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[bookmark: _Toc191765811][bookmark: _Toc1963315612]1.1. Project title  

Enhancing the impact and realism of visual effects within film
How does the realism of visual effects impact the audience’s emotional response and satisfaction?

Modern visual effects play a large role in the impact on the audience’s view on a story bringing the impossible worlds and creatures to their eyes. The realism within the visual effects will determine the emotional engagement and satisfaction the audience feels to an experience that otherwise would be impossible. Bad visual effects can often affect the audience’s engagement and emotional connection to the world that is being built around them.

As explained from ‘DIGICORE’, “Bad VFX isn’t just a technical issue; it’s a psychological one”. [1]. This is where they go into detail about how our brains look for information that looks out of place. Once that information is found the realism and satisfaction goes away for the viewer as they do not feel connected anymore.

[bookmark: _Toc2026090428]1.2. Project aims

The primary aim for the is to investigate how realism of visual effects in films can influence the audience’s emotional response and overall satisfaction. Also, identifying which elements of realism have the most impact on the viewers engagement. This will be completed by designing and creating a short film that will investigate realism of the character and environment with visual effects. Overall, observing the viewers response to the emotions and realism they felt.

[bookmark: _Toc1593796367]1.3. SMART objectives 

1. To design and composite visual effect shots within the short film using software’s such as Adobe After Effects or Nuke to create visuals that will affect the viewer’s emotions. 
2. Measure viewers emotional engagement and satisfaction through 30 surveys after watching the short film.
3. To plan, create and edit a short film that will demonstrate the use of visual effects to enhance emotional engagement and realism.
4. To investigate how different visual effects within a short film can influence an audience’s immersion, emotional engagement and overall satisfaction. Looking deeper into lighting, colour usage and camera angles.
5. To complete all pre-production including concept design, storyboard and shot list within the next 2 weeks.

[bookmark: _Toc799668671]1.4. Project justification

Researching and testing different ways on how visual effects can affect the viewers emotional engagement and satisfaction is important as visual effects evolve in films. Understanding these elements as a VFX artist is crucial as one mistake can break the viewers immersion with the world and characters. The project aims to impact the viewers emotions through the visual effects within the short film.

[bookmark: _Toc1288571446]1.5. Software's to approach for result

Procreate - Drawing up storyboard shots and any other concepts such as characters or environments.
Maya – Possibly for animating and creating any extra environment assets.
Adobe Substance Painter – Texturing assets brought in from 3D software’s.
Unreal – Scene building, lighting, camera shots and possibly used for animating.
Adobe After Effects/Nuke - Compositing all shots, grading them and adding effects.
Adobe Audition – Adding sounds to the shots.
Adobe Premiere – Putting all shots and sounds together with any final touch ups.

[bookmark: _Toc807920972]1.6. Project deliverables 

The project aims to deliver the following contents:
Short film: A final rendered video with all the shots edited.
Shot portfolio: A showcase of the shots before and after to demonstrate the transformation.
Project documentation: Documentation of all the research, designs, processes and final short.
Audience report: A report analysing the emotional engagement and satisfaction of the visual effects within the short film.
Presentation: A presentation going through all the research findings, showcasing the impact that visual effects have on an audience’s emotional engagement and satisfaction through the short film.

[bookmark: _Toc190105535]1.7. Project timeline 

[image: ]Figure 1. Gantt chart of project timeline

Using an Excell spreadsheet to track and keep up to date with tasks to ensure everything is done on time and that nothing is missing. The spreadsheet would consist of 4 main sections including concept development, pre-production, production and post-production. All sections included tasks that would be required for a final result and blocked out for timing to keep up to date therefore not falling behind.

[bookmark: _Toc1278492445]1.8. Project relation to written topic 

The research will go over how visual effects impacts a viewer’s experience emotionally and their satisfaction through deeper investigation into theories. The practical project will involve creating a short film that will use multiple visual effects to therefore assess the impact it has on the viewers experience. Through the research, it will guide me on choices such as colour decision, lighting angles and intensity.

[bookmark: _Toc1079929637]2. Research 

[bookmark: _Toc1802533900]2.1. Science behind visuals

“Visual content is more memorable; it creates a lasting impression on our minds and stays with us longer than words”. [2]. If people are more likely to remember visual content as it conveys more information than words, it can impact a viewer’s immersion and emotional engagement if they see a mistake. Visuals can create an experience for a viewer by setting a tone, creating an atmosphere and conveying key messages. 

