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While working on 
her upcoming 
documentary On 

Top, director Haley Watson 
had a problem. She wanted 
her subject, Jaime, to read 
past diary entries to let the 
audience know what Jaime 
was feeling at a specific 
time in their life. In the time 
since Jaime wrote those 
entries, however, they had 
transitioned, begun taking 
hormones, and their voice 
had changed. Haley was 
worried having the voice-
over read in a different 
voice would take the 
audience out of the story. 

Watson, who had done 
commercial work in the 
tech world, was familiar 
with what AI could do, 
and thought using an AI 
voice generator to recreate 
Jaime’s prehormones 
voice could be a solution.

“We were able to bring 
Jaime through the entire 
process with us, and 
they’re very involved in 
how this comes together,” 
Watson said. 

SPOTLIGHT ON WORK OF THE 
ARCHIVAL PRODUCERS ALLIANCE

The APA shares their Best Practices for Use of Generative AI 
in Documentaries, providing tools and recommendations for 
filmmakers, funders and distributors exploring this technology.
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Watson used a tool from ElevenLabs 
that could generate Jamie’s voice using 
audio clips from before they transitioned. 
Later, after Jaime recorded the voice-
over, the tool would use the inflections of 
the earlier reading to create new audio in 
their pretransition voice.

Synthetic media—audio or visual content 
that Generative AI creates from a prompt—
is here to stay. While many producers 
rightfully have concerns about AI, cases 
like On Top show that, when used properly, 
it can enhance a project while remaining 
authentic to its artists and participants.

“We are often asked if we are for or 
against synthetic media, but that’s a 
moot point,” says Stephanie Jenkins, 
a documentary and archival producer 
and codirector of Archival Producers 
Alliance (APA). She says that projects 
like On Top “show how filmmakers 
are using tools consentfully and 
thoughtfully in their work.” 

In addition to ethical questions, 
AI raises questions about more 
straightforward logistics. For example, 
how using AI-generated work affects 
a production’s insurance, rights issues 
where a lawyer needs to be involved, 
and what needs to be tracked when 
generating new media so that a 
production stands on solid legal ground. 

That’s where the APA comes in. 
The organization’s Gen AI initiative, 
spearheaded by Jenkins, has created 
Gen AI Best Practices guidelines to 
help preserve the journalistic values 
at the core of nonfiction filmmaking, 
while addressing universal filmmaking 
concerns. (Jenkins is also a PGA member 
and on PGA’s Production Innovation 
Task Force.)

The APA was founded in 2023 by a 
group of concerned archival producers 
who saw a lack of transparency about 
how AI-generated images were being 
used, especially when they began seeing 
how GenAI was creating synthetic 

they understood what best practices 
were. The aim was for the Gen AI 
guidelines to do the same going forward.

The result of all that work is the 
APA’s GenAI Best Practices Tool Kit. The 
document not only gives suggestions 
on how to approach ethical questions, 
but also the practical ones. It allows 
producers and their creative teams 
to focus on if and how Gen AI could 
benefit their projects. 

The Tool Kit gives filmmakers 
practical tools and guidance on how to 
use AI in a production, such as how to 
track synthetic materials and list them 
in end credits, while the Best Practices 
Guide looks at how best to use AI 
while staying true to primary sources 
and real people. While it focuses on 
documentary production, its advice 
on how and why to use AI and the 
importance of transparency applies to 
scripted projects as well.

It also suggests having a cue sheet, 
much like one used for music or 
visual effects, to track all AI-generated 
content and its metadata. This allows 
productions to track what was altered, 
what tools were used, and what prompts 
or inputs were used to create the 

primary source materials such as 
photorealistic images, which the public 
could perceive as real.

The group published an open letter 
addressing these concerns in The Holly-
wood Reporter and got a bigger response 
than they could have imagined. They 
heard from countless filmmakers want-
ing concrete advice on how to use AI in a 
way that was both practical and ethical. 

With that feedback in mind, the team 
at the APA decided to dig deeper. They 
looked at current guild guidelines and 
spoke with AI experts, insurers, lawyers, 
and filmmakers at panels hosted by 
universities, film festivals and the PGA. 

One person they spoke with was 
Patricia Aufderheide, communications 
professor at American University, 
who came on as a senior advisor. 
Aufderheide created the Fair Use best 
practices guide that changed how Fair 
Use is used in documentary. 

“These best practices codes establish 
not only for the (documentary) field but 
for judges and potential litigants what 
the range of uncontroversial acceptable 
use is,” says Aufderheide. The Fair Use 
guide gave insurers the tools to be able 
to confidently insure works because 
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content. This can be crucial for distribution, because 
AI tools might draw from copyrighted material, 
and because some AI-generated elements may be 
uncopyrightable. 

The APA recommends consulting legal counsel 
with AI experience and being transparent within 
the team and with distributors and partners. This 
information is also useful for obtaining errors and 
omissions (E&O) insurance.

Gen AI material is also becoming more common 
in development materials like pitch decks and 
sizzles. Even though this material will never be seen 
by the public, Jenkins still recommends noting that 
the material cannot be used in the final product. 

Jenkins also advises being aware of the enormous 
amount of energy AI requires and factoring that into 
a decision to use it. “If you’re making a film about the 
effects of climate change, it is essential to consider 
what production tools you’re using (to make it),” she 
says. The computations required for AI to train and 
generate content require the servers running the 
models to burn through large amounts of electricity—
which usually comes from carbon-burning power 
plants—and drinking-quality water, which is used to 
cool the systems.

While the technology comes with many new 
considerations, it’s best to treat generative AI like 
any other asset that’s part of the production pipeline. 
Like all new tools, it can open up new storytelling 
opportunities when used appropriately. At the end of 
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“A testament of 
film love at its 

deepest, an ode 
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A testament of 

“The Best 
Picture of 

the Year.” the day, what matters most is the story you’re trying to tell and 
how you tell it.  

The resources and information in this story are the work 
of the Archival Producers Alliance. They are shared here 
for educational purposes only and are not vetted or 
endorsed by the Producers Guild. Read more about the 
Archival Producers Alliance’s generative AI resources 
at archivalproducersalliance.com/apa-genai-initiative.


