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Abstract 1 Introduction
Developments in Speech Al have facilitated a rise in text-to-speech Advances in machine learning have enabled the rising popularity
(TTS) generation and voice-cloning systems that progressively re- of text-to-speech (TTS) applications, which allow users to generate
quire less data to synthesize higher-quality speech. As voice actors audio of voices speaking an inputted phrase. These advances have
adapt to the impacts of voice-cloning and speech data collection also led to voice-cloning systems, capable of mimicking a specific
on their industry, the researchers and developers driving these person’s voice, given a sample of them speaking. With each advance-
changes are removed from this affected context. Towards an in- ment, these systems require less data (e.g. only a few seconds of
formed perspective that centers a community directly impacted the person speaking) and can generate progressively higher-quality
by Speech AI development and deployment, we interview 15 pro- imitations.
fessional voice artists on their perceptions and responses to the Misuse of Al systems has become a major point of contention
emergence of Speech Al in their work. We identify how access to in disputes between creative labor unions and the entertainment
community, prior experiences negotiating creative labor rights, and industry, including concerns that generative AI will be used to re-
existing exploitative power structures influence artists’ expecta- place jobs and non-consensually clone actors [43-45]. Meanwhile,
tions and agency in the face of Al-driven disruption. We call for Al technology researchers and developers are removed from this
technologists to take a community-led approach, identifying op- affected context, even as their work plays a significant, and poten-
portunities to shift Speech Al towards creative empowerment, and tially harmful, role in this space [8, 24].
to look beyond technology-centered solutions towards shaping a In this work, we center and amplify the perspectives of a com-
more equitable future for voice work. munity actively navigating and negotiating the impacts of Speech
Al technology on their work: the voice acting and performance
CCS Concepts community.

Toward an informed perspective that centers directly impacted
voices, we interviewed 15 professional voice artists actively work-
ing, auditioning, and performing in various industries. We reporting
on their experiences, perceptions and responses to the emergence

« Human-centered computing — Empirical studies in HCI; »
Computing methodologies — Artificial intelligence.

Keywords of Speech Al in their work. We focus on the impacts of voice data
Voice acting, generative Al speech generation, voice-cloning, Speech collection practices and of voice reproduction applications, to con-
Al creative precarity, Al impact on creative communities, creative sider how both the accelerating development and deployment of
labor Speech Al systems is changing the shape of voice work.

We characterize the entangled nature of contemporary voice
work, where existing power imbalances and patterns of exploitation
are being exacerbated and disrupted by these emergent technolo-
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empowerment by centering voice artists in the development of
power-conscious Speech AL Beyond calling for the direct involve-
ment of voice workers and their community organizations in the
development of new technologies, we also identify the need to
contribute to efforts beyond techno-solutionism, and to honor the
expertise of voice artists as creative labor rights negotiators. We call
on developers, researchers, and policymakers to act in solidarity
with the creative community’s existing organizational efforts to
understand, articulate and defend the needs of voice artists, and
other workers in creatively precarious positions, towards the design
of a more equitable future for voice work.

2 Background and Related Work
2.1 The Unique Landscape of Speech Al

Machine learning and generative text and video models have seen
an explosive increase in interest over the past few years [21, 38].
While State-of-the-Art (SOTA) image, video, and text generation
systems struggle with problems of compositionality [33], halluci-
nations [42], and generalization [52], the problem of automatically
generating arbitrary speech from any individual’s voice is essen-
tially solved for the world’s most common languages. Prior work
has shown that untrained listeners cannot reliably distinguish be-
tween audio produced by SOTA voice cloning models, and the
original voices they are emulating [18, 36], and that these models
outputs are only readily distinguishable to voice experts and with
automatic methods [9, 34, 46]. Moreover, SOTA large deep learning-
based TTS systems can generate an accurate clone with less than
10 seconds of audio [19, 27, 53, 55].

The recent success in TTS systems is due in part to speech’s
highly structural nature resulting in sparse and efficient codecs
[15, 27]. Since the first TTS system’s release in 1968, speech pro-
cessing researchers and practitioners have been able to generate
intelligible speech from an array of different speakers [29]. While
many open problems remain, such as controllable TTS [54], real-
time generation [35], and generating more diverse, expressive, and
conversational-like speech [28, 37, 57], current methods are more
than capable of generating realistic voices for personal, commercial,
and malicious ends.

2.2 Harms of Speech Al

Much work has been done on assessing and ameliorating harms
caused by automatic systems [13], and how they fail to to center the
needs of impacted human communities [51]. Despite much focus
on synthetic speech detection in the speech processing community,
Speech AT’s unique location in the modern landscape has led to a
body of work evaluating the potential for broader harms and ethical
concerns from its nascency. While much prior work has explored
the harms and biases resulting from clearly synthetic voices and
digital assistants [30, 48], less than 10% of papers on generative
speech systems from 2018-2023 discussed potential negative impact
[8]. Likewise, in an audit of audio datasets, Agnew et al. found
that 20% of the data contained in 80 speech datasets is explicitly
copyright-infringing, with more being used for speech synthesis
without the speaker’s knowledge or consent [3].

Hutiri et al. contributed a taxonomy of speech AT harms for mem-
bers of the general public at large, including voice-cloning incidents
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impacting voice actors [24]. However, prior work has largely fo-
cused on the misuse of deployed Speech AI application towards
privacy and impersonation concerns, rather than investigating the
impact of these systems on the voice artists they collect speech
data from, and the labor impact of voice-reproduction systems dis-
placing voice artists’ work opportunities. While voice artists may
be subject to the same data misuse risks as other members of the
general public, proposed privacy measures may not apply to them,
as individuals whose work often entails widely and publicly sharing
recordings of their voice.

We seek to build off this body of work to contribute a better
understanding of how speech Al's harms are impacting the voice
artist community, and the unique considerations and protections
this community may need in response.