[bookmark: _Toc1282614073]2.2. Colour theory within film 
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Figure 2. Inside out [5]

The use of colour is important within film as it can amplify the emotional effect and evoke a specific emotion. [3]. Films such as the ‘Matrix’ use a green colour palette to create an otherworldly and futuristic atmosphere. [4]. Also, ‘Inside Out’ uses colours to portray the characters within such as ‘Anger’ being red and ‘Joy’ being yellow. [5]. In addition, colours that are complimentary or on the opposite ends of the colour wheel usually work together to create depth. [6]. The use of the right colours will affect the viewers emotional engagement as they feel something when they see it within an environment or through a character's appearance.

[bookmark: _Toc1048144153]2.3. Importance of realism in VFX 

[image: ]
Figure 3. Avatar [7]

Audiences watching should be unaware of any VFX that is present within the shot. A film lie ‘Avatar’ allows the viewers to feel as they are journeying with the characters as the VFX makes it believable and immersive. [7]. Realistic VFX will support the character development and storytelling within the film. Anything that does not appear to be authentic on screen immediately distracts the viewer from the story. [8].

[bookmark: _Toc44764349]2.4. How lighting affects the mood within a film 

Lighting can help an audience understand what they should be feeling within the shots. However, bad lighting can ruin the emotion by having contrast that is too distracting. [9]. The colour and direction of the lighting can create an emotion to the viewers experience as if the scene is dark, it can create an uneasy and mysterious shot, while a bright shot may suggest openness and positivity.

[bookmark: _Toc642072920]3. Project proposal 

[bookmark: _Toc553213702]3.1. Short film initial idea 

A young boy trying to get home ends up getting swallowed into a snowstorm. On the boy's journey home following his usual path, the snow falling becomes heavier and the sky turning greyer. The light of the boy's small cabin near the mountains summit suddenly disappears and the path below him is now covered in snow. The boy clutching onto the small backpack and small wooden carving, he tries to remember the path home however, with the heavy wind and short sight he realises he is lost. Starting to panic his pace of walk and breathing increases in speed.

As the wind increases, he gets pushed to the floor and decides to sit next to a tree as he has now run out of energy. While sitting next to the tree he realises that his wooden carving is now lost and starts looking around but to have no luck. The sounds around the boy start to make him worry possibly being other animals around. The boy sees two golden lights appear through the snow getting his hopes up but that suddenly changing as he realises that it is the eyes of a fox, quickly hiding his face within his arms. 

Slowly the boy raises his head out of his arms to see this glowing fox in front of him, the boy calms down as he notices that the fox will not harm him. The fox begins to walk away but looks back at the boy as it is inviting him to follow. The boy gets up and starts to follow the fox, still exhausted he pushes himself to follow, as the boy is about to fall again, he sees a small fire within a cave.

As the boy gets himself into the cave, he sets himself down next to the fire, slowly closing his eyes, as he is too exhausted. The fox curls up next to him, giving him extra warmth. As the boy wakes up, he sees that the fox is hone however, his small wooden carving is there back with him.

[bookmark: _Toc1222619804]3.2. Character development 

[image: ]
Figure 4. Character design “Authors own work” [10], [11], [12]

The design of the character acts as a visual contrast to the environment. The boy is to have muted clothing and soft textures to enhance the visibility of the snow and lighting effects, while the fox’s bright glow provides a focal point to the viewer. The contrast between design choices and visual effects will help control where the viewer looks maintaining immersion.

[bookmark: _Toc275983551]3.3. Key shots design frames

Visual effects will not only be able to enhance the realism of the environment but also to support the emotional tone of the story. Lighting and atmospheric effects will elevate the short film by moving from cold blue tones to warm orange and golden tones. The fox’s glow represents hope and guidance to the viewer as the environment around maintains a darker feel. Breathe and heat effects will also add to the realism the story will portray as it is set in a cold environment.

[bookmark: _Toc964392243]4. Project process 

[bookmark: _Toc2136517622]4.1. Changes to original idea

After my project proposal presentation, I got feedback on my idea where I went onto changing parts that would impact the overall outcome of the project. First change to the project was changing the 3D model of a character within a 3D environment scene, to instead having myself being recorded on top of a green screen. The green screen footage would be edited so that both parts, the footage of a 3D environment scene and recording of myself would match with each other and flow believably in a final render. Secondly, shortening the idea slightly, so that I would have more time to focus on the editing side and therefore create the most believable outcome.

[bookmark: _Toc393944031]4.2. Gathering assets 
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Figure 5. Unreal snow forest environment [13]

Using the assets and base environment ‘Snow Forest open world biome’ found through the FAB marketplace, allowing me to have the tools to create the environment needed for the recordings within Unreal engine. [13]. The asset pack had different sized trees that were already adjusted with a snow material allowing me to have easier usage. 

