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ABSTRACT 

This paper will introduce the Exploitation Ecosystem (ExEc) model, which is based upon the 

foundational work of Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter (2006), Crane (2013), and Barrientos et al. (2013). 

The ExEc model organises and synthesizes research in slavery, exploitation, and precarious work into 

a more focused structure that can be applied to understanding exploitation in affluent modern 

economies. The model re-categorises the work of previous researchers and integrates them in a holistic 

approach, represented across two layers in the proposed model. The basic architecture of the model is 

introduced, revealing three aspects to exploitation: organisational, societal and individual, and is 

illustrated via examples. The ExEc model is particularly relevant to domains that rely heavily on fan 

passion and third-party content creators for their success, such as the games industry. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Labour rights violations are human rights violations and can occur in many different forms (Christ et al 

2020; United Nations General Assembly 1948). The majority of research in labour exploitation and 

modern slavery has been conducted on marginalised populations working in third world countries in 

labour-intensive fields such as agriculture and mining. That research draws attention to slavery and 

exploitation in its most obvious and extreme forms; people trafficking, child labour, chattel slavery and 

extreme labour exploitation in global supply chains (but rarely in global labour chainsi). The generalised 

research and regulatory focus has been on the overt and obvious ‘traditional’ forms of slavery, that 

happen ‘elsewhere’. Unfortunately, every society experiences labour exploitation, including extreme 

forms of labour exploitation. ‘Nicer’ or more acceptable forms of modern slavery and labour 
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exploitation exist in affluent western cultures and often go unreported, unrecognised, or excused as 

being the fault of the exploited (Carrington, Chatzidakis, and Shaw 2021). 

We are going to examine the issue of exploitation on fan labour contextualised via the lens of cosplay 

within the games industry, and therefore, it is important to understand that slavery and exploitation can 

exist in advanced western societies and has seemingly been an issue for some time.  

It is reasonably common knowledge that businesses will take political and economic advantage 

wherever they can in pursuit of their goal to maximise shareholder value. Reducing labour costs is a 

relatively easy way for businesses to assist in achieving that aim. Some methods of reducing labour 

costs include engaging in modern slavery and extreme labour exploitation. Labour costs are under 

increasing downwards pressure due to the power imbalance facilitated by the imperfect competitive 

conditions created by the monopsony power of employers in wages setting, arguably a method of 

exploitation (Card et al., 2016; Krueger & Posner, 2018), lobbying and political power is applied to 

governments with the aim of creating favourable regulations and environments for business profitability 

(Farnsworth, 2005) and again demonstrating the application of business power in the exploitation of 

labour.  

In addition, the major western democracies are very supportive of the business sector. Therefore, it is 

no stretch to contend that western nation states tacitly facilitate slavery and exploitation. They do this 

firstly by allowing it in the supply and labour chain by not adequately legislating against it, and 

secondly, by failing to enforce said inadequate legislation (Christ et al., 2019; LeBaron & Phillips, 

2019). It can almost be claimed that many western capitalist democracies have been captured by 

business interests that prefer some forms of slavery and exploitation to exist due to it facilitating lower 

wages costs for businessesii.  It could thus be claimed that exploitation and slavery is a feature of 

capitalism rather than a bug (Carrington et al., 2021) This, unfortunately, is not new. It was claimed by 

Marx (1999) in his newspaper correspondence on the North American Civil War (1861-1865), a conflict 

deeply rooted in the issue of chattel slavery, that capitalists will always try to find a way to profit on the 

misfortune of others, including supporting slavery. It seems, as long as it improves the bottom line, then 

anything is acceptable under unfettered capitalism, including engaging with extreme exploitation of 

labour. 

The nuanced exploitation of labour under capitalism is highlighted by Barrientos et al’s (2013) 

suggestion that subtle manipulation mechanisms are used to guide people into unfree labour exploitation 

situations. Examples include systemic poverty, racially motivated redlining resulting in localised low 

education levels, low public transport availability (see Crane 2013) further resulting in an inability to 

leave the geographic area for education or better employment, economic pressure to accept any position 

available, large numbers of people competing for minimal jobs keeping wages low, and so on. Finally, 

capitalism conveniently ignores all forms of unfree labour exploitation (including the majority of 

gendered domestic labour) by spuriously claiming capitalism is all about the movement and sale of free 

labour, and therefore that any use of slavery or unfree labour is outside of the bounds or purview of 

capitalism; a glorified ‘it can’t happen here and if it does we had nothing to do with it’ head-in-the-sand 

argument (Barrientos et al., 2013; Carrington et al., 2021). 

A survey of the literature of slavery, labour exploitation, and various precarious work models revealed 

that much theoretical and practical work had been focused upon very specific third world labour cohorts, 

direct chattel slavery issues, corporate supply chain management and legal or government regulatory 

responses to said issues. However, the literature appears to pay minimal attention to first world cohorts, 

which whilst clearly not as impacted as third world slavery populations, are none the less exploited 

(Carrington et al., 2021). This seeming absence led to the authors proposing the question; ‘How do 

affluent and informed fan labourers get into exploitation situations?’ Which also begged the additional 

question, ‘and subsequently how do they get out of those labour exploitation situations?’ We examine 

fandom-based labour as a useful case study both of the games industry and the wider conditions that 

can lead to exploitation in affluent society due to their precarious nature, low pay and (unlike others 

that fit the first two conditions) lack of societal acceptance without crossing legal bounds (as compared 

to sex work for example). 



