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CHAPTER SIX

Distributed relational labour: The invisible shared 
labour of admins and performers in the Romanian 
webcam industry

Hanne M. Stegeman

ABSTRACT
Webcam workers, like other types of online content creators, monetise relationships 
with fans by engaging in seemingly authentic relational labour. Relational labour 
is usually discussed as a gendered and individual endeavour which, as I show, 
relies on emotional, affective and aesthetic labour. Discussions on how such 
seemingly personal labour can be subject to divisions of labour have received little 
attention. Discussing the labour process in Romanian adult webcamming studios 
brings the distribution of relational labour to the fore. Drawing on interviews with 
25 webcam models, behind-the-scenes ‘admin’ assistants and studio managers, 
I detail how these workers share relational, emotional and affective labour. The 
types of seemingly personal, intimate and authentic labour engaged in by webcam 
models in studios, are shared with and instructed by admins. As experiences with 
distributed affective and distributed emotional labour in these studios show, I find 
that webcam models experience the distribution of their work as simultaneously 
helpful and controlling. Admins exercise considerable influence over models’ work 
while remaining invisible to audiences. Through the discussion of labour processes 
in Romanian webcam studios, it becomes clear that 1. relational labour can be 
distributed among workers and 2. this distribution potentially creates sites for 
increased labour control. Webcam work, as a part of the stigmatised sex industry, 
serves as a particularly salient example of how under-discussed distributions of 
relational labour shape workers’ positive experiences, autonomy, and control over 
their representation.
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INTRODUCTION
‘This’, he says with a sense of occasion, ‘is the engine of a webcamming 
studio’. With the swift press of a button, the purple curtain covering a 
glass wall opens to reveal an open-plan office space in which about 25 
young men are staring intensely at dual monitors. Noticing the surprise 
on my face, Vicentiu, the manager and owner of the Romanian ‘Goddess’ 
Videochat Studios asks me to follow him. We leave his office through a 
hallway, and after one more door, we are in the same room as the men. 
Their screens feature webcam performers in various positions, situations 
and states of undress. None of these men even turn their heads as we walk 
past them, seeing chat box after chat box. They type, and flick between 
windows, websites and performers – they are hard at work. 

What Vicentiu calls the ‘engine’, other studio managers tell me are called 
‘admins’ or ‘trainers’, sometimes even ‘typers’. Whatever name they’re 
given, they play a central role in how webcamming studios operate 
in Romania. The studios I visited usually consisted of 4 to 20 hotel-like 
bedrooms, kitted out with high-tech webcams, monitors and lighting set-
ups. Webcam performers, referred to as ‘videochat models’ in Romania, 
perform online sex work in these rooms. ‘Admins’ come into the picture to 
ensure that the audiences, composed mostly of Americans, are spending 
as much money as possible. In many studios, admins work with about 2 
or 3 models simultaneously. They type messages to audience members 
in English as if they are the model in the stream, and they write to the 
model herself in Romanian, telling her what to do or attempting to keep 
her energy high. Their job is to keep the audience spending and the model 
happy. Because, as Vicentiu tells me ‘you make zero with a depressed girl.. 
zero money’. Spread across many office buildings in the Romanian capital 
Bucharest hundreds of these admins work with an even larger number of 
webcam models. 

It is hard to explain the role of ‘admins’ in the adult webcamming industry to those 
who have not seen them at work, since a central aspect of their labour is their 
invisibility. Admins, as they will be referred to here, shape the relational labour 
often thought to be performed by solo webcam workers. How admins work with 
webcam performers illustrates how seemingly authentic individual labour can be 
distributed among multiple workers. Previous discussions of this type of labour, 
such as emotional and relational labour, overly focus on the efforts of individual 
workers or structures provided by management (Baym, 2015, p. 16; Hochschild, 
2012, p. 55). But other workers, such as these admins, can also play a part in 
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seemingly personal labour. This paper examines the relation between workers in 
distributed relational labour, through the salient example of webcam performers 
and their invisible admins. In this paper, I show that seemingly highly personal and 
authentic relationships with customers, even in the most intimate transactions, 
can be shared among workers. Analysis of their distributed labour reveals the 
skilled work necessary to create seemingly natural and authentic performances. 
Highlighting that relational labour can be split amongst workers helps us recognise 
the multiple types of labour that undervalued work, such as webcamming, requires. 