[image: ]
Figure 6. The Chronicles of Narnia: The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe [14]

Researching the environment within the film ‘The Chronicles of Narnia: The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe’, I could gain a better understanding of how a forest covered in snow could look. [14]. From Figure 6, I could see that there is a wide variety of tree sizes ranging from different heights and thicknesses. Also, from the overall shot it creates a mysterious feel as there is not much colour and that it is hard to see past the trees, not knowing what could be behind them.

[bookmark: _Toc2142817912]4.3. Fox animations 
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Figure 7. Fox rigs [15]

As well as finding environment assets, I also needed a fox rig for the shots within the 3D scene. The fox rig that I found was also found through the FAB marketplace that was compatible with Unreal engine. [15]. The asset pack has multiple fox options so deciding which fox to use is no issue as there are different variations and sizes allowing for the use of the perfect one for the scene.

[image: ]
Figure 8. Fox posture [16]

A fox will use many ways to communicate with their body language to show their emotions. The parts to look for on the fox are their posture, facial expressions, tail and ear positioning.  Through their posture, if they are standing tall it will showcase a dominant and aggressive side whereas if they can be seen crouching down close to the floor or laying down can show that they are investigating a situation or being submissive. Next, for their tail movement and positioning a fox have their tail swing slow and low if they feel threatened or nervous, on the other hand if the tail is swinging fast, they feel excited. After, for the fox’s ear positioning they can also express how they are feeling, having them tall indicating that they feel dominant and if they are pointed down it will show that they either feel threatened or scared. Finally, for the facial expressions, if a fox has its face muscles relaxed it will indicate that they are playful and if it is the opposite where they have their muscles tensed around the mouth and eyes it is showing that they are feeling either anxious or stressed. [16].

To have realistic fox movement animations acknowledging the different movement styles is important. This ranges for a few movement styles such as walking, trotting and running/galloping. When a fox is walking it is usually for the reasons that they detect movement through grass or a scent that alerts them causing them to slow down into a walking pattern to investigate. For one of the most efficient ways that a fox can move around it would be their trotting moving style where they seem to be bouncing steadily to cover ground quickly without needing to use full energy that might be required for a run. This type of movement makes it ideal for situations where the fox may be hunting or investigating their territory. Lastly, for a fox they will use running/galloping as a way to get away from danger or chase their pray, going into a movement pattern where they will launch themselves forwards using their front feet, going airborne for a short period of time. [17].

[bookmark: _Toc878486660]4.4. Green screen recording 

For the short film, green screen footage would be required to fully compose all the shots together. A total of 5 different shots are required to be used with the 3D environment. The 5 shots include a shot from behind walking forward, a side shot bending down to touch the fox, a low side shot of the legs walking, a behind the head shot and a shot of the front of the face. A wide range of shots are required to make it seem like the person is moving and not standing within the same place while also keeping the viewers engagement within the short film.

[bookmark: _Toc797820145]4.5. Creating footage in Unreal 
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Figure 9. Fox model material adjustments [18]

As previously seen in Figure 7, showcases realistic looking fox rigs whereas for the project the fox would need to look more mystical and mysterious. Using a video reference of someone creating an ‘Ice Aura’ effect and material within Unreal Engine material editor, I adjusted some of the material nodes that would match the style I was aiming for. [18]. Adjustments went into the strength of glow including where the light would also be weaker making sure the fox was still recognisable. Also, the main adjustment was colour as I was aiming for a warm colour rather than a cold ice look. 


[bookmark: _Toc67612516]4.6. Editing footage in Adobe After Effects

Editing footage within Adobe After Effects would consist of using the 3D environment and green screen footage with effects to get a final result. The sizing of the green screen footage would need to be adjusted so that everything fits within the 3D environment making the look believable and immersive. Also, colour adjustments would need to be done making the overall tone match and not seem out of place. As the scenes would be made to look dark as if it is night and there not being much light coming through, brightness and saturation would also be changed to fit the mood of the story. 

[bookmark: _Toc1146435025]4.7. Sound

Sound is important to bring the whole short film together, creating an eerie and mysterious feeling. Sounds would be added on through the final edit within Adobe Premiere Pro therefore creating a final render. The sounds included within the short film would include strong winds, crunch noises through sand, trees brushing off each other, animal noises in the distance and a mystical sound for the glow of the fox. Adding these sounds creates the immersion and atmosphere that is aimed for within the project.

It is important that the sounds used have the right timing and loudness within the shots creating believability. Sound with footage can weave together the story by setting the mood and evoking specific emotions therefore allowing the audience to feel the points they are supposed to be. [19].

