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ABSTRACT

As artificial intelligence (AI) continues to transform creative industries, the definition and value of creative skills are
undergoing profound and complex changes. Traditionally, arts education has prioritized originality, aesthetic expression,
and manual craftsmanship. However, in today’s Al-mediated creative economy, employers increasingly seek graduates who
can combine artistic thinking with digital fluency, computational reasoning, and the ability to collaborate within Al-assisted
design workflows. This evolving demand has introduced new tensions between educational models and labor market
realities. Despite these changes, few empirical studies have investigated how arts education is adapting to this paradigm
shift—particularly in China’s rapidly modernizing design sector, where innovation and technology integration are advancing
at an accelerated pace. To address this gap, the present study draws on in-depth interviews with four university-level arts
educators and five recruitment professionals working in design-related industries. The findings point to a growing mismatch
between curricular content and labor market expectations, with educators struggling to integrate emerging technologies
into pedagogical practice and employers consistently identifying deficiencies in graduates’ technological readiness and
interdisciplinary adaptability. This misalignment underscores the urgent need for reform in arts curricula, including the
incorporation of Al literacy, data-driven creativity, and cross-disciplinary project-based learning. By bridging educational
and professional perspectives, this research contributes to a more nuanced understanding of the emerging creative skills
crisis and proposes actionable strategies to align arts education with the evolving demands of Al-driven human capital

development.
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1. Introduction

Arts education has historically been regarded as a cor-
nerstone of holistic human development, nurturing not only
aesthetic sensibilities but also complex cognitive and socio-
emotional capacities!! ], In both Western and Eastern edu-
cational traditions, the arts have played a central role in fos-
tering imagination, cultural expression, and problem-solving
abilities'). In China, the integration of arts into the national
education system has gained increasing attention in recent
years, exemplified by initiatives such as the “Art Educa-
tion Enhancement Plan for All Students” launched by the
Ministry of Education, which aims to promote arts literacy
and creative thinking from early childhood to higher educa-
tion[>%]. Universities such as the Central Academy of Fine
Arts (CAFA) and China Academy of Art (CAA) have long
been recognized as leading institutions in cultivating artistic
talent, while comprehensive universities have established
interdisciplinary programs that integrate design, media arts,
and education. As China shifts toward an innovation-driven
economy, the creative sector is being positioned as a strate-
gic pillar of national development, further reinforcing the
importance of nurturing creative skills through formal edu-
cation "1,

Despite these advances, the role and relevance of cre-
ative skills are being rapidly redefined in the wake of artificial
intelligence (AI)['*12], In particular, the rise of generative Al
technologies—including tools like ChatGPT for text, Mid-
journey and DALL-E for image generation, and Suno Al
for music composition—has begun to challenge the tradi-
tional value proposition of human creativity >4/, These
technologies are increasingly being deployed in domains
once considered exclusive to human artists and designers,
such as branding, advertising, visual communication, and

even fine arts!??

1. For example, several Chinese tech com-
panies have integrated Al-generated product mockups and
marketing visuals into their design pipelines, reducing the
need for junior-level design staff. Similarly, universities
have begun experimenting with Al-assisted writing and port-
folio tools, raising questions about authorship, originality,

and the role of artistic judgment!!®!”). These developments

signify more than just technological disruption—they reflect
a fundamental shift in how creativity is defined, assessed,
and commodified. What was once considered a uniquely
human advantage is now being replicated, and in some cases
surpassed, by machines trained on vast datasets and opti-
mization algorithms 8],

This evolving landscape has profound implications for
arts education. While many educators continue to emphasize
traditional techniques, aesthetic theory, and expressive depth,
the job market increasingly demands hybrid skill sets that
include Al literacy, data-informed design, and collaborative

19201 This disconnect is particularly

technological fluency!
visible in China’s design and digital media sectors, where
employers seek graduates who can not only conceptualize
visually compelling ideas but also adapt them through tools
like Adobe Firefly or Runway ML. At the same time, arts
graduates often report difficulty in articulating their profes-
sional value in a technology-oriented labor market, leading
to underemployment or misalignment between training and
occupation?!l. Despite growing awareness, empirical re-
search on this phenomenon remains scarce, especially stud-
ies that systematically examine how educators and industry
recruiters perceive the transformation of creative skills and
whether current curricula are adjusting accordingly.

To address this gap, this study investigates the emerging
divide between arts education and human capital demands in
the age of artificial intelligence. We conducted in-depth inter-
views with nine participants, including four university-level
arts educators in China and five recruitment professionals
from design-related industries. Through qualitative analysis
of their insights, we aim to examine how creative skills are
being redefined, what employers expect from arts graduates,
and how educators are responding to these shifting expecta-
tions. Based on the above background, the following three
research questions are proposed:

RQI: How has artificial intelligence transformed the
definition and perceived value of creative skills in design and
arts-related industries?

RQ2: How do current arts education programs adapt
to ongoing technological and conceptual changes?

RQ3: How can the gap between educational outcomes
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and the evolving demands of the human capital market
be effectively bridged in the context of Al-driven creative
economies?