This distribution of labour is also a site for both assistance and control. As is the case 
when material labour is divided, distributing tasks tends to increase management 
control and output (e.g., Braverman, 1998, p. 62). Considering the stigmatisation 
of webcam labour, performers face not just the risk of labour exploitation but also 
other social harms. Admins do not face these reputational risks. Nonetheless, 
co-workers can, for a variety of reasons, help each other to perform seemingly 
personal labour (Bolton, 2000). Admins can help to alleviate the large amounts 
of relational labour that webcam workers engage in to produce performances of 
authentic relationships with clients. Here I show that the distribution of relational 
labour in the webcamming industry creates a nuanced power relation between 
models and admins characterized by simultaneous opportunities for exploitation 
and support.

Webcamming is sexual platform-mediated labour whereby workers receive 
compensation based on how many paying clients they can secure (Nayar, 2021, 
p. 160). Clients compensate workers either through tips or by paying per minute. 
Financial success hinges on audience members’ perception that they are paying 
for a ‘real’ emotional and sexual connection with a worker (Jones, 2020, p. 6). In 
Romania, unlike much of Western Europe and the US, webcamming largely takes 
place in studios. Studios, which are especially prevalent in regions with historically 
low home internet access, provide workspaces and equipment for webcam work 
in return for a share, usually 50%, of workers’ platform-generated income (Jones, 
2020, p. 71). These studios are financially attractive workplaces in Romania because 
even after the hefty cut they take, videochat models make significantly more than 
the average Romanian salary of around €1000 a month (Vlase & Preoteasa, 2021, 
p. 7). In these studios, the assistance provided by admins alleviates some of the 
emotional and affective labour that webcam performers would otherwise have to 
engage in if they were working on their own, while also maximising the amount 
of labour they perform and reducing the control they have over their actions and 
relationships with clients. 
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The example of distributed relational labour in webcamming studios shows how 
highly personal labour can become a site for control and assistance, and this 
discussion also adds to the growing body of research on online sex work. Empirical 
research on those working in webcam studios is limited (Vlase & Preoteasa, 2021). 
Although there has been an increasing number of media reports on assistants 
or ‘ghostwriters’ in online sex work (Francis, 2023; Marcus, 2022), major scholarly 
explorations of the role these workers play in the sex work labour process are 
only just beginning to emerge (Antonio, 2023). This paper contributes an academic 
exploration of the labour performed and the control exerted by these invisible 
workers. 

I explore the relational labour distributed between webcam performers and 
admins based on qualitative research on the Romanian webcamming industry. 
Discussions in the literature on relational labour and, I argue, the emotional, 
affective, and aesthetic labour that are necessary components of relationship 
building, contextualise this data. Following this theoretical framework, I discuss 
the methodological details of the three-month ethnography in Romania and the 
25 in-depth interviews with admins, models and studio managers that underpin 
this paper. I then outline the tasks and types of labour performed by models and 
admins in Romanian webcam studios, focusing on two particularly salient types 
of labour that admins use to forge client connections. I use the terms distributed 
affective labour and distributed emotional labour. Distributed affective labour 
describes the labour that admins perform while engaging with clients, disguised 
behind the visible on-screen presence of the model. Distributed emotional labour 
describes how admins and models share the work of managing models’ outward 
emotional expression. Together these types of labour showcase how invisible third 
parties can and do contribute to and exercise control over the performance of 
relational labour.

The work of relational labour
Mediated through online platforms, cultural producers are increasingly building, 
maintaining, and subsequently capitalising on long-term relationships with 
audiences. This article adds to existing theorisations of this labour as a primarily 
individual endeavour by showcasing how it is shared amongst workers and made 
up of various other types of labour. The work of building relationships, known as 
relational labour, was first described in the context of the increasingly important 
online relationships between musicians and their fans (Baym, 2015, p. 16). In this 
context, Nancy Baym describes relational labour as an investment in a reliable 
and well-maintained fanbase “that will sustain a career” (2015, p. 14). Similarly, 
the seemingly authentic friendship-like connections with audiences resulting from 
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relational labour engaged in by online creators, such as influencers and webcam 
performers, are crucial for sustaining ultimately financially viable digital communities 
(Villegas-Simón et al., 2023, p. 6450). Brands require a minimum number of 
followers, likes, or subscribers before entering into paid partnerships (Duffy, 2017, 
p. 147). Webcam performers receive compensation more directly from audience 
members who feel a connection with them, either through tipping or by purchasing 
private shows (Jones, 2020). Many contemporary creators must build sufficiently 
strong relationships with fans before they start to pay off financially.

