
HOW SUCCESSFUL VFX AND 
GAMES STUDIOS GROW 

Four ways to stay profitable in your 
creative studio business



One of the biggest challenges for creative studio owners 
is achieving and maintaining profitability in an incredibly 
competitive, price-driven business landscape.

We spoke with successful VFX, CG, and games studios to 
find out what they were doing differently to achieve their 
business goals with our products. Then we captured the 
most common strategies here – so that other studios 
could put them to work immediately, and discover their 
own new opportunities to grow.

Where are creative studios finding 
the greatest success?



HOW SUCCESSFUL VFX AND GAMES STUDIOS GROW
FOUR WAYS TO STAY PROFITABLE IN YOUR CREATIVE STUDIO BUSINESS

It’s an open secret in animation, VFX and games that despite the 

huge demand for high-quality content, we’re constantly trapped in a 

buyers’ market.

Production spends regularly break records, the number of new titles 

is accelerating off the charts, and the whole budget pie is becoming 

massive.

But for production businesses doing the actual creative work, it 

seems like the slice allocated to CG never really changes.

More content, tighter margins.

Even CG studios doing smaller projects could have pipelines filled 

with commercial business, but the competitive landscape keeps 

margins razor-thin, and payment schedules in feast-or-famine 

cycles. 

At Autodesk, we consistently hear from customers who manage to 

increase both revenue and profits, extracting business benefits from 

their creative toolkits—without cutting costs, investing in sprawling 

pipelines, or overloading their staff.

In these pages, we walk through our customers’ four low-

risk opportunities for growth—scale, staffing, services, and 

specialization—that smaller studios can employ by maximizing the 

creative tools in your existing workflow.

Source: The Economist - Netflix is moving television beyond time-slots and national markets, June 30th 2018



The Opportunities Landscape:

Scale



Opportunity 1:
Scale operations to adapt to more projects

CG studios know more than 
anyone just how suddenly 
a big project can appear. 
Planning for capacity is an 
important part of scaling 
operations and being ready 
when growth hits.

No longer a futuristic technology, cloud is regarded 

as the way forward for postproduction studios who 

want to remain up to date. 

Cloud services built into creative tools help 

artists stay uninterrupted and productive on their 

workstations, while the time-consuming heavy 

processing takes place in the cloud.

Offload Compute

What to
look for

“Roll your own” 
licensing flexibility in 
your rendering and 
DCC software packages 
so you can run clients 
on a virtual instance 
in a private or public 
cloud, rather than on 
expensive in-house 
artist workstations or 
render farms.
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“At one point, our render farm 
scaled up to over 200,000 cores 
for about 40 minutes, then scaled 
back down when there was no 
more work to do. With cloud 
rendering, you only pay for what 
you use.

Kevin Baillie, Atomic Fiction

Customer Spotlight
Atomic Fiction, SIGGRAPH Vision Series
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What to
look for

Instead of ditching your existing PCs when you 

replace them with newer artist workstations, keep 

them in service as offline render stations.

Redeploy infrastructure

Rendering software 
(like the Arnold 
renderer) that 
can optimize 
any workstation 
configuration, while 
powering through very 
large, complex shots.

The model became quite big and complex, but Arnold crunched it without the slightest problem. On my main 
dual Xeon 28-cores / 56-threads workstation, and burst-rendering to the cloud, the heaviest passes required 
8-9 minutes, the quickest 1-2 minutes. In a few hours I was able to complete an entire shot which would have 
required days or weeks for me.

Lucio Arese, director, independent filmmaker

“

Alternatively, multi-core CPUs will add significant 

performance to your rendering projects, making 

huge gains even if you’re not yet investing in GPU. 

This can make purchasing new CPU hardware as 

economical as redeploying old hardware.
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What to
look forOpen the Workflow

DCCs and renderers 
that support data 
exchange models 
to quickly share 
the most-needed, 
unrendered shot or 
scene information (e.g. 
UVs or baked data) 
through the pipeline 
regardless of software 
vendor, such as FBX® 
or Alembic.

As project size increases, it’s becoming more 

common to share shot data with other artists, 

creative tools, studios and third parties. From 

modelling in one application, adding FX in another, 

applying shaders in a third application and 

rendering in a fourth, the artists involved in our 

customers’ projects are multiplying.

The bigger the projects you want, the more 

critical it will become to set up open frameworks 

on the back end to handoff data between the 

complementary tools into your studio pipeline.
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“Our dedicated Max guys 
and dedicated Maya 
guys work in tandem, 
and everyone is up and 
running immediately. 
We’re constantly moving 
stuff back and forth 
between Maya and Max, 
mostly using Alembic, and 
it works very well.