-- 3 -- 

Slavery is often only conceptualised and depicted as poor souls in chains, owned by others (known as 

chattel slavery). However, the concept of modern slavery encapsulates situations that are much broader 

and more nuanced than traditional chattel slavery. According to Crane (2013: 51) modern slavery is 

defined by being “(1) forced to work through threat; (2) owned or controlled by an "employer," typically 

through mental, physical, or threatened abuse; (3) dehumanized and treated as a commodity; and (4) 

physically constrained or restricted in freedom of movement.”  For example, coercive slavery includes 

any situation in which an individual is coerced or forced into providing their labour without their choice 

due to pressure or similar tactics. An example of coercive slavery is the ‘dobkeeper’ program instituted 

by the Australian government; whereby those on unemployment benefit are required to take any job 

offered to them or lose their unemployment benefits; that is to say they have no choice and are coerced 

by the threat of lost benefits.  

In this paper we do not specifically engage with modern slavery per se, but more with the broader 

concept of labour exploitation, which sometimes draws on properties similar to modern slavery.  

SLAVERY MANAGEMENT CONDITIONS IN COSPLAY AS A FAN-BASED 
LABOUR 
To examine fan-based labour in the games industry, we focused on the area of cosplay as a craft and 

profession that exemplifies aspects of both the passion and exploitation practices relevant to our 

argument. Cosplay is a portmanteau of costume play. In its most basic form cosplayers dress up in 

costume, but it is much more than just ‘dressing up’. Cosplayers create real world interpretations of 

often physics-defying costumes created in a game or CGI film world. Leading cosplayers have become 

skilled in pattern draughting, draping, corsetry, sewing, foamsmithingiii, leatherwork, electronics and 

mechanical engineering. Many cosplayers are now internationally known, highly-skilled craftspeople 

and artisans who are paid to construct and wear these costumes at pop culture conventions and similar 

events. Typically, they might be contracted by a pop culture convention to appear as a guest, to lead 

workshops on techniques, and to show off their latest creations. Likewise, they may be hired by a 

particular game developer to create costumes from their latest game in order to contribute to marketing 

efforts. Cosplayers, like many fan-based labourers, are gig workers on contract rather than employees. 

Halliday (2021, 3) defined gig work as, 

“…any labor [sic] sold in response to discrete instances of consumer demand for 

the performance of specific and finite tasks. As such, gig work is paid in a 

piecemeal manner, for the completion of the relevant task rather than (say) the 

amount of time worked, often with no expectation that demand for further work 

will exist after the explicitly demanded task has been completed.” 

Crane (2013) identified that the conditions within an industry are a driving influence as to whether 

slavery or extreme exploitation are present in that industry. Crane (2013) indicated that slavery and 

exploitation are most often found in “agriculture, mining and extraction, construction, and some forms 

of manufacturing, such as brickmaking and carpet weaving, as well as unregulated or poorly regulated 

service industries, particularly domestic work and sex work” (2013, 53–54). Crane (2013) found that 

slavery and extreme labour exploitation are more likely to be present where there was a high degree of 

manual labour, and small-scale businessesiv that have low margins and struggle to capture profit. Both 

of these examples are widely evident in the cosplay industry, where high degrees of manual labour are 

present at nearly every stage of the production process, along with gig work industry conditions. 

However, cosplay and gaming deviate from Crane’s model in that Crane suggested that unskilled labour 

is also a feature, whilst clearly cosplay and computer gaming are skilled endeavours.  

In line with Crane’s observation that slavery and exploitation tend to occur in low legitimacy industries 

such as sex work and domestic work, we propose that professional cosplay is a low legitimacy, gig 

industry, in that it is labour provided largely by gaming fans, is treated as ‘just a game’, and not ‘real 

work’ by the mainstream (Stanfill 2019b). In addition, as the majority of cosplayers are women, there 

is a heavy gendered labour bias which also acts to de-legitimise the cosplay profession (Duffy 2016). 

Additionally, Crane (2013) claimed that poverty is the most pervasive and defining socioeconomic 

factor that drives slavery and acceptance of exploitation. For example, high unemployment and stagnant 
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wages creates job insecurity and fear (Stanford, Hardy, and Stewart 2018). For cosplay and other fan-

based labour, workers might take jobs at low/illegal rates because they fear not taking it might lead to 

them losing the client to another artist or struggling to find future work due to being a ‘difficult’ supplier. 

Stanfill (2019a, 158) concurred, stating that “the convergence of labor-cost reduction by industry, 

rejection of capitalist projects by many fans, and the contemporary blurring of work and leisure 

produces a perfect storm that allows exploiting fan labor”. Stanfill (2019a) also noted that the reduction 

in unionisation, and related protections, has resulted in systematic reduction in labour costs in creative 

industries. It is important to note that in Australia, business and government have taken lobbying and 

policy positions that have over time eroded union power and resulted in significant structural wage 

stagnation (Stanford, Hardy, and Stewart 2018), which would certainly drive the fears of losing clients 

by not accepting the conditions first offered. In Australia this attitude is captured by common cultural 

rhetoric such as ‘dole bludgers’ deserve it or ‘get a real job’, since fan-based labour is not considered 

real work and often considered to be of inherently lower value due to it being perceived to be ‘women's 

work’. Often cosplayers and other fan-based labourers are treated by the media as free labour or as a 

spectacle to be derided for other’s amusement. 