Previous research has established that it is necessary for sexual content creators to 
engage in relational labour. Whether they are attempting to build an audience to sell 
pornographic videos on OnlyFans (van der Nagel, 2021, p. 6), charging for intimate 
interactions in a webcam show (Nayar, 2021, p. 485), performing ‘authentic’ sexuality 
on social media to be marketable in studio porn (Wang, 2021, p. 229), or interacting 
with fans to increase royalty earnings from previously shot porn scenes (Stardust, 
2019, p. 23), these creators engage in relational labour. The expectation that online 
sex work is “authentic” obscures the hard work required to create content and 
relationships (Stardust, 2019, p. 22). The synchronous performances that webcam 
workers engage in can increase demands on the relational labour of these creators, 
who must decide on the spot how to behave with fans in order to get paid and 
maintain connections (Bonifacio et al., 2021, p. 2687; Meisner & Ledbetter, 2022, p. 
1189). Similar to other creators, webcam workers engage in relational labour, but 
with the added demands of the intimate nature and live performance of their work. 
As is the case for other creator research, attention has primarily been paid to how 
workers experience this labour and how platforms shape it, rather than the roles 
played by other actors. 

How labour is divided and distributed among workers has been extensively 
detailed for material labour. Increasingly in material production, tasks have been 
“rationalised” and split up into simpler tasks performed by different workers, and 
the end product is the result of their combined labour (Braverman, 1998, p. 54). 
How workers combine tasks can also be described for cultural artefacts. As van 
der Laan and Kuipers (2016) describe when discussing the production of high and 
low aesthetics in the modelling industry, the focus is often on the experiences of 
individual workers but “in a fashion photo shoot, a range of actors are working 
together, and the final product emerges from the cooperation between these 
actors” (p. 49). However, much contemporary creative work does not just produce 
aesthetics and images, but must also produce immaterial audience relationships. 
These relationships are the ‘end-products’ of relational labour (Baym, 2015). This 
article examines precisely how different actors, such as admins and videochat 
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models, engage in distributed relational labour on-the-spot during livestreams to 
create this relationship. 

Naturally, visible or frontstage relational labour remains the territory of content 
creators themselves as it would otherwise not appeal to audiences as authentic. 
However, the relational labour engaged in by online sex workers requires a 
careful obscuring of the backstage labour necessary to produce their frontstage 
performance (Wang, 2021, p. 229). In the backstage region, the performance can 
be prepared, supported, or momentarily suspended (Goffman, 1959, p. 70). As is 
the case with the admins in this piece, the backstage is less visible to audiences. 
This examination of admins’ labour experience, and how this shapes models’ work 
showcases how multiple actors come together backstage to cocreate frontstage 
performances. This article investigates how this distributed relational labour 
creates ambiguous relationships between admins and models that are both helpful 
and controlling.

By showing how relational labour is distributed in Romanian studios, this analysis 
also identifies the different parts that constitute this labour. I argue that in order 
to build relationships with audiences, admins and models engage in various other 
types of immaterial labour over time. These types of labour, focusing on emotions 
and aesthetics, might appear to come naturally to labourers, especially as they are 
usually engaged in by women and therefore often go unrecognised and undervalued 
(Bolton, 2009b, p. 4). Relational labour is already viewed as a natural quality rather 
than a skill requiring effort (Baym, 2015, p. 19; Hatton, 2017, p. 340). Analysis of the 
distribution of this labour between models and admins, however, identifies some of 
the types of labour that workers engage in to skilfully create relationships. 