2.3 On the Impacts of Al and Automation on
Labor

Recent work has called for researchers and developers of data-
driven technologies to shift away from a view that positions data
as apolitical and objective, towards recognizing the implications
of datasets as collections of political artifacts extracted from hu-
man contexts, often exploitatively[31, 47]. Applying this human-
centered understanding of data collection frames the development
of contemporary Al image generation models as extractive sys-
tems that profit from visual artists’ labor, without due consent or
compensation([7, 22, 26].

Prior work has also investigated the impact that rapid deploy-
ment of automation technologies can have on workers forced to
adapt to these new systems in real-world situations, such as in pub-
lic transportation[5], in essential custodial and waste work [20], and
in creative industries[14, 22, 26]. These studies often showcase the
ways that technologies developed outside of the real-world-contexts
where they will be deployed tend to operate on a myopic, reduc-
tionist understanding of very work they are trying to automate—
ultimately disrupting and obscuring workers livelihoods rather than
supporting them. Al-driven disruptions often exacerbate existing
inequalities, while forcing affected workers to rapidly adapt to the
world created by Al and its developers, all without their appeal,
consent, or acknowledgment[6].

We seek to extend and apply these lines of study to the voice artist
community, and to consider the emergent impacts of Al technology
on the shape of their work. We take interest in the multifaceted role
that voice artists play: as creative practitioners navigating already
exploitative industries, and as workers whose livelihoods stand to
be directly disrupted — by the development of Speech Al driving the
extractive reuse of performers’ voice data, and by the deployment
of voice-reproduction technologies driving labor displacement in
their industries.

3 Method

To achieve a perspective on Speech Al development that centers
directly impacted voices, we interviewed 15 voice actors (VAs)
actively working in the voice industry on their perceptions and
responses to Speech Al

The interviews were conducted in a semi-structured manner,
with one to four authors present for each interview. Interviews
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lasted 60 minutes and were conducted over Zoom through April to
September 2024.

3.1 Protocol

We designed a semi-structured interview protocol to evaluate our
participants’ perceptions and responses to emerging Speech Al
technologies and development practices, especially with regard
to TTS, voice cloning, and speech data collection. The protocol
consisted of three sections: introductory questions on their prior
experiences, demonstrations of emergent technologies, and a “traf-
fic light exercise.” Our full protocol is available in Appendix A.

3.1.1 Demonstrations of Existing Technologies. As many of our
participants lacked direct experience with Speech Al technology,
their initial perceptions could be heavily based in speculation or
secondhand accounts. To counteract this and ground discussions of
the technology in a shared understanding, we used screen-sharing
to present concrete demonstrations of contemporary speech Al
systems: voice cloning TTS [56], text prompt-based voice modi-
fication and synthesis [53], and Speech Al-assisted editing tools.
Participants were invited to ask questions, and then to discuss their
impressions of the system and its capabilities.

3.1.2  Traffic Light Exercise. The session concluded with an exercise
designed to capture participants’ preferences, expectations, and
potential negotiation practices regarding the introduction of Al
into their work.

We prepared six scenarios that were each grounded in ways that
Speech Al-driven trends might impact their future work. For exam-
ple: “Scenario 2: A company wants to pay you to acquire your voice
data to use in a large training dataset.” We read each of these six
scenarios aloud while sharing a graphic with the participant that de-
scribed the four “colors” they could respond with, where each color
indicates a level of consent (See Fig.2). Red is a hard "no" under any
circumstances; Green is "enthusiastic consent"; we offered Yellow
and Blue as “with major limitations” and “with minor limitations"
respectively to help participants with nuanced perspectives better
differentiate their response, and to encourage critical discussion on
the kinds of boundaries and preferences they might negotiate, and
the considerations involved in their decision. In designing this ex-
ercise, we drew directly from Strengers et al. in What can HCI learn
from sexual consent? [49], especially the “[T]raffic light system"
component of the TEASE guideline.

3.2 Recruitment

We recruited participants via social media and public voice-cast
information sites like IMDB!. We utilized snowball recruiting, ask-
ing enrolled subjects to pass information about the study to their
community. This strategy significantly improved response rates;
voice community members are reasonably wary of connecting with
Al researchers. After 3 interviews, we met with members of the Al-
liance of Canadian Cinema, Television and Radio Artists (ACTRA),
who then shared our screener survey in their community meetings
and mailing list. Gaining trust within the community increased
participants’ willingness to respond and schedule interviews. We
discuss the potential limitations of this recruitment strategy in 3.4.

!https://www.imdb.com/
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We interviewed 15 voice artists in total. All participants were
either from Canada or the United States, with 7 identifying as men,
6 as women, and 1 non-binary individual. Full participant details
are recorded in Table 1. Participants were compensated with a gift
card valued at 20 USD. Our Institutional Review Board reviewed
and approved our protocol.

3.3 Analysis

Our analysis followed a qualitative reflexive thematic analysis ap-
proach [11, 12]. Authors reviewed all interview recordings and
manually corrected transcripts for accuracy. Each interview was
analyzed by at least two authors. We conducted an open coding pro-
cess [17]; codes were iteratively refined and clustered into thematic
categories, using post-it notes in an online collaborative whiteboard
platform.

We recorded structured data from our traffic light exercise, which
provided participants’ responses to potential Al use case scenarios
(See Fig. 1). All codes and preliminary themes were collaboratively
reviewed and discussed by the research team across three syn-
chronous meetings to ensure consistency and interpretive depth.
Through consensus, we synthesized these themes into a final set of
overarching narratives that underpin our findings.