By exploring these questions, this study seeks to pro-
vide empirical insights into the future of creative skills and
propose actionable strategies for aligning arts education with
the realities of an Al-mediated workforce. By bridging per-
spectives from both education and industry, it aims to con-
tribute to a more nuanced understanding of the emerging
“creative skills crisis”. The findings highlight the urgent
need to rethink the design of arts curricula in a technologi-
cal context—one in which creativity remains central, but its
form, function, and value are being fundamentally redefined
by the growing influence of artificial intelligence.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Al Integration in Arts Education

The integration of Al into arts education has redefined
both the means and meaning of creative practice. Generative
Al tools such as ChatGPT, DALL-E, and Midjourney have
introduced new possibilities for automating ideation, visual
creation, and language-based narrative construction. These
technologies allow students to experiment with forms and
media that were previously difficult to access or produce, en-
abling more inclusive and technologically augmented forms
of artistic expression!??. In many institutions, Al has been
positioned as both a creative partner and a pedagogical tool,
aiding in tasks ranging from visual prototyping to curatorial
design?31,

In China, several top-tier institutions have begun in-
tegrating Al-related content into their arts and design pro-
grams Y. For example, the Central Academy of Fine Arts
has piloted courses in computational design and algorith-
mic aesthetics, while Tongji University’s College of Design
and Innovation incorporates machine learning tools in studio
practices. These developments reflect an awareness that tra-
ditional craft-based training must evolve to meet the expecta-
tions of a digitally mediated creative economy?>). However,
the pedagogical implications of this integration remain con-
tested. Some scholars argue that overreliance on Al may risk
diminishing students’ originality and critical engagement,
leading to a form of “creative outsourcing” that weakens core
artistic judgment (2], Others highlight that Al systems often

replicate existing patterns and lack cultural nuance, which
can be particularly problematic in arts education, where di-
versity and context are central 2”1, Therefore, while AI offers
new affordances, it also demands a critical rethinking of what
constitutes meaningful creative learning.

There is also a notable gap in faculty preparedness.
Many arts educators report low confidence in using Al tools
effectively, and there is limited institutional support for pro-
fessional development in this area[?®!. Without adequate
training, Al integration may become superficial or reinforce
existing inequalities in access to technological resources,

particularly in under-resourced Chinese universities.

2.2. Human Capital Theory and the Role in
Arts Education

Human capital theory views education as a form of
investment in skills that improve an individual’s productiv-
ity and economic potential **). Within this framework, arts
education has traditionally been valued for its contributions
to creativity, communication, and cultural literacy. However,
as the global economy becomes increasingly digitized, the
types of creative skills demanded by employers are evolv-
ing rapidly. Arts education is thus challenged to update its
value proposition by aligning its outputs more closely with
workforce realities 1.

Creative industries—particularly in design, media, and
advertising—are increasingly seeking professionals who pos-
sess both aesthetic sensibility and technical fluency. This
shift reflects a broader demand for “T-shaped” professionals:
individuals with deep expertise in one domain and broad
knowledge across complementary areas, such as Al tools,
user experience, and data visualization*!l. In China’s boom-
ing digital design sector, companies such as ByteDance and
Alibaba expect junior designers to be proficient not only in
Adobe Creative Suite but also in tools like RunwayML and
Firefly, which leverage Al to accelerate production work-
flows.

Despite this trend, many arts graduates report difficulty
finding employment that aligns with their training. This
is particularly acute in China, where enrollment in design-
related majors has surged over the past decade, creating an
oversupply of graduates relative to high-quality job oppor-
tunities*?). The result is a structural mismatch between the

supply of creative talent and the demand for technologically
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adaptive professionals—a situation that undermines both in-
dividual career outcomes and broader goals of human capital
development.

From a policy perspective, this disconnect raises impor-
tant questions about the role of higher education in supporting
national innovation strategies. As the Chinese government
positions “cultural and creative industries” as engines of soft
power and economic diversification, there is a growing imper-
ative to ensure that arts education contributes meaningfully to
human capital formation[*3). This requires a reexamination
of curricula, assessment models, and industry partnerships
to foster both traditional artistic competencies and emerging

digital literacies.

2.3. Existing Research Gaps

While the literature on Al in education has grown
rapidly in recent years, most existing studies have focused
on STEM fields or general digital pedagogy, leaving arts

341 Furthermore,

education comparatively underexplored!
the few studies that do address Al in creative disciplines tend
to remain conceptual or speculative, lacking empirical inves-
tigation into how Al integration affects skill development,
teaching practices, and graduate outcomes in arts-related
programs.

Another gap lies in the disconnect between educational
and industry perspectives. Existing research often treats
curriculum reform and labor market evolution as separate
domains, without exploring how the two interact in shaping

331 Par-

students’ creative capacities and career readiness
ticularly absent are comparative studies that examine the

expectations of educators versus recruiters—an omission

that limits the capacity to design responsive educational in-
terventions.

In the Chinese context, this gap is even more pro-
nounced. While national policies emphasize innovation and
digital transformation, academic research has yet to catch
up in evaluating how these priorities translate into effective
arts education models. Little is known about how Chinese
arts institutions are incorporating Al into their pedagogical
frameworks or how graduates perceive the adequacy of their
training in navigating Al-augmented creative careers.