Emotional labour was originally distinguished from relational labour since the 
latter has a repeated and sustained character and “goes beyond managing 
others’ feelings in single encounters” (Baym, 2015, p. 16). Still, I emphasize that 
sustained relational labour requires repeated use of emotional labour. Defined in 
relation to the labour of flight attendants and debt collectors as described by Arlie 
Hochschild, emotional labour is labour done for a wage in which a worker manages 
their emotions to produce a suitable visible display at work (Hochschild, 1979, p. 
7). Emotional labour applies in industries where “the emotional style of offering the 
service is part of the service itsel” (Hochschild, 2012, p. 5, italics in original). This might 
include the emotionality displayed between colleagues, less directly productive 
than towards clients (Bolton, 2009a, p. 550). Emotional labour between colleagues 
can be identified through the classification of four types of emotion management 
at work by Bolton, as (2000, p. 156): “presentational (emotion management 
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according to general social rules); philanthropic (emotion management given as a 
‘gift’); prescriptive (emotion management according to organisational/professional 
rules of conduct) and pecuniary (emotion management for commercial gain)”. This 
classification allows for a discussion of emotions as exchanged between coworkers, 
not just between management, workers and customers. 

Whereas emotional labour primarily concerns the adaptation of the workers’ 
emotional state to the labour situation, at times customers’ feelings are worked on 
more explicitly. This is captured by the concept of affective labour, which is similar 
to emotional labour in its preoccupation with the production of feelings (Bolton, 
2009b, p. 3), but focuses on the production of those feelings in others. Affective 
labour is also necessary to engage in relational labour since it is used to produce 
“social networks, forms of community, biopower” (M. Hardt & Negri, 2000, p. 293). 
The distinguishing factor between affective and emotional labour is the person in 
whom emotional change is produced, either the production of affect in consumers 
or the emotional displays shown by workers (P. M. Hardt & Negri, 2005). These 
two concepts overlap and support each other since to produce feelings in a client, 
it makes sense that a worker often first has to create an appropriate emotional 
display in themselves.

Discussions of immaterial labour have often focussed on the “emotional-cognitive” 
element of the management of feeling (Mears, 2014, p. 1333). Embodiment is at 
times overlooked in sociologies of work (Gimlin, 2007, p. 354). But this labour is 
always also embodied: the body smiles and politely nods at consumers, it is “a 
surface for the appropriate emotional controls” (Mears, 2014, p. 1333). Additionally, 
this body needs to fit customer expectations and desires to effectively engage with 
them. The work this requires is characterized as aesthetic labour, and concerns 
the work performed on one’s own body within the context of wage relations 
(Mears, 2014, p. 1332). This work has a stronger material component as it explicitly 
involves the body. The bodily aesthetic is a necessary step to create satisfaction 
in customers. Webcam models perform high levels of aesthetic labour since they 
are engaged in display work where “physical appearance is the service provided” 
(Mears & Connell, 2015, p. 339; Simpson & Smith, 2019, p. 711). To be able to forge 
relationships with clients, this visual aspect of their presentation must be in order. 
At least in the case of webcam workers, aesthetic and display labour also contribute 
to relational labour. 

Altogether, these types of labour (emotional, affective, aesthetic, display) 
underpinning relational labour are all central to the work of webcam performers 
who work independently. Figure 1 shows how these types of labour overlap and 
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contribute to relational labour. While drawn from a variety of theorisations of 
labour, ranging from those more explicitly discussing gender or body work to those 
drawing on Marxist theory, all these types of labour feature in webcamming. In 
Figure 1 these concepts are combined to show how workers draw on different 
types of labour in real work situations in order to create relationships. So far, the 
types of labour in Figure 1 have primarily been discussed as individual endeavours 
which leave workers estranged from their feelings, body, and soul (Bolton, 2009b; 
Hochschild, 2012, p. 7). When the division or sharing of emotional labour is 
discussed, the focus has mainly been on management instructions. Management 
sets rules on “how to feel and how to express feeling” (Hochschild, 2012, p. 89) but 
also on how to “deal with each other’s [colleagues] feelings on the job” (Hochschild, 
2012, p. 115) to ensure that displays of emotions are tightly controlled. When 
divisions of labour have been discussed they tend to uphold a gendered narrative 
about emotional labour being women’s work, examined, for instance, through the 
labour of women as secretaries in upholding their bosses’ position and tempering 
their emotions (Wichroski, 1994, p. 37). The literature explains that the performance 
of emotional labour is divided along these gendered lines, highlighting that women 
provide more of it than men (e.g., Soares, 2003). Here, I do not focus on how often a 
certain group of workers engages in this labour, but rather on how relational labour 
is actually broken down and divided. The assistance provided by admins illuminates 
that relational labour is not always as personal as thought as it requires the skill and 
efforts of multiple workers, not necessarily just women. 