3.4 Limitations

Our sample size of 15 voice workers is far from a total representation
of the voice work community. In particular, while snowball recruit-
ing allowed us to improve response rates and establish credibility
and rapport with voice workers reasonably wary of community
outsiders, this resulted in a participant pool skewed towards a par-
ticular community, centered around Canadian union members. As
a result, our study should not be considered representative of the
reality for the global community of voice actors; we hope that fu-
ture work could bring forth the voices and unique challenges faced
by more non-union actors and by voice workers in other regions
and industry contexts.

4 Findings
4.1 The work of voice

In this section, we report on the present nature of voice labor, to
contextualize our understanding of this space that Speech Al is
actively disrupting.

4.1.1 The work of voice performance. Despite describing our par-
ticipants as voice artists, our participants’ work is sociotechnically
entangled across industries and tasks. All participants except P1
had experience working in multiple roles, and for different sub-
industries. Experiences spanned across a variety of industries, in-
cluding film, video games, audiobooks, and dramatic podcasts. Expe-
riences were not limited to entertainment industries; beyond com-
mercial advertising work, participants also noted working or audi-
tioning for roles like, narrating corporate training videos, recording
for automated phone answering systems, creating accessible audio
descriptions, and — more recently - providing recordings of their
voice as training data for a speech application. Many of our partici-
pants, especially the 7 who identified as experts (P3, P4, P5, P6, P8,
P9, P13) have worked with clients in more distinct roles than they
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P# | Age Range | Experience (Years) | Voice Industry Role(s) / Experience Skill Level Union Involvement
P1 18-24 1-2 Voice actor (VA). Moderate Skill | None reported
P2 18-24 1-2 VA, podcast production, student Moderate Skill | None reported

P3 30-39 3-10 Actor & VA for film, TV, animation Expert Active

P4 50-59 20+ VA, voice studio founder, organizer Expert Active, Organizer
P5 60+ 20+ Retired commercial voice actor; writer Expert Active

P6 30-39 10-20 VA for commercials, animation, games Expert Active, Organizer
P7 30-39 <1 Theatre actor, VA for film Novice Limited

P8 30-39 10-20 VA for animation and games, theater Expert Active

P9 50-59 20+ Theatrical VA Expert Active

P10 40-49 3-10 Artist, actor, screenwriter, filmmaker Moderate skill | Limited

P11 30-39 3-10 Commercial voiceover, animation VA Very skilled Active, Organizer
P12 50-59 20+ Theatre, singing, audio description work | Very skilled Active

P13 60+ 20+ Union organizer, actor, dialect coach Expert Active, Organizer
P14 30-39 10-20 VA for animation, director Very skilled Active

P15 40-49 <1 Actor for TV and film, emerging VA Novice Limited

Table 1: Data as self-reported by our 15 participants. There is a wide range of positions and tasks across industries that employ
voice work. Most of the expert VAs we interviewed held more distinct roles than we are able to list here.

could feasibly list. See Table 1 for a complete overview of our 15
participants.

Despite the public and commercialized nature of the industries
they work in, many participants described experience the work of
voice and voice artistry as personal, creative, and embodied. Voice
is a conduit for their individual identity, creativity, style, and story.

“One of the whole points of doing voice over perfor-
mance and like, all the studying and the training that
we do is like to be able to manipulate your voice in
different ways...it’s a passion, right? Like it’s not, ‘you
just need to get the job done’ .. There’s a different
kind of care to it. There is something kind of magical
about it” -P11

Participants mentioned a general monetary devaluation of per-
formance, resulting in a “Passion Tax” whereby performers are
expected to do certain jobs for low rates or possibly free (P6), echo-
ing findings from prior work on creative precarity [14].

While we focused on recruiting voice performers, some of our
participants also represented crucial voice “support” roles, like
studio engineer (P4) and vocal coach (P13). Participants noted an
increased expectation for actors to complete support role tasks, with
10/15 describing recording and mixing their own audio at home.
Since the Covid 19 pandemic, the voice industry has transitioned
away from in-person voice-booth performances and towards “self-
taping” for auditions and gigs (P11). While participants enjoyed
the career flexibility afforded by increasingly accessible end-user
audio technologies, and were enthusiastic that lower barriers to
entry enable independent creatives to produce more projects with
less resources (e.g. P2’s theatrical podcast), participants stressed
the unique value of collaborating with other creatives in person:
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“I enjoy being in the voice booth... I like working with
the writer and working with the brand and the tech-
nician. We’re all creating something together” -P6

Te accessibility of editing technologies is driving expectations
for performers to work remotely and complete audio technicians
tasks tehmselves. This trend threatens to eliminate opportunities
to collaborate with others in person; this isolates artists, making
it harder for them to build supportive and creative relationships
with others. P12 lamented that what clients gain from shifting labor
onto actors rarely translates into increased compensation:

“I'm doing triple the work. But I'm still getting paid
the same... and they save money because they don’t
have to pay for the engineer. [...] Technology is get-
ting better and faster. So in theory that should free
up resources...where is that extra money going? It’s
certainly not going to the actors.”- P12

As we asked participants about the ways that new technologies,
like Speech Al are surfacing in their spaces of work, conversations
quickly became about topics like this — the socioeconomic dynam-
ics of voice labor that VAs must regularly navigate, far beyond the
tasks of voice performance itself, which we address next.

4.1.2  The work of navigating and negotiating voice labor. Precar-
ity and power imbalance are mainstays of the entertainment and
service industries where voice artists find employment, leading
them to develop expertise in routinely negotiating the terms of
their work.

Figure 1 shows results from the “traffic light exercise” that con-
cluded each interview, arranged by participant. Figure 2 displays
the same data, but arranged to comparison responses across the six
scenarios. Across our findings, we report on participants’ responses
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Figure 1: Traffic light exercise results, organized per partic-
ipant. Two colors indicate where a participant’s response
was“between” two options (e.g. "I could go yellow or blue
on this.") For the bar chart, we summarize results into 3
groups, "No" (Red and Yellow/Red), "Maybe" (Yellow, Blue,
Yellow/Blue, or Yellow/Green) and "Yes" (Blue/Green, Green).
(Based on the conversation, we chose to count P5’s “Yel-
low/Green” response as a “Maybe”.)

to these scenarios and the limitations, considerations, and bound-
aries they surfaced, contextualized with data from throughout each
interview.