This study addresses these gaps by offering empirical
insights drawn from interviews with both educators and em-
ployers in China. By focusing on real-world perceptions and
practices, it contributes to a more grounded understanding of
the “creative skills crisis” and identifies opportunities for cur-
riculum alignment, skill redefinition, and industry-education

collaboration in an Al-driven era.

3. Methodology

3.1. Participants

This study employed a purposive sampling strategy to
recruit participants who could offer informed perspectives
on the evolving definition and value of creative skills in the
context of artificial intelligence. The sample included a total
of nine individuals: four university-level arts educators and
five recruitment professionals from design-related industries
in China. Table 1 provides an overview of the participants’
profiles. All participants were selected based on their direct
involvement in either the delivery of arts education or the

evaluation of creative talent in hiring contexts.

Table 1. Overview of Interview Participants.

ID * Gender Role Years of Experience **

Educators

El Male Associate Professor (Visual Arts) 8

E2 Female Professor (Design Thinking) 11

E3 Male Professor (Media Arts) 17

E4 Female Assistant Professor (Graphic Design) 5
Recruiters

R1 Male HR Manager 7

R2 Male Senior Creative Director 12

R3 Female HR Specialist 10

R4 Female Talent Acquisition Lead 9

RS Male Creative Recruiter 23

* All participants provided informed consent, and their names and institutional identifiers were anonymized to protect confidentiality.
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The educators were affiliated with top-tier or region-
ally recognized institutions, with teaching responsibilities
spanning visual arts, design thinking, and media arts. Their
academic ranks ranged from lecturer to full professor, and
they had a minimum of five years of experience in curriculum
design or instruction. The industry participants (Recruiters),
meanwhile, held positions in human resources or creative
direction within companies operating in digital design, brand-
ing, animation, and advertising. Each had experience in as-
sessing the creative and technical competencies of recent
graduates for entry-level or junior roles.

The combination of academic and industry voices was
essential for triangulating insights into the creative skills
gap. Educators could reflect on pedagogical objectives and
institutional responses to technological change, while em-
ployers could comment on the readiness of graduates and

the evolving demands of the labor market.

3.2. Procedure

The study was conducted using a semi-structured, in-
depth interview approach to allow for the exploration of
participants’ perspectives in detail while maintaining con-
sistency across sessions. Prior to the interviews, a protocol
consisting of open-ended questions was developed based on
the research questions and themes identified in the literature
review. The interview protocol was validated through a pilot

with one educator and one recruiter not included in the final

sample.

Each interview lasted between 25 and 40 min and was
conducted either via Zoom or face-to-face, depending on
participants’ availability and location. All interviews were
recorded with permission and subsequently transcribed for
analysis. The interviews were conducted in Mandarin Chi-
nese, then translated into English during the transcription pro-
cess to preserve the original meaning while enabling cross-
comparison and coding. Table 2 presents a sample of the
guiding interview questions organized by participant type.
These questions were designed to elicit participants’ views
on AI’s impact on creative skills, institutional or corporate
responses, and expectations for future curriculum or talent

development.

3.3. Data Collection

All interview data were collected over a three-week
period in March 2025. Semi-structured interviews were con-
ducted in Mandarin Chinese, either via Zoom or in person,
depending on participant preference and availability. With
participants’ consent, all sessions were audio-recorded and
transcribed verbatim. Transcripts were reviewed and trans-
lated into English by the research team, then cross-verified
by a bilingual expert to ensure semantic fidelity and elimi-
nate translation bias. Any identifying information (names,
institutions, project references) was anonymized or removed

to protect participant confidentiality.

Table 2. Sample Interview Questions.

Type Sample Questions *
Educators How have Al technologies (e.g., generative Al) influenced your teaching practices or curriculum design?
Educators What types of creative skills do you emphasize in your current teaching?
Educators Do you believe arts education is adapting fast enough to technological changes? Why or why not?
Recruiters In your hiring experience, what creative or technical skills do you expect from recent arts graduates?
Recruiters How has your company integrated Al tools into its design or creative workflow?
Recruiters Do you observe a skills gap between graduates and current industry needs? If so, in what areas?

* The structure of the interviews allowed for flexibility, enabling participants to elaborate on themes they considered important. Follow-up questions were used to clarify

responses and probe deeper into specific examples or reflections.

The data were managed using NVivo 14, a qualitative
analysis software that facilitated systematic transcript man-
agement, open and axial coding, and memo-based reflection.
Each transcript was segmented by participant role (educa-
tor vs. recruiter) and initially categorized by broad topic

clusters, including Al perceptions, curriculum experiences,
and hiring practices. A codebook was developed iteratively
as part of the analysis process (see Appendix A Table Al
for an excerpt), and codes were applied to the dataset us-
ing NVivo’s node-based structure to prepare for subsequent
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thematic synthesis.

3.4. Data Analysis

We employed a thematic coding approach following
Braun and Clarke’s®# six-phase framework: (1) familiariza-
tion, (2) initial coding, (3) theme identification, (4) theme
review, (5) theme definition, and (6) reporting. The analysis
was conducted using a hybrid deductive—inductive strategy.
Deductive codes were generated based on our research ques-
tions and literature review (e.g., “Al tools in teaching,” “skill
mismatch,” “curriculum reform”). Inductive codes emerged
from repeated reading of transcripts and were refined through
analytical memoing.

