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Welcome to the
2021 Future of Film Report!

When writing the inaugural Future of Film Report in early 2020, we were unaware of 
the imminent global pandemic and its seismic societal impact. Fast forward 12 months 
and the world has altered in so many ways. Film and entertainment has been 
significantly impacted, with the overwhelming dominance of streaming platforms 
following cinema closures and the subsequent breakdown of release ‘windows’. Other 
fragilities within the film industry have also been exposed, including the heavy reliance 
on a largely freelance workforce and physical gatherings as the principal business to 
business marketplace. Production practices have had to rapidly adapt to health and 
safety requirements, national lockdowns and international travel bans. 

Despite all of this volatile unpredictability, many of the observations and 
recommendations we made in 2020 have proved prescient and, indeed, in some 
instances have been accelerated by the crisis. This is particularly true for virtual and 
remote production which has seen much quicker adoption than we anticipated. The 
wider socio-political events of 2020 including the BLM protests, have also underscored 
the urgent need for diversification and inclusion at all levels in the filmmaking process. 
There is emerging evidence on screen and with a growing number of industry 
initiatives to suggest that, at last, inclusion is starting to be taken seriously.

A year on from our last report, Future of Film’s goal remains to inspire and empower 
storytellers and then the wider industry, to help us to create a future of film that is 
inclusive, sustainable and rewards innovation and creativity.

We passionately believe that this is a future worth fighting for and the aim of this report 
- and Future of Film Summit 2020 from which we drew much of the material - is to 
provide practical guidance for practitioners and bigger picture recommendations for 
the wider industry to help us collectively achieve this. 

Technology: Virtual Production Takes Centre Stage

Since we published the last Future of Film Report in March 2020, Virtual Production 
(VP) has accelerated at a rapid rate, boosted by the affordance of enabling safe and 
stable shooting environments during the pandemic that significantly limit the need for 
travel.

“People call it Virtual Production, but in the future it's 
just going to be called filmmaking.”
/ Felix Jorge

https://drive.google.com/file/u/1/d/1rHnqJuOnBP2LnZalYxQDKGyigFlJ91q8/view?usp=sharing


VP is a spectrum of computer-aided production and visualization filmmaking tools and 
methods. There is currently no one standardised agreed definition of VP - we are 
defining it as follows:

“The pandemic has just accelerated Virtual Production. 
What we thought was going to happen in four years, it's 
now happened in one.”
/ Mariana Acuna Acosta

“Virtual Production is filmmaking that uses real-time 
game engines to capture final visual effects in-camera.”
/ Future of Film

The Virtual Production Process 

VP bridges the gap between virtual and physical filmmaking. Using this suite of 
tools and technologies, filmmaking can be conducted in a single studio location 
but effectively travel to multiple environments that are displayed on a large LED 
screen (or ‘volume’) that serves as a background or extension to the physical set. 
The principle of this is in some respects an evolution of ‘rear screen’ projection 
which has been used in filmmaking since the 1940s. However, using Real Time 
Game Engine (RTGE) technology (such as Unreal Engine), these backdrops are 
rendered as 3D digital environments that can be manipulated by the filmmaking 
team in real time. Crucially, combined with camera tracking technologies, the 
backdrops can respond to the physical camera movements, creating a 
convincing illusion of depth, or parallax. Unlike traditional green screen shooting 
(where such visual effects are added in post), VP also has the advantage of 
generating realistic lighting and reflections from the screen (on e.g. the 
foreground set, props and performers).

“The Mandalorian Season” 1&2 (Disney+) 
is the most visible showcase of VP  
technology to date.

Territory Studios used a similar process to 
recreate the world of 1930s LA in David 
Fincher’s “Mank” (Netflix), albeit without the 
use of RTGE. Image by Peter Mavromates.



A key element of VP is that it demands creative decisions be taken earlier in the 
filmmaking  process, with more input from different departments and VFX artists. This 
is seen to be beneficial, particularly in contrast to the historical use of green screen.