For example, Channel 7 Australia’s ‘Sunrise’ programme (Sunrise 2017), aired in Sydney on Monday 

6 March 2017, specifically invited anime cosplayers onto the show under the guise of a cultural 

exchange segment to then insult, bully and make fun of the cosplayers on a nationally syndicated prime 

time morning magazine format TV show. 

Low education and illiteracy have been identified as common factors in the context of slavery and 

exploitation (Crane 2013; Barrientos, Kothari, and Phillips 2013). We contend that this isn’t limited to 

basic illiteracy; many people are not savvy about contract negotiations and can fall prey to predatory 

practices because they are financially illiterate (aka debt literacy) and as such don't know how to 

negotiate or read a contract effectively (Emmons 2005).  

The geographic circumstances of a population will influence the degree of slavery or exploitation 

(Chesney et al., 2019; Crane, 2013) such that high isolation and low mobility will permit exploitation 

of a geographically isolated population. Crane (2013) claimed that physical, political and psychological 

separation can also be considered in this category. We propose that social separation is also an issue. 

Anyone who is isolated can fall prey to victimisation and exploitation. Cosplayers, gamers and other 

fan-based labourers can be socially isolated and exist within the bubble of their own gaming sub-

community. They often exist in isolated online communities and forums which, whilst not 

geographically isolated, tend to be within and apart from 'regular' society even when co-located. In 

addition, as workers in the gig economy, cosplayers don't have unions or other support, as they are not 

seen as legitimate or treated as such.  

It was further suggested by Crane (2013) that the cultural context, such as the attitudes of institutions 

and the existence of structural inequalities will facilitate slavery and exploitation. It seems labour 

exploitation is often a core component of capitalism, rewarding those who exploit their workers the 

most. Subtle manipulation and exploitation such as entrenched attitudes towards women in the 

workforce and views that fan labour is not real work, allow for the exploitation of professional fan-

based labourers such as cosplayers.  

Regarding the regulatory context, Crane suggests that a lax government or regulatory approach 

facilitates the existence of slavery and exploitation. Hollist (2015) examined labour and contract 

conditions in esports noting multiple instances of publishers and IP holders exploiting esports players 

via one sided contracts and similar legal labour exploitation. Christ et al. (2019) indicated that whilst 

many countries have a regulatory regime that prohibits slavery and extreme labour exploitation, often 

those regulatory requirements are ignored or not effectively enforced. For example, Australia rarely 

enforces the modern slavery regulations, preferring to allow a more self-governed approach to 

compliance. According to Christ et al (2019, p. 855), Australian companies reporting on modern slavery 

in their supply chains often obfuscate by only reporting generic issues and bribery: 

“Where they do make disclosures the main focus is on bribery and corruption, 

human rights and generic slavery-related issues, rather than specific themes. 

Information, when provided, is of low quality being largely narrative and 
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descriptive of policy, rather than quantitative setting targets for how specific sub-

themes of modern slavery might be addressed and what financial resources will be 

provided.” 

As we can see from the above, there are several relevant contextual factors that facilitate the existence 

of slavery and extreme labour exploitation, even in affluent countries such as Australia. Cosplayers are 

generally considered to be part of an affluent global cohort, however they can still be prey to exploitative 

labour practices. 

SLAVERY MANAGEMENT CAPABILITIES 
The second set of factors that Crane (2013) identified were the four slavery management capabilities 

that allow slavery and extreme labour exploitation to prosper and survive (2013, 50).  Crane identified 

these capabilities as exploiting, insulating, sustaining, and shaping. Slavery management capabilities 

all share an organisation context. Crane (2013, 61)  characterised them as such in proposition six: 

“Organizational-level exploiting and insulating capabilities (namely, access and 

deployment of violence, debt management, accounting opacity, and labor supply 

chain management) mediate the relationship between external conditions and the 

adoption of slavery practices”  

According to Crane, “Exploiting and insulating capabilities are operational routines embedded in tacit 

knowledge about how to effect slavery within a given context.” (Crane 2013, 58–59). They are 

represented by tools such as overt and implied violence, debt and income management, labour supply 

chain management, and opaque and confusing accounting and contracting. Sustaining and shaping 

capabilities were described by Crane as the ability to establish favourable relationships and contexts to 

allow the exploitation to continue and to combat or counter any unfavourable contexts that arise to 

challenge their use of exploitative or slavery systems. Crane identified several of these sustaining and 

shaping capabilities. For example, the ‘denial of victim’ (refer to Carrington, Chatzidakis, and Shaw 

2021), where the victim is cast as perpetrator, complicit, or deserving of their fate. Other examples 

include challenging threats to the exploitation that they benefit from (usually via the legal system) and 

encouraging support for their exploitative practices from external parties via political lobbying; 

couching the practices as traditional, business as usual, necessary for industry/business survival or 

attempting to define the exploitative activity as something other than exploitation.  