An initial codebook was developed during open cod-
ing and expanded in two iterative cycles. For instance, un-
der the broader code “Al Integration,” subcodes included
“Tool awareness,” “Curriculum hesitation,” and “Student ex-
perimentation.” A portion of the codebook is provided in
Appendix A Table A1, including code definitions, inclu-
sion/exclusion criteria, and example quotes.

NVivo’s hierarchical coding system was used to con-
struct a partial coding tree, which helped visualize how
micro-level participant statements aggregated into meso- and
macro-level themes (see Appendix B for a sample coding
tree). Codes were applied by two researchers independently,
followed by a joint reconciliation session to compare appli-
cations, discuss disagreements, and resolve discrepancies.
To assess intercoder reliability, we applied Cohen’s Kappa
to a 20% random sample of the transcripts. The kappa co-
efficient across major codes was k = 0.82, indicating strong
agreement. Discrepancies were mostly related to overlapping
thematic boundaries, which were clarified in the final round
of codebook refinement. Coding consistency and auditabil-
ity were further enhanced by keeping reflexive memos and
maintaining an audit trail of code revisions within NVivo.

The resulting themes were synthesized by comparing
educator and recruiter responses, allowing us to identify both
converging perspectives (e.g., the urgency of Al adaptation)
and diverging expectations (e.g., depth vs. breadth of skill
training). These themes directly informed the Results sec-
tions, particularly the framing of the “creative skills crisis”

in relation to Al-mediated transformation in China’s arts

education and employment systems.

4. Results

4.1. Redefining Creative Skills in the Age of Al
(RQI)

Interview insights from educators and recruiters reveal
evolving perceptions of how artificial intelligence is reshap-
ing the notion of creative skills. Traditionally, creativity
was defined in terms of originality, aesthetic sensitivity, and
manual craftsmanship. However, with the rise of generative
Al creative value is increasingly being tied to technological
adaptability, strategic thinking, and content integration rather
than solely to production-based skills.

R2 commented: “Its not enough for designers to draw
well anymore. We want candidates who understand how
to direct AI—how to use tools like Midjourney to rapidly
prototype or test visual directions before committing to de-
velopment.” This reflects a shift from hands-on creation to
conceptual orchestration of technology-enhanced workflows.
In this new context, creative professionals are expected to
serve as curators or strategic thinkers who leverage Al to
accelerate ideation and iterate on multiple design options
efficiently.

Educators echoed similar sentiments. E2 noted: “Our
students still learn traditional skills, but I've had to add ses-
sions on how to use Al tools not just for making things—but
for expanding their thinking. They need to learn how to
collaborate with algorithms.” However, concerns were also
raised about the potential devaluation of foundational artistic
skills. Some educators feared that overreliance on AI might
reduce students’ engagement with materials, process, and
critical self-reflection. As E3 remarked: “If students jump
straight to generative output, they may skip the thinking
behind the image. That’s a loss to the creative process.”

These findings suggest that the definition of creative
skills is undergoing a transformation: from craftsmanship to
hybrid fluency, where understanding and directing Al tools is
as crucial as generating original ideas. The ability to navigate
digital platforms, evaluate outputs, and maintain conceptual
integrity is now central to how creativity is evaluated in

Al-mediated work environments.
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4.2. Uneven Adaptation in Arts Education
(RQ2)

The responses from educators revealed mixed levels
of adaptation. While some institutions have begun integrat-
ing Al-related content into their curricula, this adaptation
remains inconsistent and often limited to elective or experi-
mental courses. Only one of the four educators interviewed
reported that Al was a formal component of their depart-
ment’s curriculum; others relied on individual initiative to
introduce students to emerging tools and methods.

E1 shared: “There is no centralized support or curricu-
lum reform at my university. 1 personally introduce Al tools to
students, but it s not part of any official program. Some of my
colleagues are hesitant or skeptical.” This reflects broader
institutional inertia, where curriculum change lags behind
technological advancement. Educators face challenges such
as limited training, lack of infrastructure, and uncertainty
about pedagogical outcomes. Some also expressed concern
that without a clear framework, Al use could become a nov-
elty rather than a meaningful learning experience.

In contrast, students reportedly show strong interest
in Al tools and actively explore them in their studio work,
particularly in design and media art programs. However,
without structured guidance, their engagement is often un-
critical or purely technical. E4 noted: “Students experiment
with Midjourney or Firefly for visual effects, but few under-
stand the ethical, conceptual, or historical implications of
Al-generated work.” This pedagogical gap is exacerbated
by a lack of faculty development programs. As many older
faculty members were trained in pre-digital or analogue tra-
ditions, they may feel unprepared to teach emerging tech-
nologies. Institutions rarely offer training or incentives to
bridge this skills gap among instructors.

Nonetheless, there are signs of change. For instance,
two educators mentioned informal faculty networks or work-
shops where new tools are introduced and discussed. These
bottom-up efforts may signal an emerging shift toward more
systematic integration of Al in arts education, especially as

student and employer demand continues to grow.