Figure 1: Overview of the types of labour constituting relational labour 
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This distribution of labour also becomes a site for struggles to control labour. Cultural 
producers have had to grapple with increased control over their work process 
and outputs. Intensification and standardisation in industries reliant on individual 
talent reveal that even creativity can be subjected to increased managerial control, 
including the splitting up of tasks (Huws, 2010, p. 516). Technological development 
has been observed to play a large role in this, with platforms in particular taking on a 
structuring role in how creative workers engage with their gigs (Schörpf et al., 2017, 
p. 44; Williams et al., 2021, p. 133). However, control is not necessarily experienced 
solely in a negative light as workers often do not resist it and appreciate the security 
it can provide in exchange for limitations on their autonomy (Huws, 2010, p. 519). 
Similarly, platforms control labour, but also offer opportunities to flexibly seek 
creative jobs at the workers’ discretion (Schörpf et al., 2017, p. 45). Structures that 
control work, as was already the case with divisions of material labour, may also 
make work easier. Distributions of relational labour, as I show, can increase control 
over this labour while at the same time lessening its burden.

METHODOLOGY
The experiences of models, admins and managers in Romanian studios support 
these findings. These experiences were collected through in-depth interviews and 
ethnography embedded within a larger research project on the working experiences 
and strategies of webcam performers in Europe. Romania featured in this project 
as it is seen as the European ‘hub’ of the webcamming industry (Jones, 2020, p. 48). 
This analysis of the role played by admins in webcam work was not predetermined, 
simply because their existence is hidden and I did not know about them until I 
encountered them during my research. Over the space of three months in the 
spring of 2022, I conducted ethnographic observation and in-depth interviews with 
studio managers, ‘admins’ and webcam models in Bucharest. During this research, 
it became evident that the ways in which the support staff in studios conduct their 
work is crucial in shaping the models’ labour process.

Recruiting participants for this project relied heavily on gatekeepers (Reeves, 2010, 
p. 317). Despite being a very large industry, webcamming is highly stigmatised in 
Romania (Vlase & Preoteasa, 2021, p. 13). Studio managers and models were wary 
of judgement. It was also impossible to recruit respondents online as models in 
Romania do not manage their own social media accounts or identify as Romanian 
on them. On top of that, cold-calling and emailing studios in English did not seem 
to instil a great deal of trust. Instead, two central informants, an event organiser 
with whom a colleague of mine had established contact and a webmaster who 
reached out to me after reading about my research introduced me to the scene. I 
went to industry events and birthday parties where I slowly formed friendships with 
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performers and managers, often in the women’s bathroom. Eventually, I managed 
to visit 5 studios, some on multiple occasions. This recruitment strategy meant I 
was not selective about who I talked to and I interviewed various managers and 
admins alongside models. Taken together, the experiences of these groups all 
provide insight into the relationship between admins and models discussed here. 
Interviews lasted between 40 minutes and 2.5 hours, averaging around 1.5 hours. 
In total I conducted 15 interviews with models, two of whom had also been admins 
in the past; seven interviews with managers, one of whom had previously been 
an admin, and three interviews with admins. Quite a few of the interviewees had 
held multiple roles throughout their career, and therefore the experiences of six 
admins are discussed here even though only three of the interviewees were then 
working in this role. Many of the interviews with performers were conducted online. 
In general, I aimed to remunerate performers for their time and the knowledge 
they shared (Bloomquist, n.d.). This was not always appropriate, however, as most 
performers agreed to an interview because of the friendship we had built up, and 
as they explained, did not want to be paid for something they were doing as a 
favour to me. Notably, as I often had to go through managers to speak to admins, 
I was never able to interview admins and models currently working at the same 
studio. Instead, the 25 interviewees here largely worked for different studios, 
with many of the models now working independently as well. All names used for 
workers or studios here are pseudonyms. As I had decided against working with 
an interpreter so as not to jeopardise performer anonymity or disrupt interviews, 
I only interviewed people who spoke English. This was a serious limitation since 
many performers, as is also shown in the results, do not speak English. 