[bookmark: _Toc1603002905]4.8. Questionnaire results

For getting some feedback on design ideas and overall views on visual effects in films, I created a questionnaire that has range of questions, getting a response amount from 12 people. The questions would go into detail about how unrealistic visual effects would affect a viewer's experience when watching a film and first impressions of the design of the fox.

[image: ]
Figure 10. How often do you watch films or media that use visual effects?

First question asked was ‘How often do you watch films or media that use visual effects?’, creating a rough idea on who might be answering the questionnaire. From the results no one answered ‘rarely’ or ‘never’ giving me the insight that most people ‘often’ watch films or media with visual effects. As the questionnaire is based around visual effects the results will have people who have some knowledge around it.

[image: ]Figure 11.  Do visual effects influence your decision to watch a film?

Second question asked was ‘Do visual effects influence your decision to watch a film?’, where majority of 67% people said ‘Yes’ that it influences their decision and only one person saying ‘No’. This meaning that people think about visual effects when watching films and if something is wrong, they will notice it.

[image: ]
Figure 12. ‘How important is realism in visual effects to your enjoyment of a film?

Third question asked was ‘How important is realism in visual effects to your enjoyment of a film?’, this is where I offered a range 1 to 5, having 1 being that it is not that important and 5 being very important to them when watching a film. The average rating was 4.42 which showcases that people think that realism in visual effects is important to them and that if they are not satisfied, they will lose interest and enjoyment when watching. 

[image: ]
Figure 13. When visual effects look unrealistic, how does it affect your experience?

Fourth question asked was ‘When visual effects look unrealistic, how does it affect your experience?’, where in the result no one said that it does not affect them, meaning that if something does not look right in their eyes it takes them away from the story. Majority 67% of people said that it ‘Breaks immersion’, telling me that it has a big impact for them showing the importance of good visual effects.

[image: ]
Figure 14. Have you ever felt less emotionally connected to a film because the VFX looked unrealistic?

Fifth question asked was ‘Have you ever felt less emotionally connected to a film because the VFX looked unrealistic?’, where only 17% said ‘No’. As the other 83% of respondents said ‘Yes’ tells me that they lose emotional attachment to characters or other object within a film if the visual effects look unrealistic. If people are losing immersion with the characters, means they are also losing interest with the overall story.

[image: ]
Figure 15. What is most likely to break your immersion?

Sixth question asked was ‘What is most likely to break your immersion?’, where the respondents were given multiple choice options on what would affect them. Both ‘Poor VFX quality’ and ‘Bad animation’ were chosen by everyone showing that these would have the biggest impact on them. This was followed by ‘Inconsistent visual style’ and then finally 'Unrealistic physics’, where they were still chosen but it is not what is most likely to impact them. 

[image: ]Figure 16. Mystical fox
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Figure 17. What is your immediate impression of the fox?

Seventh question asked was ‘What is your immediate impression of the fox?’, where I showcased to the respondents Figure 16 and had multiple choices on their initial opinions. Everyone chose options ‘Dangerous’ and ‘Mysterious’ which is positive results as this was the intended look of the fox. This was followed up with ‘Magical’, having half and 6% choosing ‘Unsettling’. With results such as these I know that I do not need to change the appearance of the fox. 

[image: ]
Figure 18. What emotion does the fox evoke most strongly?

Final question asked was ‘What emotion does the fox evoke most strongly?’, where there were 5 options given for again about Figure 16 and people only choosing 2 of them. The options that people chose were ‘Curiosity’ with 33% and ‘Fear’ with 66%. This again is positive results as people are curious about the fox and have a sense of fear about it, for the look of the fox this is what I hoped for.

As a result, the questionnaire I learnt further importance of how good and bad visual effects can affect how people view a film. Also, finding out what is mostly likely to cause them to break their immersion and believability when watching. Furthermore, I had feedback on the fox design and got reassurance that it fits the mood and atmosphere I was aiming for.





