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The Animator’s Role in Addressing the Uncanny Valley

How Does the Uncanny Valley Challenge the Creative Autonomy of Animators?

Abstract

The Uncanny Valley Effect describes a sense of eeriness or discomfort felt when near-human 3D
characters look almost realistic but unnatural. Subtle elements like facial proportions or textural
details such as lighting or skin can trigger the Uncanny Valley response. Careful adjustments, like
micro expressions or softening imperfections can often help animators to reduce this effect.
Additionally, stylisation can act as a creative buffer to either simplify or exaggerate facial features
to bypass the Uncanny Valley to build emotional connection with the audience. This may include
non-human and hybrid characters that help engage the audience without the pressure on hyper-
realism. Advancements in technology such as motion capture help aid animators to achieve realism
but require them to use it thoughtfully to avoid unsettling results. Animators can elude the Uncanny
Valley by prioritising emotional reliability in characters and leverage technology as a tool to
support artistic vision. This balances creative autonomy with compelling and emotionally resonant

characters in narrative-driven animations.
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Introduction

Masahiro Mori, a robotics professor introduced a concept called ‘Bukimi No Tani Genshd’ or the
‘The Uncanny Valley’ in 1970 that suggested that when near-human characters show slight
imperfections although they appear lifelike, there is a certain discomfort or unease that tends to
arise. This was initially assumed for humanoid robots only, but today, the context has broadened
to the animation industry as well due to hyper-realistic characters that are emerging that may show

subtle imperfections which fall under the Uncanny Valley.
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Figure 1: The Uncanny Valley by Masahiro Mori (1970)

Animators, being the creators of such realistic characters, face this challenge of pushing the design
boundaries but also maintain connection with the audience. This requires careful strategies and
execution over various minimal factors like skin textures, or even micro expressions to create the
connection with the audience that is intended by the narrative. It challenges animators to find that
balance between hyper-realism and human connection to enhance character believability. This

report will hence investigate into the role of animators in addressing the Uncanny Valley



phenomena via design strategies, use of stylisation of characters, exploring new technological
advancements and to execute those while also maintaining their own creative autonomy.

Literature Review

The Uncanny Valley theory, introduced by Mori (1970), explains the discomfort viewers
experience when encountering human-like characters that fall just short of realism. This theory
directly supports the topic by highlighting why hyper-realistic 3D animated characters may disrupt
audience empathy.

In line with this, Schwind V, Wolf K and Henze N (2018) states ‘Users are very familiar with the
characteristics of their own body. If the user’s virtual body is rendered with a high level of realism,
even small deviations can cause strong discomfort’ which supports the hypothesis that character
design and minute details can trigger the Uncanny Valley response in the eye of the viewer. This
research can help identify the key factors that contribute to this response and which fail to align
with the human norms.

Brenton, H., Gillies, M., Ballin, D. and Chatting, D. (2005) state that ‘Current technology allows
increasingly graphically realistic characters but often their behaviour and movements do not match
up to this realism.” which would be one of the main topics covered in this research where the
technological advancements in animation will be analysed. This paper will help understand how

animators can leverage these tools to increase character believability and balance realism.



Chapter 1: Character Design and the Uncanny Valley Response

Character design plays a very important role in triggering the Uncanny Valley Effect. The 2004
film “The Polar Express’ where the main character emits a certain feeling of discomfort is observed
mainly due to the lifelessness in the eyes, or the dull and overly tight skin that made it difficult for
the viewers to get emotionally connected since the beginning of the story. There are also various
unnatural pauses in the motion early in the film when the boy gets out of bed and steps outside that
tends to disrupt the intended narrative, although the film makers used motion capture for the entire

film.

Figure 2: The Polar Express (2004)

But on the other hand, the 2009 film ‘Avatar’ dodges the Uncanny Valley by avoiding human-like
designs with the elongated blue features that are clearly not human. Inaccuracies in elements like
facial proportions in human-like characters tend to disrupt the balance in features that humans are

generally used to see making characters feel ‘off” or ‘weird’.



Figure 3: Avatar (2009)

This Uncanny Valley response is deep rooted in the human psychology as our brains are hard wired
to point out the imperfections we see in realistic figures that break the emotional engagement with

the character.