Building and implementing these new workflows is a key priority for broadening VP’s 
adoption;  there is not yet a turnkey solution for VP when it comes to live shooting with 
LED stages. These stages remain expensive and the shooting setup comprises a set 
of disparate tools and technologies that need to be assembled and bespokely 
configured.

A more significant hurdle is a skills shortage in realtime technology and VP as these 
remain quite different to those used in a traditional VFX pipeline.

Making such a significant investment in kit and infrastructure remains a risk for studio 
facilities when demand is still unproven from the production sector. One such studio 
that has taken the plunge is Garden Studios in London who are currently developing 
standardised workflows and protocols to make their facilities available to a wider range 
of production.

“One of the big challenges facing the industry right now 
is skills development. A lot of it, at the moment, has to be 
self-upskilling and self-taught."
/ He Sun

In our 2020 report we recommended that RTGE and VP be taught in film schools and 
it is exciting to see courses such as the Epic Games Fellowship programme now 
taking root. ScreenSkills meanwhile have launched an initiative to make the UK a 
centre of excellence in the field.

“Our vision at Garden Studios revolves around a talent 
friendly approach, real commitment to sustainability, 
inclusion, diversity and a drive of innovation. Our Virtual 
Production stage is a key component in achieving this 
and every day we are learning how to push creativity 
and drive efficiency.”
/ Thomas Hoegh

“For a long time, DoPs were shooting into green screen. 
Set decorators who used to make these gigantic sets all 
of a sudden weren't making sets. Production designers 
who create the look of the film, weren't influencing as 
effectively as they could. What Virtual Production is 
doing is enabling all of them to influence their films 
once again.”
/ Felix Jorge

Challenges to overcome

https://gardenstudios.io/
https://www.unrealengine.com/en-US/fellowship
https://www.screenskills.com/news/new-national-standards-to-ensure-the-uk-is-a-global-centre-for-virtual-production/


Realtime Unlocks New Storytelling with Fully CG 
Animation

As well as driving VP, RTGE is also powering Realtime CG Animation. This opens up 
possibilities for an even wider range of filmmakers to participate, particularly as the 
tools are for the most part free or low cost. Using Unreal Engine or Unity, independent 
filmmakers and small remote teams are able to produce fully animated films with high 
commercial standards.

HaZ is one such filmmaker who is benefitting from the creative freedoms afforded by 
this emerging medium:

“I love the level of spontaneity in creating the scenes and 
shots with virtual cameras, just like you would in live 
action with a real camera on a real location, because the 
CG environment and your characters are all in realtime, 
once you capture the scenario and the desired 
performance in the engine, its rendered as final pixels 
footage and straight into the edit.”
/ Hasraf “HaZ” Dulull

“Realtime CG is going to be completely democratised. It 
doesn't matter where you are, wherever your machine is, 
you can be a creative and be a filmmaker.”
/ Sol Rogers

HaZ in action shooting Realtime CG 
Animation using Unreal Engine.
image courtesy of HaZ Film Ltd



“We’re about to see a whole new generation of 
filmmakers that are also game makers because they are 
going to use the same toolset.  I think we’re going to 
see the most interesting evolution of storytelling over 
the next twenty years that we've seen since the very 
birth of film.”
/ Kim Libreri CTO Epic Games 

“In the future, maps may well be ingested by game 
engines, and then turned into the richest, most 
fantastical playground. Imagine going into a 
Fortnite-like environment, but it was an absolutely 
flawless depiction of London. People will be making 
films in these virtual environments.”
/ John Gaeta

Convergence and new forms of film

“Filmmaking never goes backwards.”
/ Steve Jelley

VP is going to be one of many technological innovations that shape film’s future. 
Complementary technologies such as 5G and Edge Computing will simultaneously 
evolve the process and facilitate remote collaborations on even the biggest projects.

On a more profound level this convergence of games, films and digital utilities (such as 
maps) is set to lead to completely new forms of storytelling in film.