When discussing how they would navigate potential future sce-
narios, participants frequently referenced past experiences negoti-
ating their rights and terms as performers. These anecdotes helped
illustrate how existing labor dynamics impact their expectations for
the future of their work, and how having the skills to adapt to these
changing dynamics characterizes the present reality of voice work.
VAs must routinely complete tasks beyond voice performance like:
finding and securing fair working opportunities, preparing and sub-
mitting auditioning materials, navigating relationships with agents,
clients, corporations, and licensees, negotiating the terms of their
performance contracts or licenses, and working to enact and defend
their rights and preferences before, during, and sometimes long
after a particular performance,

“We license the sound of our voice to a company for
a product in a certain medium for a certain amount
of time” -P4
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Scenario
A company wants you to contribute your
S1 voice to a speech-generating tool like Siri,
or the Text-to-Speech tool on TikTok.
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A company wants to pay you to acquire
$2 your voice data, to use in a large training
dataset.

A company uses your existing voice data
3 (recorded for another purpose) and
includes it in a training dataset.

A research team asks you to contribute
S4 your voice to a dataset for a Speech Al
research project.

A team wants to partner with you to help
S5 create your own voice-clone product. You
would own and control its license and use.

A client wants to use Al to edit a
s6 previously recorded voice line to change
its style or expression.

| NOo MAYBE B YES

(Red, Yellow/Red) (Yellow, Blue, Yellow/Blue, ~(Blue/Green, Green)
Yellow/Green)

50% 100%

Figure 2: Traffic light exercise results, organized by scenario.
We use the same summarization categories as described in
the caption for Figure 1.

Compensation was the most frequently cited consideration that
participants discussed in their responses to various potential sce-
narios, mentioned as critical by 10/15 participants. 4/15 discussed
how termed contracts are a desirable model for securing compen-
sation, consent, and control: these agreements allow VAs to agree
to a specified use of their recorded voice performance for a limited
amount of time, for pay to be distributed throughout that time
period and/or upon contract renewal, and for there to be an option
to withdraw participation at the end of each term.

“When I booked, like, a McDonald’s commercial I do
the voice for, they say, ‘We’re going to use this for
one year. When I do that, that means I'm not allowed
to then get a job voicing for Burger King, Wendy'’s,
any other competitor” - P11

6/15 participants mentioned informed usage control as important
to them; they want to be fully informed on how their recorded
voice data, and any system they might contribute to, will be used,
and to have opportunities to withdraw if the usage changes.

5/15 participants discussed the role of “trust” — or distrust, espe-
cially in the case of technology companies — when negotiating and
considering the safety of potential work opportunities. Participants
referenced widespread mistrust of tech companies, citing their rep-
utation for nonconsensual data use and for prioritizing profit over
community interests.

“I'm always hesitant to trust any company. Personally,
I think every company will always focus on making
money. So there’s always just a little bit of like a gray
area [...] Artists and scientists kind of come at odds
with each other because of pushing forward technol-
ogy versus humanity and empathy.”
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4.1.3 The work of voice community organization & outreach. Our
15 participants represented across at least 3 voice labor organiza-
tions, including ACTRA?, SAG-AFTRA?, and NAVA* (a non-union
voice acting association). 10/15 (66%) of participants were actively
involved in a labor group, including 4 (P4, P6, P11, P13) with organi-
zational roles. Of the remaining five, three (P7, P10, P15) described
themselves as members with limited involvement.

Participants did note that typically, professional voice acting
experience and example materials are required to join a labor union,
creating barriers for novices to access these benefits.

Union agencies negotiate higher pay rates for members and
provide benefits like health insurance, a pension fund, and access
to a community network.

“Union, you get paid on the scale [...] without the
union, you have no rights and no protection” -P10

“Before I joined the union, I did a lot of non-union
work... the difference is palpable. I mean, a level of
disrespect and disregard ... People are not taken care
of, people are not fed properly” - P11

VA work is frequently transient and independent; performers bene-
fit from the support, information, and solidarity they receive from
participating in community.

“It is very isolated... I would be recording at home, so

unless I talk to somebody else about, 'Hey, I'm having

a problem with this. Can somebody help me out?’ I

would be completely on my own.” - P12

If you’re not union, then you’re just, like, looking
through Facebook groups for gigs.” - P10

As union members themselves (especially the four actively serv-
ing in organizational roles) participants reported on the many ser-
vice tasks they take on to support and protect the actor and per-
former community. These include: attending labor demonstrations
and community meetings; crafting informational resources; man-
aging email newsletters, websites, and online seminars to keep
the disparate network of union performers informed and involved;
helping to prepare, and defend, collective agreements and bargain-
ing terms; meeting with company representatives and lawmakers
to represent the community, and more. In subsequent findings sec-
tions, we report on how community involvement surface in the
ways participants respond to potential Al-driven work disruptions.

4.2 The impacts of Speech Al on voice work

In this section, we report our findings on the various impacts
of emergent Speech Al technology development and deployment
trends on the dynamics of voice work — how it shaping voice per-
formance, and the dimensions of labor negotiation and organization
that characterize the reality of voice work beyond performance.

4.2.1 Impacting the craft and processes of voice performance. Some
participants described concern that the adoption of Speech Al tech-
nologies is the threatening the opportunities they have to engage
in their craft as performing artists.