THE EXPLOITATION ECOSYSTEM MODEL 
In building the ExEc model [and being guided again by Caruana et al’s (2021) position that after several 

decades nothing much has happened in the discipline of modern slavery] the authors noted that most of 

the various models viewed modern slavery and exploitation from a single perspective, and that much 

work and effort was spent examining similar issues with similar outcomes. By carefully considering 

individual factors in the focused domain that we used for analysis (cosplay and third-party content 

producers in the games industry), we have created a model that provides greater utility and focus for a 

broad range of industries/domains where passion and intrinsic motivation are relevant factors 

(potentially any creative industry). We propose to take on board the individual’s perspective and the 

various pathways or factors that influence or facilitate both the individual’s entry and exit from labour 

exploitation. This is not to claim that the model is a grand unified theory, but that it takes an integrated 

view of the discipline as advised by both Barrientos et al. (2013) and Caruana et al. (2021).  
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Figure 1: The Exploitation Ecosystem Model 

The ExEc model in Figure 1 shows the connections between Crane’s (2013) view of modern slavery in 

the supply chain with the various entry pathways, sustaining mechanisms and exit pathways to 

exploitation in the fan labour industry. Our new model attempts to make sense of how seemingly (by 

global standards) affluent and well educated fan labourers such as gamers, cosplayers and esport 

participants can find their way into exploitative and modern slavery labour conditions.  

The Exploitation Ecosystem (ExEc) model shows how the prevailing theoretical framework can be 

applied to fan-based labour by simplifying Crane’s original work and synthesizing work from other 

relevant sources. Crane’s (2013) model of modern slavery was presented in the context of 

management/supply chain practice. However, our model also draws upon existing research on 

exploitative labour practices including immaterial labour (Bulut 2015; Tangian 2007), above and below 

the line labour (Mayer 2011), aspirational or hope labour (Duffy 2016), Do What You Love (DWYL) 

(Tokumitsu 2014; Duffy 2016), precarious labour (Bulut 2015), and gendered labour exploitation 

(Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter 2006; Duffy 2016) along with cosplay and fandom theory (Scott, 2015; 

Stanfill, 2019a, 2019b) 

In developing the ExEc model we specifically considered Dyer-Witheford and du Peuter (2006) and 

Crane (2013). Dyer-Witheford and du Peuter (2006), identified the four E’s of labour exploitation in 

the gaming industry: Enjoyment (pleasure in the job), Exclusion (gendered workforce), Exploitation 

(extreme hours, stress and crunch forced by employers) and Exodus (escaping the situation – legal, 

unionizing, exiting the industry). The influence of Dyer-Witheford and du Peuter’s (2006) four E’s can 

be found in the three aspects of our proposed ExEc model – Societal factors, Organisational factors and 
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Individual factors. Crane (2013) alternatively identified societal factors as ‘conditions for exploitation 

and slavery’ and organisational factors as ‘slavery management capabilities’.  

The ExEc model states that there is a third set of factors, in addition to societal and organisational, 

specifically ‘individual factors’ that influence and facilitate the exploitation of fan-based labourers. The 

‘Individual Factors’ were identified based on the research of Barrientos et al (2013) and Dyer-

Witherford and de Peuter (2006), supported by work conducted by others (Bulut, 2015; Carrington et 

al., 2021; Caruana et al., 2021; Chesney et al., 2019; Christ et al., 2019, 2020; Crane et al., 2019, 2021; 

Duffy, 2016; Ferguson, 2016, 2018; Ferguson & Veneziani, 2018; Fuchs, 2018; Gill & Pratt, 2008; 

Mayer, 2011; Rogerson et al., 2020; Tangian, 2007; Tokumitsu, 2014). 

The model presented in this paper covers the first and second layers of the Exploitation Ecosystem. 

Future work will develop a third layer, with some elements from that layer provided as examples below.  

ENTRY PATHWAYS TO EXPLOITATION 
From the previous discussions we can see that there are three broad entry pathways to exploitation. 

These pathways are deception, enticement, and pressure. These entry pathways can be used to explain 

how relatively affluent westerners are ensnared into exploitative arrangements within the fan-based 

labour industry.  

Barrientos et al (2013) indicated that there are often subtle mechanisms at play which entice (via 

personal pull mechanisms such as fandom or a desire for fame and attention) or push (e.g. social 

pressures from friends to help, or the sunk cost fallacy) the fan labourer into a precarious and 

exploitative position. Halliday (2021, 4) suggests that “the tendency to drive down wages is undeniable 

for any device that removes barriers to entry for labor…”. Therefore, regardless of any ‘evil’ intent on 

the part of fandom IP holders/businesses, they reduce the cost of their labour when they use fandom 

levers or power to promote the entry of fans into the fandom labour pool (Stanfill 2019b; 2019a). As a 

consequence of using this fandom based power, the IP holders reduce the cost of all fan-based labour 

in the process. 

Often fan-based labourers are deceived into entering exploitative labour conditions. For example, they 

might be led to believe the employment or labour situation is different to what it actually is. Deception 

can also include the ‘do what you love’(DWYL) movement (Duffy 2016; Tokumitsu 2014), where 

labourers are deceived into thinking that because they enjoy a task it should be its own reward and thus 

paid less; “if you do what you love you’ll never work a day in your life” (Duffy 2016; Tokumitsu 2014).  

Fan-based labourers are passionate and motivated to create to celebrate their fandom. Stanfill (2019b) 

indicated that fan labour is recognised by intellectual property rights holders as adding value to their IP 

and exploited by IP holders accordingly. However, fan producers are trained to accept that their efforts 

are not canon or are derivative (FanFic and FanArt) or ‘it’s fun’ and thus the fan labourers aren’t 

compensated as much as other workers.  

