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ABSTRACT
For centuries, artists have used paper or canvas, paints and pencils to create art. But now, in the
21st century, digital illustration has become a prominent part of visual storytelling. Illustrators
have now embraced computers, tablets and various software. These modern technologies make it
easier, more efficient and faster to create and share works of art over the internet. This review
paper seeks to highlight how the new trends in digital illustration have changed visual storytelling
from being still images to more dynamic and interactive creations. The review will also highlight
how artificial intelligence is being used in creating illustrations and how social media provides a
platform for artists to share their work with their audiences.
This review paper used articles, books and journals published between 2010 and 2026. Notable
literature used in this review paper include those written by Lindgren (2026), Jain (2025),
McCloud (1993), Manovich (2001), Mirzoeff (2009), Lester (2013) and other researchers.The
reviewed literature presents both positive and negative effects. Digital illustration has made it
extremely easy and accessible for illustrators from different corners of the world to create and
share their artwork. Illustrators also benefit from engaging and interacting with their audience
through social media. Additionally, different programs enable the illustrations to become
interactive. On the other hand, this study also shows that growing questions about originality and
the use of artificial intelligence make it difficult for artists to stand out.

Keywords :Digital illustration, visual storytelling, emerging trends, digital art tools, social media,
artificial intelligence, visual communication.
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1. INTRODUCTION
Visual storytelling has played a significant role in human history for centuries. From primitive
cave paintings to contemporary books, comics, films and beyond, humans have used various forms
of visual creativity to communicate ideas, thoughts and emotions (Berger, 1972; McCloud, 1993).
The digital revolution that occurred in the 21st century resulted in the rise of complex and versatile
visual narrative art. Images are now being generated on computers using software like Photoshop,
Illustrator, Procreate and other digital tools. Digital illustrations are currently a prevalent form of
artistic self expression despite being a niche before. Advertisement, education, entertainment,
social media, video games and design all extensively rely on illustrations and digital art (Lindgren,
2026; Manovich, 2001).
The shift from traditional drawing to digital illustration started in the end of the 20th century. But
this trend became more significant in the 21st century because artists can easily access affordable
and user friendly tools such as graphic tablets, graphic pens and other applications. These
technologies have made the illustration process much easier, freeing artists from traditional
limitations of the past. Therefore, the 21st century illustration process has become more engaging
and innovative. Illustrators are now able to share their creativity and produce various unique visual
narratives using animation and motion graphics. Moreover, they can also post their artwork online
and get feedback from their audiences instantly on sites like Instagram, Behance, Webtoons
(Lindgren, 2026). However, artificial intelligence is playing an increasing role in the illustration
process which has caused mixed reactions among these artists (Jain, 2025; Zhang et al., 2025)
In spite of the fact that the 21st century has seen a great number of academic works on visual
storytelling, little literature explicitly examines how this art has been transformed by digital
illustration. Most works on this topic just briefly comment on digital illustration or discuss the
general concepts of digital media.
The review paper focuses on the major emerging trends in digital illustration and how the 21st
century has changed the visual storytelling process. The 21st century has brought about new
technologies and processes that enable illustrators to share their work with the world in a much
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faster, better and more accessible way. This review paper will also help students and young
illustrators understand the significance of these innovations and how they are transforming the art.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW
An extensive number of scholars have studied and researched various aspects of digital illustration
as a concept. For example, McCloud (1993) and Manovich (2001) both provide a firm theoretical
background on comics and digital media, respectively. Lindgren’s (2026) recent literature revolves
around the role played by digital illustration in visual storytelling, covering its impact on
advertising, social media, education, entertainment and branding. She explains how digital
illustrations shape the narrative process and make it easier, faster, more accessible and engaging.
Jain (2025) has written extensively on the broader implications of 21st century digital illustration.
He highlights the key aspects of the visual storytelling process including social media, artificial
intelligence and changing audience expectations.