Zhttps://actratoronto.com/
Shttps://www.sagaftra.org/
“https://navavoices.org/

1224

Shm Almeda, Robin Netzorg, Isabel Li, Ethan Tam, Skyla Ma, and Bob Tianqi Wei

Voice is an intimate, embodied attribute that is personal to every
human, and the same can be said of artistic expression, performance,
and style. Engaging with the craft of voice performance is what
makes this work meaningful and enjoyable for many voice artists.
Neglecting to respect the depth of humanness at the core of voice
work can lead to the development of new technologies and data
practices that are reductionist and dehumanizing.

“Producers are looking at our work simply as data and
not as acting or performance... it’s just so condescend-
ing” - P9
VAs are protective of their voices, viewing them as extensions
of their own identities, and representations of their artistry.

”We don’t have much as a person to call our own ...
my voice is my voice. If you don’t want it, no problem.
But don’t have it used elsewhere. - P5

6/15 participants expressed fear that their voices could be mis-
used for harmful speech generation or to misrepresent them, e.g.
for “a political party that I don’t approve of, or [...] something that
was violent or abusive” (P12) or for “hacking and scamming” (P5).

I don’t want my voice being used to say things that I
would never say... I don’t think I would be okay with
that” - P6

P8 distinguished between human voice impressions and voice
cloning, noting that the latter felt like a “murky” theft of identity:

“When it started to bleed into, oh, they’re taking my
voice and manipulating my performance to create
new content that I have no say in [...] It feels different
than if someone does an impression of you right?
Because then there’s still that separation right there,
it’s someone pretending to be you, but is clearly not
you, and cannot represent your thoughts and cannot
endorse things on your behalf” - P8

Participants associated misuse of their voices for harmful pur-
poses with "[taking] away® (P12) their voices and control. P10 stated
that it was important to them that their voice is used to represent
characters of their ethnicity and/or heritage, and that voice-cloning
technologies could enable uses that would erase that identity.

A majority of our participants (10/15) expressed belief that cer-
tain Al tools could make a positive impact on their work and
in their lives. They were particularly enthusiastic to share ideas
for Al tools that would center their support needs — for example,
by supporting tedious and undesirable elements of their labor like
editing, setting up a suitable recording environment, and helping
them with rehearsal.

Participants (P1, P10, P12, P13, P15) envisioned Al tools automat-
ing the tedious, time-consuming editing processes that actors are
now regularly expected to perform. P1 said, “If there was an Al
that could remove the clicks that happen in my mouth from all my
auditions, that would be so helpful![...] That would help auditioners
out, that would help voice engineers out.”

P12 proposed that Al could enable them to achieve new effects:

“I could use it to change my voice, to be more of a
masculine sound, or to [...] speak other languages for
you. So that aspect of it is a cool idea that I could [...]
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multiply the output of my own voice to do things, as
long as its within my control” - P12

VAs were more open to contributing to Speech Al research (S4)
compared to other potential future scenarios, and to contributing
to applications that enable new tasks that human labor previously
would not have been used for — as long as their negotiated bound-
aries were met.

“..narrating the New York Times every day when it
comes out, so you have an accessible version. No hu-
man could narrate the New York Times cover to cover
at the moment that it’s released]...] if New York Times
wanted to license my voice, and I knew explicitly that
my voice is going to be used for that, and had a licens-
ing deal, then that’s great! You could synthesize my
voice” - P4

We showed participants Al voice editing applications (like De-
script®) that advertise the use of voice cloning to seamlessly make
small edits to otherwise human-recorded audio, e.g. to remove filler
words. Many participants were positive about using such tools for
minor edits. P2 was enthusiastic about these tools as a director
themselves, but stated that they would lose respect for a director
who used Al excessively to change many lines of dialogue, as this
would represent a failure in creative direction.

Participants discussed how easily these tools could replace the
function of “pickup” sessions, where a voice actor re-records a line
to fix mistakes or change its style; this may require them to return
to a physical studio.

“[If] ’'m away when the message comes in for those
pickups, and they want it done right away, and I'm
not near my computer. I could use Al to do that” - P12

P4 was open to this kind of Al use, as long as they would still
receive some form of pickup fee. Meanwhile, P8 expressed opti-
mism that Al editing technologies could reduce the need for pickup
session fees, lowering barriers for smaller companies to hire voice
actors more often.

That said, 4/15 participants explicitly distinguished between
feeling comfortable with Al being used for practical edits, and
uncomfortable with it replacing artistic tasks, like significantly al-
tering the style of a performance. P13 worried that new technology
“threatens to undermine the artistry by prioritizing efficiency over
authenticity”

“I think AI should be used to help in the creation of
art. but should not be used to create art” -P9

Participants (P9, P11, P14, P15) explicitly stated that they would
prefer to return to the studio for a pick-up session, even if they were
offered the same compensation, for no additional work, if they agreed
to have the line edited with Al instead.

“I'want to go in ... do pickups. I love doing that. While
I think it’s important absolutely that the 3 C’s® are
adhered to, I still don’t want that work to be done for
me digitally” - P9

Shttps://www.descript.com/
©P9 is referring to the Consent, Control, and Compensation components of the fAIr
voices framework as distributed by NAVA[40], as discussed in section 4.2.3.
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4.2.2  Disrupting the landscape and power dynamics of voice work.
Speech Al is emerging as a disruptive influence in spaces that al-
ready frequently put voice actors into precarious or exploitative
positions. For instance, 6/15 participants cited Al as a factor impact-
ing declining work opportunities. P10 noted that they “haven’t had
a voice acting audition in five months... [ used to get at least one a
week [...] Alis probably taking over voice acting budgets..” P12 had
been recording accessible audio descriptions for TV and film for 20
years when, in 2020, her client shut down - selling its contracts to
a new company with no intention of using human labor:

“I contacted this new audio description company, they
said, ‘Oh, yeah, we do text to speech. So somebody
writes the script and then it’s an Al [...] that does it. So
that meant that that was a door that was now closed
to me” - P12

A lack of transparency around Al use makes it difficult for voice
workers to evaluate the future of their work; the subsequent insta-
bility and uncertainty is disempowering, undermining their ability
to effectively prepare or respond to what may be a significant dis-
ruption to their ongoing career.

