a structured craft.
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