Enticement makes the labour activity seem more attractive than other forms of compensated activity. 

The fan labourer is enticed by bright lights, fame or other ‘grass is greener’ pull mechanisms. Within 

fan labour this is the largest and most prominent mechanism. Enticement can also take the form of 

aspirational or hope labour, where fan-based labourers aspire or hope to enter the industry of their 

dreams and see providing low-cost labour as an entry point to that eventual career (Duffy 2016). A 

detailed example of enticement are ‘Noobs’, which refers to new entrants into the cosplay and esport 

gaming industry. New entrants to the industry are excited to be there, however they generally have little 

to no idea what they are doing in terms of business management or acumen. They are excited to be paid 

and undercut established professionals to get their foot in the door (penetration pricing strategy). 

Companies seem happy to exploit this excitement and naivety. Generally, after a few years of not being 

paid properly, or after graduating from university, this cohort exits the market, to be replaced by a new 

crop of noobs. Noobs are not noobs forever, they learn, or they leave. 

Further examples of the enticement mechanism include exceptionalism, where cosplayers are treated as 

being exceptional or different compared to others. Also. in lieu of financial or other tangible benefits, 

there is the enticement of being famous within the community. Fans can be pulled into the labour space 

when they want to be a creative part of their fandom and interact with the IP creators/holders. 
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Additionally, hobbyists who have sunk considerable time and financial resources into cosplay are 

sometimes enticed to ‘turn pro’ to recoup some of those costs. Hobby to Pro is slightly different to 

aspirational or hope labour as the aspirant always starts with professionalism in mind, whilst the 

hobbyist switches later in the process.  

Even in affluent societies there are pressure/push mechanisms to enter into exploitative labour models. 

Barrientos et al. (2013) identifies that there are subtle pressures such as family and duty that can be 

leveraged to force people into exploitative conditions. In the case of fan-based labour only a single 

pressure pathway could be identified: ‘only you can help’.  

The ‘Only you can help’ pressure pathway represents pressure from friends, family, businesses and or 

others to assist with the fan-based labour.  Social pressure puts the cosplay or esports fan labourer into 

the position of feeling that they have no choice but to comply and enter the exploitative arrangement. 

This social pressure is usually achieved with cajoling comments such as ‘only you have the skill to 

help’ or ‘only you have the ability to do this’.  This can also be considered as a sustaining mechanism, 

as the social pressure can be applied to retain (low cost) labourers.  

SUSTAINING MECHANISMS OF EXPLOITATION 
Similar to the entry mechanisms, the sustaining factors can be organised into the three categories of 

deception, pressure and enticement. While the category names are the same, the application is different 

in a sustaining context. This could be regarded as a matrix, where the categories both inform and are 

informed by the context of whether the fan labourer is entering into or currently in an exploitation 

situation. Much like the entry pathways, these three sustaining mechanisms are applied in similar 

manners to keep the individual engaged in the exploitative situation. Many of the sustaining 

mechanisms were first proposed by Crane (2013), however additional sustaining mechanisms were 

identified in the process of building the ExEc model, e.g. from the work of Barrientos et al (2013) and 

Dyer-Witheford and De Peuter (2006).  Sustaining mechanisms are the most prominent. It would seem, 

much like customer service management, it is more expensive to attract a new customer than to maintain 

a current one. Therefore it makes sense that sustaining mechanisms – methods of keeping low cost 

labourers engaged in their task – are important in the ExEc model. 

Examples of deception mechanisms include the moral legitimisation practices and debt/income 

management practices detailed by Crane (2013). Fan-based labourers can be deceived into believing 

that the practice is legitimate and there is nothing that they can do but accept the situation. Under the 

debt/income management banner, fan-based workers are not privy to the full suite of entitlements, 

payments and charges levied against them in the context of their employment situation. For example, 

there are often hidden but mandatory charges for hotel accommodation and meals levied as part of the 

employment contract.   

Another example of deceptive practices is an ‘appeal to higher loyalty’. In this practice the intellectual 

property owner appeals to the individual’s loyalty and passion for the fandom as a mechanism to source 

lower priced labourers (often volunteers). Many fans exhibit a diminished rational capacity towards 

aspects of their fandom, often to the point of hysteria and other similar extreme emotions. It is in this 

context that the fan labourer is encouraged to participate at low pay rates because the opportunity to 

work on their fandom, and fulfil their dream, is viewed as sufficient recompense. Stanfill (2019b, 133) 

noted that within fan spaces, labour is captured and exploited under the guise of doing something else 

more pleasurable, and that the exploited capture of labour value is often disguised entirely:   

“In the case of industry and fans, this can be reframed as, ‘Let fans make a bunch 

of stuff and then we’ll exploit the free content we like best.’” 

Enticement encapsulates the mechanisms that encourage fan-based labourers to remain in exploitative 

arrangements. As indicated in the previous section, examples include exceptionalism; where cosplayers 

are treated as being special or different and start to think that they are special and above exploitation, 

and that it cannot happen to them because they are famous.  

Pressure mechanisms are those that put undue pressure on the participant to remain within the 

exploitative arrangement. These include those identified by Crane (2013) such as debt and income 
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management, and delegitimization of opposition. For example, this might include lobbying government 

to stop tightening up employment regulations, or convincing government instead to allow for industry 

self-regulation. A pertinent Australian example is that quite recently (1 July 2021) Victoria was the first 

state in Australia to make wages theft by an employer a criminal offence. Another example is self-

reinforcing fan-based culture, which often has the effect of the fandom policing itself into exploitation, 

such as when professional cosplayers are accused of being ‘sell-outs’. 