Chapter 2: Stylisation as a Creative Tool to Avoid Uncanny Valley

Using stylisation to exaggerate features can help animators to avoid triggering the discomfort that
is usually associated to hyper-realism. This design stylisation shows how minute design choices
(be it texturing, movement, rigid facial features or anatomy) can change the characters believability

and avoid the pitfalls of the Uncanny Valley.

Non-human or hybrid characters such as WALL-E (Walt Disney Pictures, 2008) were able to retain
the emotional appeal to the audience by avoiding adding human features and use abstraction in
design. This avoids unsettling feelings as they are meant to avoid human likeness in any visual

form.



Figure 4: WALL-E (2008)

Therefore, focusing on designs that use stylised facial structures like exaggerated expressions, or
non-human characteristics can help build and emotional connection to the narrative in hand. For
human-like characters, symmetry and healthy natural tones of skin and lips can increase the
attractiveness of the character as humans tend to respond positively to visual aesthetics. For some
characters (depending on the narrative), using rounded head shapes to evoke the feeling of
childhood can be used deliberately for stylisation to go around the Uncanny Valley. These
exaggerated and clear expressions can communicate the character traits to the audience and convey

the emotions of the character effectively.

Chapter 3: Technological Advancements and Their Role

With developing animation technologies today, there are many advancements that can help an
animator in order to avoid the Uncanny Valley. Tools like Motion Capture and various Al Driven
software can help animators to bridge the gap between real-life actions and animated characters.
Mo-Cap helps in capturing and translating the subtleties of the movements and the details and
reflect it into the character. Al driven algorithms help automate tasks such as character rigging that
helps to streamline the workflows and transform the animation process. Real-time rendering

engines (such as Unreal Engine and Unity) allows animators to test designs and leverage that



technology to achieve technical accuracy. Although these tools render technically perfect results,
it is essential for animators to ensure they are not overused to trigger the Uncanny Effect. Having
an emotional aspect to the character along with the help of these tools can help the character feel
grounded and target the feelings of the audience as written in the narrative. By doing so, animators
remain in creative control and the narrative impact while using the tools to enhance the process

overall.

Chapter 4: Strategies for Creative Autonomy for Animators

Technological advancements may have raised certain questions about animators’ creative freedom,
but these factors challenge them to exercise measured creativity. A newer approach to character
development, including emotional testing and feedback can push the animator to understand the
psychology of the viewers. Design decisions such as use of exaggerated movements or features,
or abstraction can help break the hyper-realism and add the essence of the animator in the character
they have created. Also, identifying the correct textures, proportions and colours and
experimenting with them can make the character more emotionally expressive and lets the
animator be in control of the creative decisions. Along with that, having a collaborative workflow
where artists can work along with directors, other modelers and look-development artists can
ensure a consistent tone and voice of the animation. Understanding of traditional animation
principles can also help the design decision making and provide insights on how certain
movements and expressions can feel natural and can align with the narrative. These fundamentals
will help keep the vision of the animator intact while also giving them the ability to adapt to new

designs that can avoid the character falling into the Uncanny Valley.

Conclusion



Mori’s ‘The Uncanny Valley’ theory proves that the more a character looks like a human, the more
the audience pays attention that makes them sensitive to small faults. It is a fine line between a
character looking either human enough to be relatable or too close to a human to look
uncomfortable. But, in a way, the Uncanny Valley Effect helps animators focus and prioritise on
emotional connection to the audience over creating hyper-realistic characters. Using methods such
as stylisation or leveraging technologies to express animators creativity can give them the freedom
to showcase their talent to the world without constraining themselves to the hyper-realistic details.
The key would be to find the right balance between the characters personality and its details. With
thoughtful design, animators can enhance the art in the character and establish originality without
using high levels of human-likeliness. Strategic manipulations based on the characters facial
expression and other details can build an empathetic response similar to one in the real world.
Technological tools may seem like they can create a loss of control over the artistic decisions, but
if used thoughtfully can further the characters personality and overall appeal. This combination of
originality, creative autonomy, design methods and practices as well as technological innovations

helps animation and character design evolve; both as an art form and as a viewer experience.
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