VFX Supervisor, Chris Harvey
– Oats Studio



The Opportunities Landscape: 

Staffing



Opportunity 2:
Grow by attracting new talent

If you’ve standardized on 
just one DCC tool, then 
you’ve limited the pool of 
artists you can build up 
around it—in turn limiting 
the projects you can bid 
on.

It’s not incredibly common to find a “unicorn” of a 

CG artist who is skilled in every individual creative 

tool. Even if they have skills in more than one, 

many pros master one DCC and make it their tool of 

choice.

Our customers are finding they don’t need to 

pass on a great Maya artist just because projects 

have typically been done in Max—you can focus 

on getting the right artist for the job, instead of 

focusing on the tool they use.

Take on New Talent

What to
look for

Having access to 
a range of creative 
tools that you can 
swap under the same 
license allows you to be 
flexible with the talent 
you hire. 
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“In terms of Max and Maya, we have 
a 50/50 split between artists. People 
get used to both, they expand their 
horizons and use different tools, 
different ideas, different workflows, 
and choose what’s best for their 
needs. 

Raouf Bejaoui,
Associate Technical Art Director,

Splash Damage



Flex your projects

Since software packages are no longer strictly tied 

to the hardware they run on, more and more studios 

are opening their pipelines rather than rigidly 

adopting a single solution.

This has allowed studios to branch out the kinds 

of projects they can take on, and hire artists with 

expertise in specific, sophisticated visuals that 

can only be accomplished with complex, multi-

pronged, well-orchestrated workflows.

What to
look for

Complementary 
toolsets that can be 
licensed as one so 
you’re not paying 
twice for a tool that 
isn’t used; DCCs that 
can swap data in 
various formats, aren’t 
disruptive in a pipeline, 
and can share a real-
time rendering platform 
without adding any 
cost.
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“We’re already sharing projects 
between two studios in Los 
Angeles that use 3ds Max. In LA 
there’s a large talent pool for 
Maya animators and riggers, 
and as we’ve grown it’s  become 
easier to recruit talent on the 
Maya side. So we’re modeling in 
Max, rigging and animating in 
Maya, then exporting back into 
Max for lighting. This is going to 
open us up.

Matt Von Brock
Digital Effects Supervisor, FuseFX



The Opportunities Landscape: 

Services



What to
look for

Customer Spotlight
Growing by tapping into

the talent pool - FUSE FXOpportunity 3:
“Add-on” service offerings to attract new customers

By diversifying project 
types, CG and VFX studios 
are creating multiple 
streams of revenue to fill 
seasonal voids, engage 
more with current clients, 
and attract a broader 
customer base.

Unlike yesterday’s motion graphics, today’s custom 
animations are complex and sophisticated, using 
3D techniques—such as procedural animations 
and modeling—that are now built into the toolsets 
studios already use.

That makes motion graphics a service that CG 
studios can offer without additional investments 
or training on new software packages, and without 
adding more artists. And, the projects are often 
of smaller scale, fitting well between larger VFX 
projects.

Motion graphics Artists already using 
Maya for their CG 
and VFX projects can 
work with its MASH 
procedural toolsets 
adaptable to motion 
graphics workflows.
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Immersive experiences

Media and entertainment may have gotten over the 

love affair with immersive media before it began, 

but for the rest of the world, it’s still early days.

While VR/AR content may be cooling within games, 

film and TV, opportunities are growing in lucrative 

commercial areas like training, education, 

design visualization, experiential attractions and 

marketing.

What to
look for

Get the highest level 
of immersion and in-
world empathy with 
highly scriptable and 
expandable DCCs that 
integrate in the widest 
variety of pipelines—
especially with real-
time game engines and 
compatible shaders.
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“We love VR. It’s important in 
our industry to keep abreast 
of new technologies to stay 
at the forefront of service 
offerings to our clients. In 
our experience, we’re finding 
that VR is a supplementary 
feature for projects. At FKD, 
it’s just another addition to 
our workflow and another 
way to add strength to the 
collective idea.

Ben Rappell
Director, FKD Studio

Customer Spotlight
Growing by offering immersive services



What to
look for

Studios that work on 
performance capture 
projects can use the 
precision mocap 
editing, cleaning, 
manipulating, and 
refining capabilities 
in the MotionBuilder 
environment, included 
with Autodesk M&E 
Collection.

Performance capture

As magical as 3D performance capture is—bringing 

to life everyone from superheroes to corporate 

AI assistants (such as Autodesk’s own AVA)— 

mocap data doesn’t animate itself. It’s a massive 

process that requires importing, mapping, aligning, 

repairing and managing, before it can be used in 

the creative pipeline.