The interviews conducted over this fieldwork period were semi-structured, focusing 
on the research questions on labour but with enough space to allow for flexibility 
(Bryman, 2004, p. 485). For models, an interview guide had previously been 
created based on existing literature and in consultation with webcam performers 
in paid advisory roles. As this project did not necessarily anticipate interviewing 
managers or admins, a guide for these roles was constructed while in the field. 
Existing literature does not discuss these roles, so the guide for models was used 
as inspiration and combined with my growing experience in the Romanian field 

Analysis of field notes and interview transcriptions took the form of thematic 
analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Thematic analysis recognises that data is never 
approached in a vacuum, but from research questions and with knowledge of 
theory, while giving enough flexibility to generate unexpected themes (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006, p. 78). The analysis broadly followed the steps outlined for thematic 
analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 87). Here this took the shape of initial nearly line-
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by-line coding (though forgoing the arbitrary unit of the line and instead just looking 
for coherent short points) of the entire project containing 80 interviews in total. The 
resulting codes were constantly re-examined throughout this process and then 
grouped into 49 code groups and finally 9 overarching ‘themes’. These ‘themes’ 
were more descriptive than analytical, serving to make an overwhelmingly large set 
of qualitative data searchable. Code groups and the codes themselves had a more 
analytical role. For this paper, I draw on quotes that were identified to describe 
the labour process in studios and the relationships between admins and models 
in Romania. These quotes were eventually grouped into two analytical concepts; 
‘distributed affective labour’ and ‘distributed emotional labour’. 

Sharing work in webcam studios
Sexual content creators working on their own engage in the types of labour that 
make up relational labour. These types of practices are also reflected in Table 1’s 
column describing the various labour practices engaged in by models. The labour 
in the column ‘by admins’, in this same table, outlines the ways in which admins can 
contribute to these types of labour. These tasks, the types of labour they might be 
classed as, and how they provide opportunities for both assistance and control are 
outlined here.

Table 1: Overview of how labour can be distributed between models and admins
Type of labour: By models: By admins:
Distributed aesthetic labour Preparing their ‘look’ to fit client 

expectations
Instructing models to make 
certain (normative) aesthetic 
decisions

Distributed display labour Presenting of body and acts to 
clients

Directing the positioning of 
models’ body and acts engaged 
in

Distributed emotional labour Displaying an emotional state 
suited to the labour context

Keeping up the models’ morale 
and appearance of happiness5 

Distributed affective labour Producing positive emotional 
states in clients through actions 
and interactions

Ensuring clients are in a 
‘spending mood’ by chatting to 
them or instructing model acts 
and performances 

Distributed relational labour Engaging in repeated and 
long-term aesthetic, emotional 
and affective labour to create 
relationships with paying clients

Communicating with models 
and clients to create seemingly 
authentic audience relationships 
through emotional, affective and 
aesthetic labour