MUTANT YEAR ZERO is a feature length animated feature based on the acclaimed video game and created 
entirely inside Unreal Engine. Image courtesy of HaZ Film Ltd & Cabinet Entertainment LLC



Sustainability

Virtual ways of working became a necessity in the pandemic - with key lessons 
learned in their economic efficiencies and environmental benefits. These need to be 
more permanently baked into the filmmaking process.

“We need to come together and accelerate the 
transition to a net zero carbon industry. That's the task 
ahead. And beyond that too, inclusivity. We can't reach 
our sustainability goals without Black, Indigenous, 
people of colour represented and supporting that 
mission.”
/ Emellie O’Brien

An awareness of sustainability has seen a considerable shift. Organisations such as 
UK based Greenshoot and Albert are pioneers in providing guidance in this area for 
productions. The Global Green Media Production Network has also enabled key 
industry and academic figures from Germany, Denmark, the Netherlands and the UK 
to come together to share research and policy initiatives. The rapid adaptations and 
innovations that have taken place in response to the pandemic are a sign of hope in 
this area - providing evidence that change can happen. 

Taking a different approach to tackling the issue, WaterBear Network is a recently 
launched streaming service dedicated entirely to documentaries that address 
environmental issues. Harnessing film’s power to win hearts and minds, WaterBear 
provides audiences with different options to take action after each such as making a 
donation or volunteering. Water Bear’s innovative approach suggests the untapped 
potential of bringing audiences and creators closer together to tackle this issue.

Africa’s Hidden SeaForest, a documentary 
co-produced by the sustainability-driven streaming 
platform, WaterBear Network

https://www.greenshoot.com/
https://wearealbert.org/
https://www.globalgreenmedianetwork.com/
https://www.waterbear.com/


“For individual creators, the more direct contact you 
have with your audience, the more directly you own that 
relationship, the more valuable that is.”
/ Emily Best

An overriding theme that came through again and again in the Future of Film Summit 
2020 was a clear drive towards embedding audiences in all aspects of the 
filmmaking process: in research, dialogue and co-creation and collaboration. 
 
Understanding audiences is key to this endeavour and so far this has been explored 
through two main strands of input – data and dialogue. Data comes in a quantitative 
format - such as audience metrics and viewing statistics - now regularly used by 
distributors to deliver more effective campaigns. Dialogue, on the other hand, provides 
a qualitative engagement - and begins with engaging audiences in a more enriching 
way through discussion and debate.

Both of these elements are increasingly important in building an understanding of - 
and relationship with - audiences. 

“There is an exciting opportunity and enforced urgency 
for creators to prioritise direct dialogue with their future 
audiences, actively listen, truly understand what makes 
them tick and care about that throughout the entire 
process.”
/ Cathy Anderson

As communication networks such as 5G evolve, so will the way this information is 
gathered and used - affording the potential to directly enhance and augment the 
creative storytelling process: 

“It starts with 
putting yourself in 
the shoes of your 
audience.”
/ Anthony Andrews

Audience is Everything

The award-winning We Are Parable’s 
experiential presentation of Black Panther



“The story is a contract between storyteller and 
audience. When you build a storyworld, you’re 
establishing the space you hope they are going to take 
up when they live in it — so by developing multiple entry 
points into your world, you allow the audience to decide 
how they want to engage with that world, whether it's 
watching, listening, playing, or anything else they come 
up with.”' 
/ Diana Williams

“Audiences are central to World Building - you do not 
give them a finished, complete world because they have 
to be participants in its creation.” 
/ Alex McDowell

The aspiration to engage audiences as co-creators and collaborators in the ways 
described above highlights the ever-increasing convergence between game and film - 
gamers have for years engaged in the process of modification (‘modding’) - adapting 
and coding games to include new characters, levels and experiences which then 
become part of the game.