According to Crane (2013) a subtle but effective mechanism for retaining exploited labour is debt and 

income management. In debt management workers are charged fees for their employment/advancement 

and these fees quickly outpace the workers ability to earn, thus binding the employee/worker to the role 

as they never earn enough to reduce the debt. In fandom labour these might include anecdotally reported 

debt incurring items such as headshotsv, official merchandise/prop requirements for a cosplay photo 

shootvi, licensingvii, airline and entry ticket prices, accommodation fees, food and beverage fees such as 

lunches and dinners provided to the cosplayer (all for convention appearances), and so on. 

There are several other examples such as being paid in ‘Exposure dollars’, which is often deployed on 

new or lower profile cosplayers. This is the idea that a cosplayer or esports player can have their profile 

improved by their involvement in the activity, and therefore that exposure is a suitable replacement for 

monetary remuneration. Many cosplayers and esports participants just accept this as ‘the price of getting 

noticed’ and achieving ‘cut through’. 

In addition, ‘the Company Store’ is an old (and now illegal) 1920’s mining industry sustaining 

mechanism re-invented for the new digital landscape (Angel and McCabe 2015). Recently it has been 

revealed (People Make Games 2021) that companies such as Roblox have been paying developers in 

Robux (Roblox’s in-game currency) and that there is severe difficulty is removing/converting Robux 

into legal currency due to buy/sell disparity ($1000 of Robux to buy but only $350 if converted back 

into currency), and minimum payout layers ($1000). This ‘company store’ mechanism tends to retain 

developers on their platform and keeps payouts to a minimum due to the disparity in the cash-out 

currency conversion. 

EXIT PATHWAYS OUT OF EXPLOITATION 
Four exit pathways are identified in the ExEc model: personal, internal culture, external society and 

regulatory. These are the pathways by which exploited fan-based labourers can cease being exploited. 

These are not necessarily about no longer being fan-based labourers or third-party community content 

creators (although that is one avenue for exit). 

Personal exit pathways consist of the individual’s personal decisions to no longer be exploited. In 

general, these mechanisms are predominantly associated with the withdrawal of labour from the fan-

based labour pool. Examples include burnout, abandonment and retirement, and exit to industry (Dyer-

Witheford and de Peuter 2006), where the individual labourer explicitly removes themselves from the 

fandom labour pool. This removal may be temporary, for example though they may exit due to burnout, 

the labourer remains in their fandom and thus may return to the labour pool once the burnout has passed. 

While burnout is often a temporary state, it may turn into permanent abandonment where the fan 

labourer exits the fandom entirely. With retirement, the fan labourer stays within their fandom, but 

ceases their participation in the labour pool. Likewise, the fandom labourers often remove their labour 

by ‘graduating’ into the industry they had hoped to enter via their fandom work. There are of course 

very few fan-based labourers who manage to achieve this transition. Generally, success stories have 

been more commonly observed in the streaming, film, games, events and esports industries. They would 

include roles such as professional streamer, professional media, trainer, events producers, community 

manager, content creator, costume cutter, costume designer, purchaser and so on.  

The regulatory exit pathway captures cases where government regulations intervene to stop the 

exploitation. Government regulation can include the establishment and enforcement of legislation such 

as the United Kingdom’s Modern Slavery Act 2015 (HM Government 2015) and Australian Modern 

Slavery Act 2018 (Commonwealth of Australia 2018) or improvements in local labour laws that extend 

protections to gig workers.  
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The internal culture exit pathway captures examples where workplace culture evolves into a non-

exploitative model. This pathway includes examples such as standardisation or greater transparency of 

payment rates and unionisation, and is often seen in conjunction with external social pressure which 

forces the workplace culture to adapt to these external social and regulatory norms, as reflected in the 

final category: external society. This explicitly encapsulates cases where external social pressure 

mounts upon the organisation or sector to cease one or more of the exploitative practices exhibited 

within the industry. Examples of the external society exit pathway include the #metoo movement, 

‘cosplay is not consent’ and community action such as boycotts and Twitch ‘do better days’. 

CONCLUSION AND FUTURE WORK 
Although, at this stage, the Exploitation Ecosystem model was designed with a focus on cosplayers as 

fan-based labourers, the authors believe it can be applied to other fan-based labourers and possibly the 

wider affluent western society labour force to explain the mechanisms of exploitation in such societies. 

At this stage, this paper only details the first and second layers of the model. Through future work, the 

authors hope to empirically validate and expand upon these layers and their relevant factors, and 

subsequently share the more detailed model with academia and relevant industries for further 

consideration and public discourse. Ultimately, we aim for this work to stimulate discussion of modern 

slavery and extreme labour exploitation in affluent fan-based labour spaces, enrich relevant theoretical 

models, and lead to greater empowerment of creative labour forces. 

Predominantly, analysis of exploitation and modern slavery has focused on third world and manual 

labourers. Whilst this paper acknowledges that the worst examples of exploitation and slavery occur in 

these spaces, we argue that it is simultaneously worthwhile exploring exploitation and slavery in more 

affluent societies, and that exploitation is exploitation, no matter who is being exploited.  