“...the bigger damage that we’re seeing is that we’re
not necessarily knowing if jobs have been taken by
Al because those jobs are just no longer being put
out to the market” - P4

Participants (P3, P7, P10) suggested how existing power dynam-
ics with clients or agents could exert pressure on their choices
around Al use.

When asked for their response to S6 (A client wants to use AI
to edit a previously recorded voice line to change its style or expres-
sion.), P10 said they would conceal their anger to preserve their
relationship with the client:

“..I obviously would be pretty angry, because it’s tak-
ing away from my craft and my art in that sense. And
it’s a purely financial thing, right? [...] I would proba-
bly just say yes, because in the realm of the universe
and being grateful, 'm like, well, I'll be grateful that
you hired me in the first place” - P10

P3 shared that some “actors are able to tell their agents, ‘hey, I
do not want to work with this company. I do not stand for what
they do,” but they pointed to the low standard for transparency
and control they experience in established industry relationships —
leading to an expectation that AI tools might be used on their voice
without informed consent. P3 described how VAs often discover
their performances have been altered without their input:

“...that actually happens on a regular basis in the in-
dustry already, where some of my friends are pitched
higher or lower [...] They’ve already hired me and
paid me for the job so that kind of already allows
them to have permission to manipulate it in a way.” -
P3

Beyond their impact on existing labor dynamics, Al corpora-
tions have also created entirely new formats for voice work - often
removed from the best practices and protective norms that voice
work communities have fought to establish.
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VAs have grown suspicious of “audition” calls from Al developers
seeking speech data, who may or may not be transparent about
their purpose:

“I've heard some stories where somebody would au-
dition for a project, never hear from them. And then,
when the project came out, it was their voice.”-P3

P11 recounted a recent voice-over client unexpectedly requesting
that they submit a video audition —and feeling uneasy upon real-
izing the client’s intent to collect data on their mouth shape and
movement.

“I'was asked to do a video audition instead of voiceover...
I started really freaking out when I realized that, be-
cause they’re not explaining why there are visuals
instead for a voiceover, but they’re doing it to take for
dubbing projects to compare like, your mouth move-
ment with the mouth movement of the actor, and see
how they can manipulate that already][...] that’s using
someone’s physicality as well” -P11

These changes to the landscape of work opportunities dispropor-
tionately impact novices like P1, who lack access to the network of
union-backed industry roles and established relationships afforded
to more experienced VAs. P1 described encountering 3 Al training
data job listings - none of which featured fair compensation mod-
els — for example, one requested 10 hours of recorded audio for a
one-time fee of $300.

P1 feared that asking for higher compensation from Al compa-
nies would be pointless, but expressed empathy for other indepen-
dent laborers accepting undervalued work:

“Instead of hiring you again, they’ll just go to someone
who is like you. who doesn’t value themselves that
high[...] People who are just trying to look for the
odd job to scrape by][...] are gonna take the Al jobs
... they are being undervalued themselves and being
exploited”-P1

Al developers and researchers hold a responsibility to address these
new formats for exploitation that they are enabling and enacting.
These disruptions to voice industries stand to disproportionately
harm its most vulnerable workers, and degrade labor standards for
creative communities at large.

4.2.3 Disrupting the organization and collective negotiation of voice
labor. Participants reported that Al rights have become a crucial
issue for negotiation in labor disputes that are significantly impact-
ing their careers and lives. This includes the SAG-AFTRA strike
(Jul-Nov 2023)[43], the SAG-AFTRA video game strike (ongoing
since July 2024) [45], and the ongoing ACTRA labor dispute with
Canadian ad agencies (ICA) (ongoing since March 2022). [44]

“There are folks within our community who have
fought and worked very hard to create, even during
the strike, interim agreements where there’s Al pro-
tection in place” - P14

These ongoing disputes “lock out” union members — preventing
them from taking roles in advertising, video games, and interactive
media until an agreement is reached.
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“We’ve been locked out for over 890 days now. So
we’ve got voiceover actors who used to have, like, 6
figure incomes, who’ve lost their houses.” - P13

P11 connected this to their booking rate dropping from 5-6 com-
mercials a year, to 0-1.

“We’ve had a commercial lockout, so they’ve been
using non-union performers[...] the amount of op-
portunities there have been to do commercials are
significantly less” - P11

The established contexts for voice work already place indepen-
dent creatives in a precarious position; Speech AI’s entry into these
spaces exacerbates risks for already disadvantaged creatives.

Involvement in labor communities appeared to have some influ-
ence on how voice actors articulated their boundaries and openness
toward the use of Al in their work.

Of the 12 “yes” (blue/green, or green) responses recorded (across
all participants and scenarios) 10/12 (83%) came from the 5 partici-
pants with limited or no reported union involvement (P1, P2, P7,
P10, P15). None (0%) of those “yes” responses came from partici-
pants who actively participated in labor organization and leadership
(P4, P6, P11, P13).

Moreover, the “3 C’s” framework developed by NAVA (the Na-
tional Association of Voice Actors) was brought up and used in
the responses of four separate participants (P4, P6, P9, P11), all
active union members. This framework describes Consent, Control,
and Compensation as key rights that VAs should ensure are pro-
vided for in their work. NAVA distributes this alongside a number
of resources intended to support VAs in negotiating their rights,
including a list of “Questions to Ask” Al-affiliated clients before
agreeing to work with them. [39]

Union resources appear to help voice actors consider, and effec-
tively articulate, their boundaries around creative rights and Al use,
preparing them to uphold fair standards for themselves and their
community.