[bookmark: _Toc16652432][bookmark: _Toc1052441755]5. Bibliography 

[1] - DIGICORE, “The Psychology of Pixel Perception: Why Viewers Notice Bad VFX” (2025), Available at https://digikorevfx.com/the-psychology-of-pixel-perception-why-viewers-notice-bad-vfx/, Accessed (7th October 2025).
[2] - SMARTSOURCE, “The Psychology of Visuals: How captivating images can create lasting emotional impact at your next event” (2025), Available at https://thesmartsource.com/resources/articles/the-psychology-of-visuals-how-captivating-images-can-create-lasting-emotional-impact-at-your-next-event/, Accessed (11th October 2025).
[3] - J. Fusco and J. Hellerman, “The Psychology of Colour Within Film” (2023), Available at https://nofilmschool.com/color-psychology-in-film, Accessed (11th October 2025).
[4] - IMDb, “The Matrix” (1999), Film, Available at https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0133093/, Accessed (11th October 2025).
[5] - IMDb, “Inside Out” (2015), Film, Available at https://www.imdb.com/title/tt2096673/, Accessed (11th October 2025).
[6] - J. Hellerman, “Joker’ Cinematographer Describes the Use of Colour in Film” (2019), Available at https://nofilmschool.com/Joker-Cinematographer-color, Accessed (11th October 2025).
[7] - IMDb, “Avatar” (2009), Available at https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0499549/?ref_=nv_sr_srsg_1_tt_7_nm_0_in_0_q_avatar, Accessed (14th October 2025).
[8] - G. Shanker, “Why Achieving Realism in VFX is Important” (2023), Available at https://postperspective.com/why-realism-in-vfx-is-important/, Accessed (14th October 2025).
[9] - M. Sennett, “How Lighting Effects Mood in Film” (2025), Available at https://macksennettstudios.net/how-lighting-affects-mood-in-film/, Accessed (15th October 2025).
[10] - A. Strokes, “Turnaround of young boy”, Pinterest, Available at https://uk.pinterest.com/pin/912541943255329759/, Accessed (17th October 2025).
[11] - NeoClipArt, “Little Boy in Winter”, Pinterest, Available at https://uk.pinterest.com/pin/912541943255329749/, Accessed (17th October 2025).
[12] - Freepik, “3D Boy”, Pinterest, Available at https://uk.pinterest.com/pin/151855818680158219/,  Accessed (17th October 2025).
[13] - ReginaModelsm, “Snow Forest Open World”, FAB, Available at https://www.fab.com/listings/e15e8756-2582-4791-a612-ee10ff154b3d, Accessed (12th December 2025).
[14] - IMDb, “The Chronicles of Narnia: The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe” (2005), Available at https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0363771/, Accessed (12th December 2025).
[15] - MalberS Animations, “Realistic Fox”, FAB, Available at https://www.fab.com/listings/35449a48-ec7e-4e24-9674-ac2df8a4f7c9, Accessed (14th December 2025).
[16] - D. Stapleton, “Fox Body Language: How They Communicate with Their Body?”, Available at https://misfitanimals.com/foxes/fox-body-language/, Accessed (5th February 2026).
[17] - NatureMenor, “Fox Behaviour Basics: Movement, Hunting, Sensory Awareness”, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1krKzExpu_E, Accessed (7th February 2026).
[18] - A. Ali, “Create a Character Ice Aura VFX in Unreal Engine 5 Niagara”, YouTube, Available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dAk8TqzC0IY&t=1032s, Accessed (18th February 2026).
[19] - Chris, “The Importance of Sound in Film”, Sharp Films, Available at https://www.sharpfilms.co.uk/the-importance-of-sound-in-film/, Accessed (5th April 2026).





image8.jpg




image7.png
4. When visual effects look unrealistic, how does it affect your experience?

MoreDetails & Inights
@ Eresic immersion s
@ Sighty distracting 4

@ ociect 3





imagec.png
8. What emotion does the fox evoke most strongly?

MoreDetails & Inights
® Hope 0
® Comort 0
® cuiosiy 4
® B

@ Confusion 3




image6.jpg




imageb.png
7. What is your immediate impression of the fox?

More Detsis
@ Dingerous 12
@ Mysterious 12
® Megical 5
@ Unsetting 2
® Newtrl 0





image2.jpg
#insideOut




image4.png
1. How often do you watch films or media that use visual effects?

MoreDetails & Inights
@ veyofien 4
@ Often 6
@ Sometimes 2
@ oy 0
® Never 0





image3.jpg
{

~CTJAMES CAMERAN'SA





image8.png
5. Have you ever felt less emotionally connected to a film because the VFX looked unrealistic?

More Details F Insights

® v 0





image3.png




image.png
Prifysgol Cymru
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

University of Wales
Trinity Saint David





image4.jpg




image6.png
3. How important is realism in visual effects to your enjoyment of a film? (1 = Not important, 5 = Very important)

More Detalls 4 Insights

442 “

Average Rating





image2.png




image5.png
2. Do visual effects influence your decision to watch a film?

More Details F Insights
@ v B
® o 1

@ sometimes 3





imagea.png




image9.png
6. What is most likely to break your immersion?

More Detsis
@ Poor Ve qualy 12
@ Unvesisic pysics 3
@ Esdsnimstion 12

@ inconsstentisual style 6





image.jpg




image7.jpg