Having these management capabilities allows 

studios to carve a larger niche for themselves with 

projects that require high-volume 3D character 

animation, previsualization, and even virtual 

moviemaking for clients.
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“Because we had a real-
time view into the world 
we knew we were going 
to walk away from the 
performance capture 
set with all the motion 
capture data that we’d 
need to make beautiful 
shots in the film.

Kevin Baillie, Atomic Fiction

Customer Spotlight
Growing by offering immersive services



The Opportunities Landscape: 

Specialization



What to
look for

Using emerging tools 
such as Bifrost in your 
existing Maya software 
will allow you to step 
easily into procedural 
content creation, 
while keeping your 
pipeline from becoming 
unnecessarily 
complicated.

Customer Spotlight
Growing by tapping into

the talent pool - FUSE FXOpportunity 4:
Specialize in new techniques, land more of a project

The most sophisticated 
techniques can enhance 
in-house capabilities and 
earn larger pieces of the 
project pie. What if you 
could start mastering them 
with the tools already in 
your pipeline?

The planet-sized worlds built in CG these days are 

too vast and detailed for artists to create assets 

one by one, then painstakingly animate each 

microscopic detail of behavior from frame to frame.

Instead of junior artists spending time manually 

manipulating objects one by one, they can train on 

the essentials of procedural tools and apply these 

physical factors at scale. Procedural can eliminate 

the laborious work of generating in-world assets 

manually, and create differentiators for your studio. 

Procedural content creation
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“As opposed to opening a VFX studio 
that tries to take on anything that 
comes through the door, I believe it’s 
important to specialize in a specific 
skill set. The initial feeling might be 
that you’re limiting your options, but 
it’s essentially making you the go-to 
person. Our mantra is ‘quality of work, 
(earns) quality of life. 

Chris Van Dyck, Founder
– CVD VFX

Customer Spotlight
Growing through specialization



What to
look for

Acquiring this skillset 
doesn’t demand 
investment in entirely 
new tools. Small 
studios and large 
teams can capitalize 
on Arnold’s look-dev 
capabilities already 
included within 3ds 
Max and Maya inside 
the Autodesk creative 
ecosystem. 

High-end look development

Look development artists establish lighting, 

shading, texturing, and certain rendering 

parameters early in a project. These parameters 

are then applied by other artists to all assets 

throughout a project, with confidence that the end 

product will have a baseline of consistency and 

little wasted time on repeated do-overs.

Helping clients previsualize characters and 

environments in near-final quality—or demonstrate 

expertise in photorealistic materials and 

surfaces—can capture higher value for the design 

phase on the front end.
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“We’ll make sure the assets are stylistically 
up to the quality level of the show, and that 
the look of the compositing and animation 
lines up between them. Then we can use 
“cleanup vendors” as subcontractors. It’s 
well worth the effort to be nimble and do 
your best to fit within the multi-vendor 
framework—and make the client-side VFX 
supervisor’s job as easy as possible. 

James Hattin,
Founder – VFX Legion

Customer Spotlight
Look development in multi-vendor workflows



Look at the ways our customers have grown using the four 

opportunities we’ve outlined above, and you’ll find a strategy you can 

apply in your own creative business.

But how do you get started on something new, while ensuring your 

current clients keep getting the service they expect—and without 

disrupting work you’re already doing? 

Opportunity Wrap-Up Keep an eye on CG trends. 
Chances are the artists achieving them are using capabilities 
already available in your studio’s DCCs.

Assess your in-house capabilities.
Tap into your talent source to explore new features, capabilities 
and methods.

Don’t think you need a large investment.
Even creating the most sophisticated looks you can imagine can re-
use old equipment investments, with a tool like Arnold.

Tool up (or just get your tools up to date).
Make it easy on yourself to meet clients’ demands just by always 
having the latest capabilities.

Start with one project.
You don’t have to risk everything (or anything at all) by 
revolutionizing your entire business model. Just offer your new 
service to a happy client and get your first one on the boards.

The fast track to creative business growth

HOW SUCCESSFUL VFX AND GAMES STUDIOS GROW
FOUR WAYS TO STAY PROFITABLE IN YOUR CREATIVE STUDIO BUSINESS



Want to make your studio growth-ready? Download free 
30-day trials of the software included in the Autodesk 

M&E Collection and explore any of these customer-proven 
opportunities yourself. 

To learn how other businesses like yours have trans-
formed their creative operations, visit our

Media & Entertainment customer story library.

https://www.autodesk.com/customer-stories/case-studies?industries=industry--film-tv