5 Discussion

Our study investigated how Speech Al is surfacing as a disruptive
force in the present and future of voice work. Our participants
aided us in constructing an understanding of the dimensions of
labor involved in contemporary voice work, affording a perspective
that contextualizes potential and existing disruptions and harms.

We draw from prior work that uses power and socioeconomic
structures as a lens for evaluating the impact and role of new tech-
nologies in the future of work and creative practice [5, 14, 20, 32]
to discuss the implications of our study and provide research and
advocacy recommendations for Al researchers, developers, and
policy designers.

5.1 Speech Al development trends are reducing,
obscuring, and exploiting voice work

The development and deployment of Al systems depends upon ob-
scured human labor, while also frequently and disruptively chang-
ing the shape of that labor.

Our findings lead us to consider how the use of voice artists’
performances as training data perpetuates the normalization of
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Al “ghost work” [23] — expanding the “hidden layer” of obscured
and silenced tech laborers (like dataset annotators) to now, co-
ercively, include the labor of voice artists, too. Even when their
contributions are crucial to Al development, these workers are not
afforded the same the visibility, compensation, or power as other
technology industry workers (like Al developers, designers, and
researchers) [23, 25]. This dynamic reenacts Scheuerman et al’s
findings on the widespread devaluation of data labor in dataset
research publications [47], and Cheon & Xu’s findings [14] in their
investigation of motion-capture animation performers as part of
an “creative precariat” — workers prone to the exploitation of their
artistry, even as the technology and consumers directly benefit
from the uniquely human creative value that they contribute.

Voice artists are also being disrupted by the deployment of Speech
Al which we connect to prior studies investigating the ways work-
ers are often forced to take on additional labor when adapting to
new forms of work, as shaped by the rapid introduction of auto-
mated systems into their industries [5, 20]. Voice workers, their
data, their creativity, and their ability to adapt new technologies
into their work all represent labor and skills that will continue to be
crucial resources to the development of Speech Al systems. In draw-
ing from this prior work, we anticipate that this trend will become
increasingly severe as entertainment and service industries strive to
effectively apply these technologies in more real-world situations.
Yet, voice workers are not being compensated, empowered, or ac-
knowledged on par with the value they contribute. Voice-cloning
systems are just one example of an emergent Al technology that is
actively exacerbating patterns of exploitation, value extraction, and
threats to personal safety [22, 24]. Beyond labor displacement and
theft, we found that participants fear abuse of their data for misin-
formation, deep-fakes, and scams. The same Al misuse risks that
threaten the privacy and safety of the general public also threaten
voice workers — but the inherent publicity of their voice data, and
the asymmetrical power dynamics recurrent in their work, make
these performers exceptionally vulnerable.

5.2 Towards power-conscious,
community-centered Speech Al
development

Drawing from an understanding of voice performance as entangled
and embodied creative work, we discuss recommendations for the
future of developing Speech Al systems, and other systems that
might involve voice artist data collection.

5.2.1 Designing for the reality, not the displacement, of voice work .
As in similar labor and Al studies [5, 20], the socioeconomic distance
between the disrupted voice workers, and those rapidly developing
and deploying Al systems into their work, creates conditions that
perpetuate a reductive and disempowering understanding of voice
work.

Al developers might begin to tackle this distance through power-
conscious participatory design approaches [10] that directly col-
laborate with voice artists, and focus on developing systems that
enable them to challenge the unequal power dynamics present in
their work [41, 50].
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We call on researchers and developers to consider what char-
acterizes speech Al technologies designed to empower independent
creatives, versus technologies designed to empower those actively
exploiting creatives; including technologies that can incidentally
enable disempowerment and misuse.

Both voice workers and clients can stand to benefit from devel-
opment of new speech technologies; our participants expressed
excitement about potential new technologies that could empower
their craft and promote aaccessibility.

We identified how resistant voice artists are to systems automat-
ing away the artistic parts of their work that they most enjoy,
especially voice performance itself. We also identified the many
tasks that voice artists must regularly engage in beyond vocal perfor-
mance, including finding performance opportunities, preparing and
submitting audition material, training and rehearsing, negotiating
terms and agreements, and participating in community.

Rather than building systems that make voice performance faster
or more efficient per se — how might we build systems for the
“support tasks” of voice labor, to allow human artists to spend
more time doing the creative work they enjoy? Future work might
draw upon creativity support frameworks that outline the ways
researchers and system developers can empower creative work at
the network or ecosystem level [7, 16, 32].

However, existing development trends are such that powerful
industry clients and corporations are positioned to capitalize on the
benefits of new technologies first, and without the same risks that
individual creatives take on in the face of new technology adoption.

Participants connected their future expectations to their prior
experiences with creative labor exploitation; they expressed famil-
iarity with companies prioritizing profit at the expense of human
artistry.

Within these structures, power-conscious Speech Al design
can not be achieved through technology solutions alone. We
echo our participants and other researchers and activists in reject-
ing techno-solutionism, encouraging our communities to focus
more resources towards assessing, designing, and upholding ethical
standards for working with voice and speech. Our recommenda-
tions for future work echo Goetze’s evaluation of the labor theft
enacted in the development of Image Generation Al [22] — we must
develop and share procedures for empowering data workers and
Al research participants, explore new and alternative strategies
for ethically sourcing datasets, and develop methods for enforcing
ethical expectations in research and industry.

5.3 Towards an equitable future of voice work

While we advocate for involving voice workers in the develop-
ment of new Speech Al technologies through participatory design
approaches, this alone would fall short of actually reworking the
existing power structures that exploit the creative precarity of voice
artists [4, 14]. Not only do we urge developers to actively center
voice actors at each stage of system and dataset development, we
also call on developers, researchers, and policymakers to consider
what these career performers can teach us about designing, and
fighting, for an equitable future of voice work.