5	 While based on the definitions of emotional and affective labour outlined above, the labour engaged in 
by admins in this case, namely producing an emotional state in others (the models), could be classed as 
affective labour. Models, however, are not customers. This labour is performed to produce the appropriate 
visible emotional state in the model for the actual customer and is therefore still emotional labour.
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In all of these components of distributed relational labour, models’ seemingly 
intimate and individual labour is subject to control by and assistance from the 
admins. This applies to both aesthetic and display labour. The perceptible aspect of 
these types of labour can only be performed by the visible model, but admins can 
and do shape decisions about which aesthetic to embody and how it is displayed. 
One admin, Edward, told how he instructed a model to sit in a certain pose, which 
emphasized her bum, for two hours. Once she realised that this was leading to an 
uptick in the amounts clients were spending on her, Edward says she complied and 
“then I started changing her: you need to do this pose, you need to dye your hair this 
colour”. In this sense, Edward certainly contributed to this model’s display labour. 
Admins might have some individual discretion in decisions on ‘look’, but as studio 
model Monica told me, it is the top-down instructions from studio management 
that really guide the decisions made by admins and models “[the studio,] they want 
to create the perfect image for mainstream, so they suggest to the models to get 
breasts implants after one or two months the studio is doing that, and changing 
the colour of our hair... we were all blonde”. This is definitely the aesthetic labour of 
preparing the appearance of the worker’s body for labour (Craig, 2018, p. 288). The 
distribution of labour that takes shape here can be quite controlling and reminiscent 
of the divisions of material labour whereby management is increasingly in charge 
of decision-making and the only role open to workers is to execute these decisions 
(Braverman, 1998, p. 79). Management and admins make the decisions about 
models’ looks, but models have to do the work to comply with these requirements. 
Adding nuance to this unidirectional interpretation, models also expressed a 
commitment to presenting a mainstream image. They invest in cosmetic treatments, 
surgeries, hair and nails even when no longer working for a studio. Some also enjoy 
fitting in with this mainstream aesthetic, with studio model Roxanne describing the 
work she puts into looking pretty as an “entertaining” aspect of her work. Models 
may also be motivated by money rather than fun. This is also why it is difficult 
to determine the exact influence that studios exert over aesthetics, as no model 
ever said she felt forced to comply with this look, and they all seemed keenly 
aware that this aesthetic labour is profitable. For instance, Amy, one of the few 
Romanian models I spoke to who had never worked for a studio, listed all of her 
beauty appointments and said: “well I’m not doing these things because I wanna be 
a good housewife and cook with my hair extension and makeup and tanned body, 
of course I do them for camming”. Models’, admins’ and managers’ decisions and 
investments in achieving a look create affects in audiences necessary to incentivize 
spending. The control and collaboration over models’ aesthetics and ways of 
displaying themselves in studios show that labour which by its very nature is tied to 
an individual body can still be shared among more workers.  
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Distributed emotional labour
Models are made to perform an appearance of ‘happiness’ in studios. Clearly, this is 
emotional labour, although it still exerts a large influence on the model’s appearance. 
Admins and models in Romanian webcam studios work together to ensure the 
model can come across as being appropriately excited to the audiences in her 
stream. I identify this as distributed emotional labour, it is a shared “management of 
feeling to create a publicly observable facial and bodily display” (Hochschild, 1979, 
p. 7). Studio manager and former admin Ionut explains the importance of models’ 
emotional labour: “they have to be happy actually on camera. It’s like they have a 
role... and they have to be happy”. Admins assist with this role through distributed 
emotional labour. What might appear to be presentational or even philanthropic 
emotional management (Bolton, 2000, p. 156) between admins and models, 
simply as a form of collegiality, in this context is actually profit-driven. Admins are 
aware that they are making a model appear ‘happy’ not (primarily) out of care, but 
because her performance of happiness is crucial if either of them are to make 
money, since admins usually made a relatively low fixed wage which is topped-up 
by sharing a percentage of the model’s earnings. As admin Silviu describes it “the 
more they smile, the more you earn”. Rather than producing an emotional state in 
a consumer, admins in distributed emotional labour produce an emotional state in 
another worker which is then presented to the audience by the model. 

Evelina, the manager of a studio run by ex-models, outlines how a model’s display 
of ‘happiness’ is actually a collective effort: 

“The admins are here to help her, and if anything here is not working, 
if, for example, the cleaning lady is not doing a good job, we have a 
problem. The model will enter a room that is not sparkling and she’ll 
be in a bad mood from the beginning. Everybody has to do a good 
job, otherwise something will not work and we will lose that model 
because she won’t stay in our studio if she’s not making money”

Admins play a very important role in this collective effort since they are in constant 
communication with models. They have various tactics to try to achieve the model’s 
‘happiness’ that is necessary for making money. These tactics require emotional 
labour from both the model, who needs to embody this ‘happiness’ and the admin 
who needs to encourage it. Silivu described the toll this takes on him as an admin: 
“I’m the one who you know should just stay happy even I don’t have a reason to 
be, you know, I have bad days too.. but if I’m not going to be okay no one is going 
to make money”. By managing their own and models’ emotions these admins 
are responsible for what model Monica describes as “the hype” which she says is 
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created in studios because the staff there talk to you, assist you and “they’re making 
you smile, making you happy, even on your bad days”. This emotional labour can 
therefore be quite helpful for models like Monica who appreciate ‘the hype’.