4.3. Bridging the Education-Industry Gap
(RQ3)

One of the most salient findings from the recruiter in-
terviews was the disconnect between what employers value

and what graduates are trained to do. Recruiters consistently
emphasized the need for graduates to possess applied digital
fluency, problem-solving skills, and collaborative experi-
ence. However, they observed that many arts graduates still
primarily showcase individual, portfolio-driven work with
limited attention to team-based or tech-integrated projects.

R3 shared: “We receive beautiful portfolios, but many
students lack experience with cross-functional teams or Al-
assisted workflows. We don t just want a creative person—we
want someone who can fit into a fast-moving, tech-driven
pipeline.” Recruiters also suggested that institutions should
strengthen their connections with industry through intern-
ships, live briefs, or co-developed modules. R1 emphasized:
“We’re open to working with universities, but there s often
a disconnect. We need graduates who understand real pro-
duction cycles and constraints—not just theory.” Educators,
for their part, acknowledged the need for reform but pointed
to institutional and bureaucratic barriers. E2 noted that cur-
riculum revisions often take years to implement and must go
through multiple layers of approval, which makes it difficult
to respond quickly to changes in the labor market.

To bridge this gap, participants recommended three
main strategies: (1) embedding Al literacy and tool fluency
into foundational courses; (2) incorporating interdisciplinary,
problem-based learning models that mirror real-world de-

sign challenges; and (3) establishing formal partnerships

between universities and creative industries for curriculum
co-development and talent pipelines.

Importantly, several participants stressed that arts ed-
ucation should not abandon its traditional strengths in aes-
thetics, critical theory, and cultural literacy. Rather, it must
expand its definition of creativity to include technological
mediation and systemic thinking. The goal is not to replace
human creativity with Al, but to prepare students to use Al
as a tool for enhanced creative expression and innovation.

4.4. Recommendations

Based on the themes extracted from the interviews,
this study proposes a series of targeted recommendations to
bridge the gap between arts education and labor market de-
mands in the Al era. These suggestions are organized along
two critical dimensions: educational reform and human cap-

ital development.
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4.4.1. Repositioning Al in Arts Curricula

The findings are evident that a strategic realignment
is needed between arts education and the evolving demands
of the creative labor market in the Al era. From the educa-
tional perspective, institutions must move beyond treating
artificial intelligence as an optional tool and instead embed
it as a core component of creative learning. This involves
redesigning curricula to include Al literacy, algorithmic
thinking, and critical engagement with generative tools.
Faculty development programs are also essential to sup-
port educators in adopting these technologies, especially in
contexts where resistance or lack of familiarity may hinder
integration. Interviewed educators repeatedly emphasized
the necessity of integrating Al into core teaching practices.
As E1 observed, “A/ is not just a tool—it’s a language to-
day s students need to speak fluently.” This suggests that
higher education institutions should embed Al literacy, al-
gorithmic thinking, and critical digital pedagogy into the
core curriculum, rather than relegating these to optional
modules. To support this shift, professional development
for instructors must be scaled up. E3 acknowledged, “Some
of us are still learning what these tools can do; we need

time and training.”

4.4.2. Preserving and Expanding Artistic Intu-
ition

Despite the technological shift, educators cautioned
against over-technologizing the curriculum. Arts education
must retain its traditional strengths in conceptual depth, cul-
tural analysis, and aesthetic sensitivity. Rather than viewing
Al as a threat to creativity, programs should frame it as a
medium through which new forms of expression and interdis-
ciplinary innovation can emerge. Project-based learning that
blends human creativity with machine augmentation—for ex-
ample, collaborative assignments using both hand-drawing
and text-to-image generation—can offer students meaning-
ful opportunities to explore hybrid creative practices. E2
noted, “We risk losing the soul of art if we only focus on
tools.” Therefore, a dual approach is essential—one that
maintains conceptual depth, cultural literacy, and aesthetic
judgment, while promoting creative experimentation with
Al Project-based assignments that blend traditional skills
(e.g., sketching) with Al-enhanced outputs (e.g., generative

visuals or sound design) were seen as promising formats.

4.4.3. Strengthening University—Industry Link-
ages

From the perspective of human capital development,
employers in design-related industries should actively collab-
orate with universities to close the skills gap. This includes
co-developing courses, hosting real-world design challenges,
and offering structured internships that expose students to
Al-integrated workflows. Several recruiters highlighted a mis-
alignment between graduates’ training and workplace needs.
R2 stated, “We don t need perfect portfolios—we need people
who can think across platforms and collaborate with AL”
To address this, design firms and other creative employers
should be involved in co-developing curricula, sponsoring
real-world challenges, and offering Al-enabled internship ex-
periences. R1 emphasized, “When students intern with us,
they often touch Al tools for the first time—that s too late.”

4.4.4. Redefining Human Capital Metrics in
Hiring

Another common theme was the need to adjust hiring
standards. Recruitment criteria should also evolve to recog-
nize not only technical proficiency but also adaptive thinking,
ethical awareness, and the ability to work across domains.
Employers should expand their criteria beyond technical
skillsets to include interdisciplinary fluency, ethical sensibil-
ity, and adaptive thinking. As R1 put it, “We value someone
who can write a prompt as much as someone who can sketch
a logo.” These evolving demands call for better communica-
tion between universities and industry about what constitutes
“creative readiness” in an Al-mediated environment.