Our findings showcase how communities, especially labor com-
munities, provide voice workers access to indispensable support
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and collective power. Throughout our conversations, participants
pointed us to union standards and resources that equipped them to
articulate their rights and boundaries [39, 40]. Participants brought
up recent legislative victories in California [1, 2] as some of the
most promising developments towards the collective empowerment
of actors and performers. Rather than merely pushing for VAs to
participate in the technology community, technologists might con-
sider how they can meaningfully participate in worker communities,
and act in solidarity with their organizational efforts.

Future work might include developing support for the labor of
creative community organization. How can we help voice work-
ers gain access to these communities and resources, as individuals
who are frequently being isolated and shifted across various indus-
tries? How might we help support community leaders in the crucial
organizational and educational work they do?

Labor rights organizations are doing the work of investigating,
organizing, and clearly articulating the demands and needs of per-
former communities. It is our responsibility to listen and amplify
their voices and values in technology spaces, and to directly em-
power these organizations, honoring their expertise in the design
of future systems and policies.

6 Conclusion

It is our hope that, as developers, researchers, and policymakers,
we might contribute to amplifying artists’ voices, rather than tak-
ing them away. Through interviews with 15 voice actors, we have
presented a community-centered perspective on Speech Al tech-
nology. Our thematic analysis surfaced the sociotechnically and
socioeconomically entangled reality of contemporary voice work,
and of voice performance itself as an embodied, human craft. We
identified the vulnerabilities that these artists face, and the situated
expertise that they develop, as they routinely navigate and negoti-
ate their rights within asymmetrical power structures. As Speech
Al development drives disruptions that exacerbate existing patterns
of exploitation and creative precarity, we examined the crucial role
that labor organizations and community networks play, empow-
ering artists in their responses to Al-driven labor disruptions. We
discuss the implications for the future of Speech Al development:
how directly involving and honoring the expertise of voice workers
and community organizers can help lead the development of better
technology, and beyond this — how we might commit more efforts
towards actively challenging established exploitative power imbal-
ances, to shape a more equitable future for voice work. We call for
researchers, developers, and policymakers to design systems that
act in solidarity with the community’s existing organizational ef-
forts to understand, articulate and defend the needs of voice artists
and other workers in creatively precarious positions.
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Interview Protocol

Investigating the Impact of Emerging Technology on Voice
Actors & Artists: Semi-Structured Interview Guide

in
qu
of

(This interview guide has been abbreviated; the version used
practice also included notes and suggestions for wording each
estion. This guide was developed reflexively, such that the shape
our investigation could co-constructively adapt to the directions

suggested by our participants, towards an understanding driven by
community perspectives and values.)

A.

1 Introduction

e Relay purpose of research
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Green - Yes, | am ok with this!
(Enthusiastic Consent)

Blue - | would be ok with this under most conditions

(Minor limitations)

Red - | am NOT ok with this.
(Hard limit)

Figure 3: Traffic Light Response Graphic

Explain format of the interview

Relay confidentiality

Ask for permission to record interview
Tell them recording will start.

A.2 Background Info
(develop rapport, and collect background demographic info)

e Do you identify as a voice artist, voice actor, and/or some-
thing else?

e Any relevant adjacent fields (i.e. actor, performer)? What
other roles do you identify as?

e What kinds of roles/projects have you worked on?

A.3 Present Perceptions of Al

e Has Al or new and emerging technology come up in your
work recently?

e How much experience or knowledge would you say you
have with Al and/or the tech industry?

o (Reflexively added as an official question after this topic sur-
faced in several interviews): Are you a member of a larger
performance community organization or union?

A.4 Grounding in Existing Research Directions /
State of Speech AI Tech with Demos &
Samples:

Before each demo, briefly explain what the demonstrated technol-
ogy is meant to accomplish/ perform .

o Al Voice Cloning

o Text-to-speech voice cloning demo

e Al Voice Editing

o Adversarial (Anti-Al training) Voice Filters

o After each demo, pause and ask for participants response.

A.5 TRAFFIC LIGHTS EXERCISE

Share the Traffic Light Response Graphic with the participant (Fig-
ure 3) Participant should choose a color to express how they feel
about each scenario.

e Green - Yes, I am okay with this! (enthusiastic consent)
e Blue - I do not mind this.
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e Yellow - Uncertain / It depends /I could be okay with this
after a discussion.
e Red - Hard limit - I am NOT okay with this.

A.5.1 SCENARIOS: .

(1) A company wants you to contribute your voice to a speech-
generating tool like Siri, or the Text-to-Speech tool on Tik-
Tok.

(2) A company wants to pay you a fee to get your voice data to
use in a large training dataset, e.g. to build a model that can
give a diverse range of voice performances.

(3) A company uses your existing voice data (recorded for an-
other purpose) and includes it in a training dataset.

(4) Aresearch team asks you to contribute your voice to a dataset
for a Speech Al research project.

(5) An team wants to partner with you to help you create your
own voice clone product - you would own the clone and
control the decision to license it out for companies to use.

(6) A company wants to edit your voice to change its style /
expression

A.5.2  Follow-Up Questions:
e Does compensation matter - what form of compensation
would you expect?
e Does the company/team/person’s identity matter? (An inde-
pendent fan, vs. a big tech company?)

What kind of research/technology collaborations might you see
yourself participating in, if any? What kinds of conditions would
characterize an ideal/respectful cooperation between Al technology
and voice actors?

A.6 Wrap Up

o Tell the participant about observations and conclusions from
the interview.
o Allow the user to have input into clearing up any miscon-
ceptions or to enlarge on important points.
Snowball Recruiting: Can you think of 1-3 other people who you
think we could interview? Would you be willing to connect us, or
share the screener survey with them ?
Finally, discuss how to send compensation gift card, and thank
them for their time.
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