Other notable authors who have made significant contributions to the study of visual
communication and illustration include Paul (2015), Block (2020), Mirzoeff (2009) and Lester
(2013). Mirzoeff’s (2009) and Lester’s (2013) books discuss the importance of narrative in general
and how images can help explain various ideas or messages. Paul (2015) and Block (2020) also
analyze the digital media’s role in the visual narrative. For instance, Paul examines how movies,
television programs, computer graphics and other media are created using visual illustrations.
These authors’ works help further comprehend the significance of digital illustration in the 21st
century.
Recent literature has also demonstrated the educational value of digital storytelling. According to
Mu’is et al. (2025), digital storytelling can assist students in developing critical thinking, creativity,
teamwork and technology literacy, all of which are crucial 21st century abilities. This shows the
value of digital illustration and narrative in both professional and educational contexts.
Researchers have also acknowledged the critical role played by artificial intelligence in creating
illustrations. Zhang et al. (2025), Chen & Li (2025) and Kumar et al. (2025) all discuss the
numerous ethical concerns surrounding AI generated illustrations.
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Even though many relevant studies have been made, it appears that little attention has been paid
to the 21st century changes in digital illustration, particularly its effects on the visual narrative.
Most of the literature reviewed either briefly comments on digital illustration or generally
discusses digital media. Few academic works explicitly examine how this aspect of the visual
storytelling process has changed over time.
It is for this reason that this review paper was conducted. Focusing on the current changes to the
visual storytelling process including opportunities and challenges presented by new technologies
and the application of artificial intelligence in art, this review tends to fill this gap in the literature.

3. METHODOLOGY
This review paper uses the descriptive and qualitative research design of literature review. The
design is appropriate for this study because it enables understanding of the current changes that
digital illustration brings about in the visual storytelling process.
During the data collection process, published academic journals, books, articles were searched,
reviewed and evaluated. The foundational works by McCloud (1993) and Manovich (2001) were
also included in this review paper. The search process involved both design related journals and
online databases. The search terms like digital illustration, visual storytelling, digital art tools,
social media illustration and artificial intelligence in art were used for this study.
The articles, books and journals collected were relevant to the topic and included in the review
paper. The inclusion criteria for this study involved selecting literature that explicitly commented
on digital illustration and visual communication or generally discussed digital media and
illustration. Additionally, the inclusion criteria stated that the chosen literature should highlight
challenges, opportunities and changes in the visual storytelling process and include specific
references to digital illustration, social media and artificial intelligence. Literature was then
organized into different sections based on the themes like tools for digital illustration, changes in
the visual storytelling process, role of social media and challenges of artificial intelligence.
A thematic analysis of the collected literature was performed using a qualitative method. The data
was analyzed by identifying recurring themes and patterns. Some of the critical themes in the
reviewed literature included tools for digital illustration, the changes in the visual storytelling
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process, social media’s role in visual illustration and challenges presented by digital media and
artificial intelligence. The main purpose of the analysis was to identify common themes, trends
and differences in the collected literature. Particular emphasis was placed on how the narrative
became more participatory, how digital illustration made the narrative more accessible and what
changes occurred in the industry.
This review paper does not include any primary data collection as this study only used articles,
journals and books written by other researchers. This review paper aims to provide a
comprehensive understanding of the study area. Therefore, a thorough examination of a large body
of previous research was conducted.