Ultimately, addressing the creative skills crisis requires
a shared responsibility between education and industry. Arts
education must equip students with both expressive power
and technological fluency, while employers must create path-
ways for these hybrid professionals to thrive. In doing so,
the creative workforce can be redefined not as a casualty
of Al disruption, but as a driving force of innovation in the
digital age.

5. Discussion

5.1. Findings of the Results

This study reveals that the notion of creative skills is
undergoing a paradigmatic transformation in the context of
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Al-augmented creative industries. Through interviews with
both educators and recruiters, it becomes evident that cre-
ativity is no longer defined solely by aesthetic sensibility or
manual craftsmanship. Instead, it is being expanded to in-
clude a hybridized set of capabilities such as Al tool fluency,
computational thinking, data literacy, and adaptive system-
level design. These findings support earlier observations in
the literature regarding the evolution of 21st-century compe-
tencies but go further by demonstrating how such changes
are concretely reshaping hiring expectations and curricular
practices in the arts.

From the perspective of human capital theory, espe-
cially as formulated by Becker[**], these findings raise criti-
cal questions about the applicability of classical models to the
contemporary creative workforce. Traditionally, Becker’s
framework emphasizes investments in education and training
as mechanisms for increasing individual productivity, where
returns are often measured in wage differentials or labor
market success. However, our findings suggest that in the
Al era, human capital must be reconceptualized to include
machine-interfacing skills—that is, the ability to not just per-
form tasks but to strategically collaborate with intelligent sys-
tems %], This reflects a shift from accumulated knowledge
to interactional capability, which is not adequately captured
by traditional metrics of human capital *%!. For instance, the
widely observed skill gap between arts graduates and indus-
try needs in this study does not stem from a general lack of
education but rather from a misalignment between the type
of human capital being produced (e.g., expressive, discipline-
specific skills) and the composite, cross-functional skill sets
required by modern creative industries. This challenges the
assumption within classical human capital theory that for-
mal education inherently enhances employability[*”). As
R3 emphasized, “We re looking for people who can fluidly
move between tools, collaborate across domains, and think
in systems. Art school doesn t really train that.”

Moreover, the findings point toward emergent forms
of human capital that classical theory does not fully account
for—such as Al-mediated creativity, prompt engineering
literacy, or ethico-aesthetic judgment in hybrid workflows.
These skills are not easily quantifiable but are increasingly
vital in contexts where human and machine outputs are co-
produced. The result is a tension between education systems

still largely governed by traditional human capital frame-

works and labor markets that operate according to rapidly
evolving, technology-driven value systems. Educators inter-
viewed in the study are aware of this mismatch but express
frustration over the lack of systemic support. E1 observed,
“We 're not trained for this shift, and we re not given time
to adapt. It’s all on individual initiative.” This reflects a
second layer of misalignment—not only between students
and employers, but also between institutional structures and
the new demands of the creative economy.

Importantly, the study also reaffirms the value of tradi-
tional creative capabilities, such as conceptual depth, cultural
critique, and artistic intuition. Rather than being rendered
obsolete by Al, these qualities are seen as essential for dis-
tinguishing meaningful work from mechanistic output. This
supports a nuanced extension of human capital theory: one
that incorporates both technological fluency and humanis-
tic insight as co-equal contributors to economic and social
value[3®!. Such a view echoes recent critiques of Becker’s
model that call for a more pluralistic understanding of human
capital—one that reflects the complex, multi-dimensional
demands of creative labor in the digital age.

In summary, both educators and employers agree on the
importance of maintaining traditional creative values while
expanding the scope of skill training. The goal is not to re-
place human-centered creativity but to evolve it—positioning
students as co-creators with Al rather than passive tool users.
The findings do not simply illustrate a gap between education
and employment; they surface a deeper structural incongruity
between legacy theories of workforce preparation and the
actual dynamics of value creation in the Al era. This under-
scores the urgency for rethinking educational investment not
merely in terms of quantity or access, but in the composition,
adaptability, and future-readiness of the skills being cultivated.

5.2. Educational Implications in the Digital and
Chinese Context

The findings of this research hold substantial implica-
tions for the theory and practice of arts education, particularly
within the Chinese context. Firstly, they call for a reevalu-
ation of existing curricula to reflect the changing nature of
creativity in the digital era. The traditional focus on form,
medium, and expression must be expanded to include techno-
logical mediation, critical Al literacy, and cross-disciplinary
thinking 38!, This aligns with emerging views in education
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theory that emphasize adaptive, meta-cognitive competen-
cies as key indicators of long-term learner success. In China,
these calls resonate strongly with the goals of the New Lib-
eral Arts initiative®, which advocates for the integration of
digital technology, humanities, and innovation-driven curric-
ula. However, our findings suggest that the implementation
of such frameworks remains inconsistent across institutions
and often lacks alignment with the actual demands of Al-
enhanced creative industries.

Secondly, the study underscores the importance of in-
stitutional change. While individual instructors may pioneer
Al integration, long-term impact requires systemic support.
This includes formal training programs for faculty, revised
assessment frameworks, and the establishment of interdis-
ciplinary teaching teams that bring together expertise from
design, computer science, and digital media[*’). In the Chi-
nese higher education system, where curriculum design is
often centralized and reform cycles are long, such transfor-
mations pose particular challenges!]. Moreover, hierarchi-
cal administrative structures may limit the agility of local
departments in piloting Al-related pedagogical innovation,
making bottom-up experimentation and cross-institutional
collaboration especially valuable in this context.