“Soon, we'll see an IP that is born of community […]  
these things will not just be the product of a small group 
of individuals but of an entire community.”
/ Kim Libreri

“Being able to gather information and data from 
audiences in a realtime and responsive way opens up 
so many possibilities. It means that audiences could 
influence the direction of a show, of an entire series, to 
potentially even altering the direction of a film narrative 
based on how they respond and interact.”
/ Joshua Ness

Audience as collaborators and co-creators
Ensuring the centrality of the audience in the creative filmmaking process remains a 
future aspiration underpinned by key emerging principles of community, collaboration 
and World Building:



“I really believe that you want the storytellers to look like 
the audience they’re telling stories for.  And that’s what we 
have done and will continue to do.”
/ Jason Blum

As we know, the film industry has been beleaguered by issues of inclusion - a lack of 
representation on screen and on set - and the pandemic served to further amplify 
these issues - with women and minority groups worst affected. Productions were 
halted and many were left without work, and income, falling through the cracks of 
government support schemes. This highlights the need to double down on efforts and 
initiatives to diversify, represent, and advocate. 

The drive to engage a broader range of creatives in the production process is evident 
in a range of initiatives that have emerged over the past few years - including 
Gamechanger, Seed and Spark, The British Blacklist, Bird’s Eye View and Primetime 
Network amongst others.  These initiatives strongly advocate for - and increase 
awareness of - the new tools of production being shared more equally across a more 
diverse talent pool including women, people of colour, LGBTQ and people with 
disabilities. 

Effie T Brown signals the importance of individual action and mentorship as part of 
this process:
 

  “That’s what I have infused in Gamechanger.  That’s how 
I’ve lived my life in producing, and making sure that each 
one teach one, you can’t make something about us 
without us, making sure that we each reach back.”
/ Effie T Brown 

“Audiences need to be able to see people like 
themselves in films, they need to be able to see people 
like them making films, otherwise they will just think it's 
not a place for them.”
/ Delphi Lievens

Representing the Audience

Effectively engaging audiences also means making films that reflect their range of 
lived experiences.  Explaining why he selected exclusively non-male or non-white 
directors for the Welcome to the Blumhouse series (2020), Jason Blum notes: 

https://www.gamechanger-films.com/
https://www.seedandspark.com/
http://thebritishblacklist.co.uk/
https://www.birds-eye-view.co.uk/
https://primetime.network/
https://primetime.network/


Global streaming platforms such as Netflix have embraced the necessity of making 
content that is more representative of its expansive customer base. This is helping 
drive a more culturally decentralised film landscape and grow demand for a much 
wider range of story-perspectives.

Unprecedented representation driven by 
democratised technology

“Empathy is the way to the heart of a new kind of 
storytelling … which can reach global audiences and 
make the world a better place.“
/ Jeff Gomez

The increasing accessibility of technologies like VP and 5G can only accelerate further.  
When creative teams from anywhere in the world can work remotely to produce visuals 
of stunning fidelity, a previously unimaginable multitude of stories and perspectives will 
emerge.

These developments present an incredible opportunity for representative storytelling 
but there remain significant challenges. The dominance of the global platforms also 
represent a bottleneck and not all types of stories are going to be accepted on these 
channels. How will independent storytellers reach their audience and build careers in 
this environment?  Will a growing diversity of stories be matched by inclusive, ethical 
dialogue with audiences? And, perhaps most importantly of all, can film move to 
genuine sustainability?

What remains clear is that none of this can be activated in isolation - only 
together can we create the future of film.  

CRIP CAMP:
Including the Audience 

Director and Co-Producer Nicole Newnham explains 
how they embedded audience understanding 
into the heart of the production of the 
award-winning documentary CRIP CAMP 
 
“From the very beginning, Jim (Le Brecht) was saying we have to put in the budget audio 
description and subtitles so that we can have a screening for the community and people 
with various access needs will be able to actually watch the rough cut and give us 
feedback, which is something that as a non-disabled person I wouldn't have thought of 
putting in the budget. That sounds like a practical detail but it actually ended up paying off 
enormous dividends down the road and became part of our process all the way along."

"Crip Camp (2020) Directed by Jim 
LeBrecht and Nicole Newnham"

mailto:nicolenewnhammalarkey@gmail.com


Recommendations

The future of film will be a place where:

1. Filmmaking will be strengthened through increased interdisciplinarity - 
creative teams will bring together diverse world views, perspectives and 
multi-disciplinary skill sets.