4. REVIEW FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
The reviewed literature provides some of the most crucial insights into the influence of digital
illustration on the visual storytelling process. Based on the collected and analyzed material, it is
possible to assert that digital illustration has significantly changed the way stories are narrated
through images.
The creative process of producing images is now much faster and more efficient. Artists can now
use digital tablets and brushes with ease and engage in more experimental drawing. For instance,
the use of layers and the undo button in Photoshop has made illustration creation seamless. As a
result, the visual storytelling process has become more innovative and exciting (Lindgren, 2026).
It has become much more accessible and cheaper to create and share digital illustrations.
Individuals can also use free programs to create visually attractive and appealing illustrations. This
means that more people can participate in digital illustration, resulting in a higher number of unique
visual narratives produced every day (Jain, 2025).
Social media has played a crucial role in disseminating illustrations created using digital media to
wider audiences. For instance, illustrators can post their work online instantly and seek feedback
from their audiences. Moreover, social media has enabled the visual storytelling process to become
participatory and collaborative. It has connected illustrators with their audiences which has
changed the dynamic of the relationship between the two (Lindgren, 2026; Manovich, 2001).
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The lines between illustrations and animation have been blurred and visual storytelling has become
more engaging and dynamic. Illustrations can now move or be interactive. They can respond to
viewer inputs which has increased the involvement and immersion of the audience. According to
McCloud (1993) and Block (2020), this has made the visual narrative both more expressive and
easier to follow.
However, the reviewed literature also indicates some disadvantages of digital illustration. It has
become more difficult for individual illustrators to differentiate their work from that of others.
This is because the accessibility of digital illustration has resulted in a huge number of illustrators
creating and sharing their artwork online. Originality and authorship of illustrations have become
challenging issues especially with the rise of artificial intelligence (Jain, 2025; Lindgren, 2026;
Zhang et al., 2025). Additionally, there is a chance that the drive to produce work fast will
occasionally diminish the complexity and calibre of narrative.
Overall, the reviewed literature presents valuable information on the influence of digital
illustration on the visual storytelling process. This knowledge is essential because it offers critical
insight into the emerging trends that will affect illustrators and designers in the future. According
to this study, digital illustration has opened up new opportunities for visual storytelling. However,
some illustrators and designers may encounter various challenges brought about by the rapid
changes to the visual storytelling process. In general, this review paper has demonstrated how
digital illustration has become a significant part of the 21st century visual communication process.

5. CONCLUSION
This review paper presents and discusses the changes that digital illustration has introduced to the
21st century visual storytelling process. The reviewed literature provides insight into how digital
illustration has transformed stories told through images making them accessible to a much larger
audience. Digital media has enabled illustrators to create and share their work with the world using
online platforms (Lindgren, 2026; Manovich, 2001).
The study discusses the multiple benefits that digital illustration has brought about in the visual
storytelling process. The major advantage of using digital media in visual illustration is its
increased convenience and accessibility. Illustrators can engage in drawing using tablets and other
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digital devices which eliminates the need for traditional methods. Additionally, illustrators can
easily share their work using social media and other online platforms and services (Lindgren,
2026; Jain, 2025). This makes the visual storytelling process much faster and easier and allows
illustrators to interact personally with their audiences.
The reviewed literature also highlights that digital illustration has enabled visual storytelling to
evolve from the use of still images to being more dynamic and engaging. Illustrations can now be
animated and interactive adding more appeal to the visual narratives they convey. This shows that
the 21st century has brought about a major shift in the visual storytelling process where creators
can express themselves in more exciting, interesting and effective ways (McCloud, 1993; Block,
2020).
However, some of the reviewed literature also identifies some of the drawbacks of using digital
illustration in the visual storytelling process. According to the literature, it has become harder for
illustrators to stand out from the crowd and make a name for themselves. This is because more
people can now engage in digital illustration due to its accessibility and affordability. Additionally,
the issue of originality and authorship has become a significant concern especially considering the
rise of artificial intelligence in the creative process (Zhang et al., 2025; Chen & Li, 2025; Lindgren,
2026; Jain, 2025). The literature shows that illustrators may struggle to meet the high quality
standards of the visual storytelling process when using digital illustrations.
This review paper only includes literature written by other researchers. This review paper does not
include findings from any primary research. Additionally, since the 21st century is still young,
some of the trends identified in this paper could change in the future.
Further research can be done to review the long term effects of using digital illustration in the
visual storytelling process. Future researchers can conduct interviews with illustrators and
designers and focus on issues such as originality and the challenges of using artificial intelligence
in illustration. Studies focusing on the effects of social media on the visual storytelling process
would also be interesting as the literature reviewed for this paper suggests that this area is worth
more attention and research (Mu’is et al., 2025; Mirzoeff, 2009). Overall, the reviewed literature
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provides valuable information on the importance of digital illustration in the 21st century visual
storytelling process.
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