 

i “New (2015) has suggested that labor [sic] supply chains have been largely overlooked, with SCM scholars 

prioritizing flows of commodities, rather than people (see also Allain et al., 2013). The suggestion that modern 

slavery is linked to the supply chain of workers as well as the supply chain of materials may go some way to 

explain why modern slavery may evade traditional supply chain mapping techniques (Crane et al., 2019; New, 

2015).” (Caruana et al. 2021, 258) 
ii For example, the Australian government’s recently announced farm labour visa. 
iii Foamsmithing is using EVA foam and thermoplastics to create semi rigid armour 
iv Professional cosplayers generally operate as either sole traders or in small units. Likewise in the gaming industry 

whilst there are many large studios, increasingly these studios outsource piecemeal work to smaller production 

houses who take on the work at very low margins (Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter 2006) 
v In this case the headshot is done by their preferred photographer. In most cases when this occurs the contractor 

is also charging the photographer for the referral, so they get a taste of both transactions. 
vi In this example the cosplayer is paid for their involvement in the photo shoot/booth time but must outlay to 

purchase or rent official merchandise or props to complete their cosplay. The props are usually provided by the 

contractor and either leased (via fee reduction) or purchased outright by the cosplayer. The transaction is usually 

passed off as a requirement of the job and the rental fee justified as an indemnity against damage to the prop. 
vii The fan-based labourer or cosplayer must be officially trained, licensed, or certified to work with that IP. This 

usually involves a fee for the license, training, or certification. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 
 

Angel, James J., and Douglas McCabe. 2015. “The Ethics of Payments: Paper, Plastic, or Bitcoin.” Journal 

of Business Ethics 132: 603–11. https://doi.org/10.1007/110551-014-2354-x. 

Barrientos, Stephanie, Uma Kothari, and Nicola Phillips. 2013. “Dynamics of Unfree Labour in the 

Contemporary Global Economy.” Journal of Development Studies 49 (8): 1037–41. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00220388.2013.780043. 

                                                      



-- 11 -- 

                                                                                                                                                                     

Bulut, Ergin. 2015. “Glamor Above, Precarity Below: Immaterial Labor in the Video Game Industry.” 

Critical Studies in Media Communication 32 (3): 193–207. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/15295036.2015.1047880. 

Card, D., Cardoso, A. R., Heining, J., & Kline, P. (2016). Firms and Labour Market Inequality: Evidence and 

some theory. In NBER Working Paper Series (No. 22850; NBER Working Paper Series). 

https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w22850/w22850.pdf 

Carrington, Michal, Andreas Chatzidakis, and Deirdre Shaw. 2021. “Consuming Worker Exploitation? 

Accounts and Justifications for Consumer (In)Action to Modern Slavery.” Work, Employment and 

Society 35 (3): 432–50. https://doi.org/10.1177/0950017020926372. 

Caruana, Robert, Andrew Crane, Stefan Gold, and Genevieve LeBaron. 2021. “Modern Slavery in Business: 

The Sad and Sorry State of a Non-Field.” Business and Society 60 (2): 251–87. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0007650320930417. 

Chesney, Thomas, Keith Evans, Stefan Gold, and Alexander Trautrims. 2019. “Understanding Labour 

Exploitation in the Spanish Agricultural Sector Using an Agent Based Approach.” Journal of Cleaner 

Production 214: 696–704. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2018.12.282. 

Christ, Katherine Leanne, Roger Leonard Burritt, and Stefan Schaltegger. 2020. “Accounting for Work 

Conditions from Modern Slavery to Decent Work.” Accounting, Auditing and Accountability Journal 

33 (7): 1481–1504. https://doi.org/10.1108/AAAJ-05-2020-4587. 

Christ, Katherine Leanne, Kathyayini Kathy Rao, and Roger Leonard Burritt. 2019. “Accounting for Modern 

Slavery: An Analysis of Australian Listed Company Disclosures.” Accounting, Auditing and 

Accountability Journal 32 (3): 836–65. https://doi.org/10.1108/AAAJ-11-2017-3242. 

Commonwealth of Australia. 2018. “Federal Register of Legislation.” Modern Slavery Act 2018. 2018. 

https://www.legislation.gov.au/Details/C2018A00153. 

Crane, Andrew. 2013. “Modern Slavery as a Management Practice: Exploring the Conditions and 

Capabilities for Human Exploitation.” Academy of Management Review 38 (1): 49–69. 

https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.2011.0145. 

Crane, Andrew, Genevieve LeBaron, Jean Allain, and Laya Behbahani. 2019. “Governance Gaps in 

Eradicating Forced Labor: From Global to Domestic Supply Chains.” Regulation and Governance 13 

(1): 86–106. https://doi.org/10.1111/rego.12162. 

Crane, Andrew, Genevieve LeBaron, Kam Phung, Laya Behbahani, and Jean Allain. 2021. “Confronting the 

Business Models of Modern Slavery.” Journal of Management Inquiry. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1056492621994904. 

Duffy, Brooke Erin. 2016. “The Romance of Work: Gender and Aspirational Labour in the Digital Culture 

Industries.” International Journal of Cultural Studies 19 (4): 441–57. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1367877915572186. 