2. An increasing diversity of storytellers will realise the commercial and 
creative opportunities of exploiting IP across a variety of platforms - by 
adopting a “story first, format second” approach.

3. A diverse range of virtual assets, from a range of organisations from 
cultural heritage institutions to commercial production entities, will travel 
fluidly across medium boundaries and communities of practice.

4. Audiences will become centralised in all aspects of the creative process, all 
audience-types and demographics will be considered, accounted for and 
included. Accessible communications and assets (such as audio 
description and subtitles) will be standard in all productions.

5. The use of audience data will be creatively and ethically exploited. 
Streaming platforms will provide greater transparency about the behaviour of 
their viewership.

6. Filmmakers will prioritise issues of sustainability, reducing their 
carbon-footprint through the effective adoption of greener technologies, 
working practices and strategies. The environmental advantages of virtual 
and remote production will be researched, quantified and made known.

7. Underrepresented groups will be actively recruited into productions and 
funders will commission projects that reflect a wider range of stories.  

8. A wide range of training and mentoring programmes will be deployed for 
marginalised voices and groups by both public and commercial 
organisations. This will continue to be complemented by individual action.

9. Virtual Production workflows will be developed and made openly available 
to broaden its adoption by a wider range of projects and budget levels, 
building larger and more diverse communities of practice.

10. Virtual Production tools and techniques will continue to develop genuinely 
collaborative space which brings talent together across the creative 
process. 



Recommended Resources

Sustainable Production Resources

The Canadian-based Green Spark Group - a sustainability agency - have curated a set 
of production resources which include tools and best practices such as carbon 
calculators and green toolkits

Albert - the UK-based authority on green film and television production and 
environmental sustainability have produced a comprehensive Production Handbook 
which includes some inspiring case studies

Inclusion and Accessibility Resources and Initiatives 

The filmmaking practices and the insights gained through the making of Crip Camp 
inspired FWD-Doc: Documentary Filmmakers With Disabilities to create this 
outstanding Toolkit for Inclusion & Accessibility

Women in Film and Television (WFTV)  have developed significant resources to 
support inclusion such as the extensive  Anti-Racism Hub
. 
B3Media are an organisation that supports multicultural talent across the creative 
industries through funded training and mentorship schemes

The Arts Council have also created an extensive and practical Culture Change 
Toolkit that contains guidance on recruiting and supporting more diverse talent  

Virtual Production and Technology Resources

The Unreal Engine Virtual Production Field Guide Part One and Part Two is an 
essential resource for VP

Verizon’s 5G and Edge Computing Whitepaper explores how these technologies will 
benefit industries like film with transfer of high volumes of data at low latency

Danish-based Picture This’  5-part series on Virtual Production offers an informative 
introduction to the technology

And More

usheru has a number of free best practice guides on effective film marketing

Future of Film Podcast has more than 50 interviews with leaders,  trailblazers and 
disruptors who are shaping film’s future

Last year's Future of Film Report is available here

https://www.greensparkgroup.com/resources
https://www.greensparkgroup.com/resources
https://wearealbert.org/production-handbook
https://www.netflixawards-uk.com/uploads/s3fs-public/2021-02/FWD-Doc_CripCamp_Toolkit_Disability_12Feb21_HIGH.pdf
https://www.wftv.org.uk/anti-racism-hub
https://www.b3media.net/about
https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/guidance-and-resources/culture-change-toolkit#section-1
https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/guidance-and-resources/culture-change-toolkit#section-1
https://www.unrealengine.com/en-US/blog/virtual-production-field-guide-a-new-resource-for-filmmakers
https://www.unrealengine.com/en-US/blog/volume-2-of-the-virtual-production-field-guide-now-available
https://www.verizon.com/business/solutions/5g/edge-computing/5g-and-edge-computing/
https://picturethisconference.com/on-demand
https://guide.usheru.com/en/
https://www.futureoffilm.live/page/podcast
https://bit.ly/FoFReport20
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