Thirdly, the shift toward hybrid creative skills ne-
cessitates pedagogical innovation. Project-based learning,
scenario-based design, and collaborative digital workshops
can serve as effective formats to prepare students for Al-
mediated creative practice. These approaches not only re-
flect real-world conditions but also foster essential soft skills
such as communication, ethical reasoning, and teamwork—
attributes that are increasingly valued in both artistic and
commercial fields. In China, where the creative industries
are expanding rapidly—particularly in areas like gaming, an-
imation, and digital marketing—there is strong demand for
graduates who can navigate technology-rich, team-oriented
environments?l. However, current teaching practices in
many arts academies still rely heavily on master-apprentice
models and individual studio critique, which are not always
conducive to such competencies.

Finally, the research reaffirms that arts education must
retain its critical and cultural foundations. In an era of rapid
technological change, students need more than tool-based
proficiency; they must be equipped to question the implica-

tions of Al on authorship, originality, and cultural representa-

tion. This critical literacy is essential for fostering responsi-
ble, socially engaged creators#>#3], Within China’s unique
cultural production landscape—where both traditional her-
itage and digital consumerism intersect—such reflective ca-
pacities are crucial. Students must be able to engage with
global technological trends while also navigating national
narratives, policy sensitivities, and market forces that shape

artistic expression in the Chinese context.

5.3. Operational Strategies and Institutional
Recommendations

This study highlights a set of practical and operational
strategies that universities and industry stakeholders can
adopt to more effectively address the emerging creative skills
gap in the Al era. These recommendations are grounded in
empirical insights from interviews and aim to bridge the dis-
connect between educational design and real-world creative

practice.

5.3.1. Institutional Collaboration and Curricu-
lum Co-Design

One actionable recommendation is the establishment
of formal partnerships between arts education institutions
and Al-driven creative industries. Instead of general collabo-
ration, partnerships should center on co-developed modules
and design challenges that reflect industry-relevant work-
flows. For example, R3 noted, “We want people who can
adapt to fast-paced, technology-driven workflows.” To sim-
ulate such conditions, universities could implement time-
bound “Al design sprints” within existing courses. These
sprints involve rapid ideation, prototyping with tools like
RunwayML or DALL-E, and iterative feedback sessions
with external mentors. This format mirrors industry project
cycles and prepares students for high-tempo, collaborative

environments.
5.3.2. Scaffolded AI Integration in Courses

Beyond merely “embedding Al literacy,” institutions
can operationalize this goal through modular, embedded
toolkits that align with the progression of studio-based
courses. For example, a visual design course might include a
three-week segment on Al-assisted ideation, where students
utilise generative tools to create mood boards or explore lay-
out variations. Crucially, this technical training should be

paired with critical reflection assignments on topics such as
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data ethics, algorithmic aesthetics, and authorship, helping
students develop not only tool fluency but also evaluative
judgment.

5.3.3. Bottom-Up Strategies Amid Institutional
Lag

Recognizing the time lag in formal curriculum re-
visions—as E2 remarked, “Curriculum revisions take
years”—we propose a set of bottom-up, rapidly deploy-
able strategies: (1) Faculty-led stackable microcredentials or
short-form workshops on Al tools (e.g., using ChatGPT for
scriptwriting or Midjourney for visual ideation); (2) Sandbox
assignments that encourage experimentation with Al in low-
stakes, ungraded settings to reduce fear of failure; (3) Support
for student-led clubs, peer learning circles, or co-curricular
hackathons that foster community-driven exploration of Al ap-
plications. These initiatives can be launched within a semester
without requiring extensive structural changes, enabling in-

stitutions to respond more nimbly to evolving demands.

5.3.4. Faculty Development and Incentive
Structures

To enable sustained change, institutions must also pri-
oritize educator upskilling. A tiered faculty development
model can support this effort: (1) At the foundational level,
self-paced digital modules introduce core Al concepts and
tools; (2) At the intermediate level, faculty from different
departments collaborate in Al-infused co-teaching labs to
experiment with integrated pedagogy; (3) At the advanced
level, institutions can provide small internal grants or teach-
ing innovation awards for instructors developing Al-enriched
syllabi or assignments[#4). Such efforts address both knowl-
edge barriers and cultural resistance to Al integration, as

noted by multiple educators in our study.

5.3.5. Industry Engagement and Recruitment
Reform

On the employer side, recruiters should move beyond
traditional portfolio evaluations. R2 emphasized the value
of adaptability and collaborative capacity. Accordingly, hir-
ing processes can incorporate Al-based design simulations
where candidates complete tasks using specified generative
tools under time constraints. This offers a more authen-
tic measure of workplace readiness. Additionally, industry
partners should engage in structured feedback loops with

universities—e.g., through internship debriefs or advisory

boards—to ensure curricula remain responsive to evolving
toolsets and workflow expectations[+>47],

In summary, addressing the creative skills gap neces-
sitates a networked, iterative, and data-informed approach
to institutional change. By implementing these specific, ac-
tionable measures, stakeholders can cultivate a future-ready
workforce that is equipped to thrive in Al-augmented creative

ecosystems.