Dyer-Witheford, Nick, and Greig S. de Peuter. 2006. “‘EA Spouse’ and the Crisis of Video Game Labour: 

Enjoyment, Exclusion, Exploitation, and Exodus.” Canadian Journal of Communication 31 (3): 599–

617. https://doi.org/10.22230/cjc.2006v31n3a1771. 

Emmons, William R. 2005. “Consumer-Finance Myths and Other Obstacles to Financial Literacy.” Saint 

Louis University Public Law Review 24 (2). https://scholarship.law.slu.edu/plr/vol24/iss2/7. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/15295036.2015.1047880
https://scholarship.law.slu.edu/plr/vol24/iss2/7


-- 12 -- 

                                                                                                                                                                     

Farnsworth, K. (2005). Promoting business-centred welfare: International and European business 

perspectives on social policy. Journal of European Social Policy, 15(1), 65–80. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0958928705049163 

Ferguson, Benjamin. 2016. “The Paradox of Exploitation.” Erkenntnis 81 (5): 951–72. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10670-015-9776-4. 

———. 2018. “Can Libertairians Get Away with Fraud?” Economics and Philosophy 34 (2): 165–84. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266267117000311. 

Ferguson, Benjamin, and Roberto Veneziani. 2018. “Exploitation.” Economics and Philosophy 34 (3): 291–

94. https://doi.org/10.1017/S026626711800041X. 

Fuchs, Christian. 2018. “Capitalism, Patriarchy, Slavery, and Racism in the Age of Digital Capitalism and 

Digital Labour.” Critical Sociology 44 (4–5): 677–702. https://doi.org/10.1177/0896920517691108. 

Gill, Rosalind, and Andy Pratt. 2008. “In the Social Factory?: Immaterial Labour, Precariousness and 

Cultural Work.” Theory, Culture & Society 25 (8): 1–30. https://doi.org/10.1177/0263276408097794. 

Halliday, Daniel. 2021. “On the (Mis)Classification of Paid Labor: When Should Gig Workers Have 

Employee Status?” Politics, Philosophy and Economics, 1–22. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1470594X211015467. 

HM Government. 2015. “Legislation.Gov.Uk.” Modern Slavery Act 2015. 2015. 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2015/30/contents/enacted. 

Hollist, Katherine E. 2015. “Time to Be Grown-Ups about Video Gaming: The Rising Esports Industry and 

the Need for Regulation.” Arizona Law Review 57 (3): 823–47. http://arizonalawreview.org/pdf/57-

3/57arizlrev823.pdf. 

Mayer, Vicki. 2011. Below the Line: Producers and Production Studies in the New Television Economy. 

Durham, NH: Duke University Press. 

People Make Games. 2021. “Investigation: How Roblox Is Exploiting Young Game Developers.” United 

Kingdom: youtube.com. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_gXlauRB1EQ. 

Rogerson, Michael, Andrew Crane, Vivek Soundararajan, Johanne Grosvold, and Charles H. Cho. 2020. 

“Organisational Responses to Mandatory Modern Slavery Disclosure Legislation: A Failure of 

Experimentalist Governance?” Accounting, Auditing and Accountability Journal 33 (7): 1505–34. 

https://doi.org/10.1108/AAAJ-12-2019-4297. 

Stanfill, Mel. 2019a. “Enclosing Fandom.” In Expoiting Fandom: How the Media Seeks to Manipulate Fans, 

158–81. University of Iowa Press. https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctvd7w89q.10%0AJSTOR. 

———. 2019b. “Fandom and/as Labor.” In Exploiting Fandom : How the Media Industry Seeks to 

Manipulate Fans, 130–57. University of Iowa Press. https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctvd7w89q.9. 

Scott, Suzanne. 2015. “‘Cosplay Is Serious Business’: Gendering Material Fan Labor on Heroes of Cosplay.” 

Cinema Journal 54 (3): 146–54. https://doi.org/10.1353/cj.2015.0029. 

Stanford, Jim, Tess Hardy, and Andrew Stewart. 2018. “Australia, We Have a Problem.” In The Wages Crisis 

in Australia. What Is It and What to Do about It., edited by Andrew Stewart, Jim Stanford, and Tess 

Hardy. Adelaide: University of Adelaide Press. https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.20851/wages-crisis. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctvd7w89q.9


-- 13 -- 

                                                                                                                                                                     

Sunrise. 2017. “Sunrise Channel 7 - 6 Th March 2017 - Culture Week Edited Version.” Australia. 

https://youtu.be/mH8SBAlXAkA. 

Tangian, Andranik S. 2007. “Is Flexible Work Precarious ? A Study Based on the 4th European Survey of 

Working Conditions 2005.” In Conference of the European Foundation for the Improvement of Living 

and Working Conditions Together with the Hans Bockler Foundation Flexicurity: Eine Perspektive Fur 

Flexible Arbeitsmarkte Und Soziale Sicherheit?, Berlin, July 5-6, 2007., 1–77. Berlin: WSI-

Diskussionspapiere. http: www.boeckler.de/pdf/p wsi diskp 153 e.pdf. 

Tokumitsu, Miya. 2014. “In the Name of Love.” Jacobin Magazine, no. 13 (January). 

https://www.jacobinmag.com/2014/01/in-the-name-of-love/. 

United Nations General Assembly. 1948. “Universal Declaration of Human Rights.” New York: United 

Nations General Assembly. http://www.un.org/Overview/rights.html. 

 
 

 

 


