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Creative Disruption: AI and California’s 
Creative Economy, 2022–2025

Since the release of ChatGPT in late 2022, artificial intelligence has been widely cast as 
an existential threat to creative and knowledge work. This talk tests that framing against 
the evidence, drawing on occupational exposure data, US metropolitan labor markets, 
and a close case study of California’s creative economy. Three patterns emerge. First, 
the most AI-exposed occupations have been growing rather than shrinking: nationally, 
the most-exposed quartile added workers roughly five times faster than the least-
exposed, and within white-collar work the sharpest divide runs between those who 
design systems and those who execute to spec. Second, AI exposure concentrates 
predictably in established knowledge hubs, with the share of knowledge workers alone 
explaining nearly 80% of the variation across metros, yet exposure tells us surprisingly 
little about which places actually grow. Third, California has lost some 114,000 creative 
jobs since 2022, but shift-share analysis and interviews with practitioners locate the 
cause in cost pressures and the post–peak-TV contraction rather than AI, which so far 
has replaced tasks rather than workers. Together these findings point to a more 
augmentation-driven, and more hopeful, trajectory for creative cities than the prevailing 
narrative allows.
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