5.4. Limitations and Reflections

While this study offers valuable insights into the evolv-
ing definition of creative skills in the age of artificial intelli-
gence, several methodological limitations should be acknowl-
edged. Firstly, the sample size is relatively small, consisting
of only nine participants—four educators and five recruiters.
Although the interviews yielded rich qualitative data, the
limited number of informants constrains the representative-
ness of the findings and may not capture the full range of
perspectives within China’s diverse educational and industry
contexts.

Secondly, the study is geographically restricted to
China. While China presents a unique and dynamic land-
scape for both arts education and Al-driven industry inno-
vation, the cultural, institutional, and policy-specific factors
present in this context may limit the generalizability of the
conclusions to other national or regional settings. Compar-
ative studies across different countries or regions would be
valuable to understand how the challenges and responses to
the creative skills crisis vary in other educational systems
and labor markets 48],

Finally, the use of purposive sampling introduces po-
tential bias in participant selection. While this strategy al-
lowed us to target information-rich cases, it may have inad-
vertently excluded voices that hold alternative or dissenting
views. Future research could benefit from broader sampling
strategies—such as stratified or snowball sampling—and
incorporate survey-based or mixed-methods approaches to

triangulate findings and enhance external validity.

6. Conclusions

This exploratory study examined how artificial intelli-
gence may be reshaping the definition, valuation, and teach-

ing of creative skills within arts education, with a particular
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focus on China’s evolving creative industries. Drawing on in-
depth interviews with university-level educators and design-
sector recruiters, the findings suggest an emerging misalign-
ment between traditional arts curricula and the hybrid skill
sets increasingly valued in Al-mediated creative labor mar-
kets. While creativity continues to be a central value, its
modes of expression are shifting—from manual craftsman-
ship to strategic, digitally augmented creation—reflecting
broader technological and economic transformations.

Furthermore, the results indicate a pressing need for arts
education to consider reforming both content and pedagogy.
Institutions are encouraged to explore ways of embedding Al
literacy and digital fluency into foundational training, while
simultaneously preserving the critical, cultural, and aesthetic
dimensions of creative learning. Furthermore, the study
highlights the potential benefits of strengthening university-
industry collaboration to reduce structural mismatches, better
align graduate capabilities with workforce expectations, and
enhance student employability.

These insights contribute to a growing body of knowl-
edge on the so-called “creative skills crisis,” particularly
in contexts undergoing rapid digital transition. However,
given the limited sample size and exploratory nature of the
study, the conclusions should be interpreted with caution.
Future research could build on these findings through cross-
national comparative studies and larger-scale mixed-method
investigations. Longitudinal research tracking the career tra-
jectories of arts graduates trained in Al-enriched programs
may also offer valuable perspectives on the long-term im-
pacts of curriculum innovation on professional identity and

labor outcomes.
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and methodological rigor of the study while respecting the

Table Al. Sample Codebook (Excerpt).

confidentiality commitments made to our interviewees.

Code Definition Inclusion Criteria Example Quote
Al Tool References to participants’ Milzi/l'zrllltrl::gs %’E;g;?llz?’g;;k&L “Some students have started using
Awareness knowledge or use of Al tools J ¥ o ’ YV Midjourney to generate storyboards.” — E4
Curriculum Exprésspns.of uncertainty or lack Describes slow reform, lack of “There’s no official guideline, so I just
e of institutional support for AL - . . . -
Hesitation . . training, or resistance from faculty experiment with my own class.” — E2
integration
Student Mentions of students independently Students using Al without formal “They’re using Firefly in their final projects,
Experimentation experimenting with Al tools instruction even though we never taught it.” — E1
Technical Recruiter assessments of graduates’ Graduates’ ability to use design Most graduates know Photoshop, but few
. . understand how to use RunwayML
Readiness technical competence software, Al tools, etc. . ’
efficiently.” — R3
Creat{ve- Tepsllons between creative Statements about balancing Al use “Al can generate layouts, but we still need
Technical originality and tool-based . s . . . A
. with artistic integrity people with real creative thinking.” — R2
Balance production
Industry Recruiters’ expectations for Mentions of adaptability, Al fluency, “We look for designers who can collaborate
Expectations industry-aligned skills in new hires production speed expectations with Al to speed up delivery.” — R1

Training Needs

Mentions of faculty needing support
or training to integrate Al

References to training gaps,
workshops needed, lack of incentives

“I have no idea how to teach these tools, and
no one is helping us.” — E3

Reform Structural or policy-related Mentions of delays or obstacles in “It takes years to get a new course approved;
Challenges challenges to curriculum reform institutional change by then the tech has changed.” — E2
. Ref to the i rt: f . . L
Collaborative crerences 1o the importance o Team-based project experience, “We need people who can work in agile
. teamwork or cross-disciplinary L . . o
Skills ability communication, collaboration teams, not just solo artists.” — RS
Mentions of original idea .. L . « L . . .
Conceptual . c Cognitive originality, narrative depth, Creative ideas still matter, even if machines
.. generation or aesthetic judgment as . . . »
Creativity or aesthetic expression can generate the visuals.” — E1l

a valued skill
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