Admins have various methods for creating and maintaining ‘happiness’ among 
models. For instance, Oana (admin and former model) explains how she sometimes 
joins one of her models’ cam rooms on a customer account to “try to cheer her up 
with some jokes, just to see her smiling and more active”. Admins and models also 
communicate in different ways. As Silviu (admin) explains, even though admins and 
models are in different rooms they chat with each other unbeknownst to members: 
“we open a notepad that is on the screen all the time and we just type there, that’s 
the way we communicate”. Here admins can communicate in all sorts of ways to 
energize models: “I make many jokes, it doesn’t matter what, and I use emojis, like I 
type the laugh sign you know? and girls know how I feel when I am writing, if I laugh, 
if I’m happy, if I’m sad, if I kiss them and I show them love. I talk to them like we’re 
an ‘us’ [a team], I don’t tell them you have to do that, instead I say ‘both us together 
let’s do a blowjob6’ (Eric, admin). Mia, a model who has been happily working in a 
studio for the past nine years and continues to do so, describes how this helps 
her work: “probably because I’m there [the studio] and I’m actually having fun... 
people respond to that”. Both admins and models know that the model’s outward 
emotional appearance and her visible emotional labour is important to both their 
financial success, so the admins invest in it through distributed emotional labour. 

Obviously. models outside studios also engage in emotional labour. For instance, 
Sasha, the only other Romanian model in this sample who has always worked 
independently, describes the importance of presenting the appearance of 
‘happiness’ in a similar way: “when I don’t feel my best I don’t come online, I don’t 
want to create an image of being a grumpy old lady, my members always see me 
with a smile on my face”. However, in studios when a model is grumpy there is 
no choice of not streaming. Alice, another model, highlights this as helping with 
discipline since “at a studio I have to be there at 8 in the morning, and I have to be 
online for eight hours”. This also means, that when a model is not looking ‘happy’ 
enough on a given day “we are looking for solutions, how to make her feel good” 
(Oana, admin, previously model). This may help models with this taxing labour, 
but also means that in contrast to independent models like Sasha, models in 
studios cannot choose to stay offline when they are having an off day. This sharply 
illustrates the ambiguously helpful yet controlling nature of distributed emotional 

6	 In this case a blowjob primarily refers to performing oral sex on a dildo if requested to do so by an audience 
member.
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labour: although admins helps studio models to appear happy in their streams, 
these models have little choice other than to perform this happiness.

Distributed affective labour
Finally, there are the direct interactions with clients. When models do this 
independently it is obviously relational labour, the repeat performance of emotional 
and affective labour through engagement in acts, spoken, and written interactions. 
However, admins, concealed behind the screen and the guise of the model also 
engage with clients through distributed affective labour. Sometimes, they write public 
chat box messages or private DMs to clients as if they were the model. Admin Eric 
explained this using a videogame metaphor: 

“I take it as a game, you know? it’s easier if I put it as a game. I imagine 
me as the player, I imagine the model as my character to play with and 
imagine the audience members as the NPCs [non-playable characters] 
in the game and I have to be really good at controlling my character in 
order to achieve very high points [money]” 

Admins thus try to influence the feelings and actions of the audience members 
to encourage them to spend money, by speaking on behalf of models in written 
communications. This is affective labour since admins are trying to get clients 
into a spending mood through these messages: “you need to get into their [the 
clients’] head, open their mind up a bit, they’re there to have fun and they need 
to be reminded of that” (Silviu, admin). Edward basically reiterates definitions of 
affective labour focused on producing emotional states in consumers when saying 
“if you perform well you’re going to leave members happy... you keep the members 
happy? you’re going to make money”.

To a degree, admins type for models to help with their English but this task also 
fulfils a more relational role. Andreea was a model in a small studio where the 
owner also functioned as the only admin and describes how he ended up writing 
messages for her: “I knew English but not the English they were using so the studio 
owner typed for me”. Edward (admin) explains a similar dynamic: “some girls know 
English but they will... I will still type because they don’t know how to talk with men”. 
Although not all admins are men, studio managers and admins seemed to believe 
that men working behind the scenes were better at getting clients to spend money. 

Even though admins do not face the consequences of what they say when speaking 
for the model, they emphasised how difficult their work is. Admins usually work 
with multiple models, many of whom are streaming on multiple webcam platforms 
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at once: “you have three models and it can be a bit difficult because there’s like 
let’s say six pages [different platforms on which each model is working at once] 
for each of them that you need to deal with and then you have a lot of members 
for everyone […] you need to know what you need to type for this girl and that girl 
and for this member on this page” (Silviu, admin). But this toll also goes beyond the 
sheer volume of the affective labour engaged in. For example, Eric (admin) talked 
about how it bothers him when he has to tell audience members with particularly 
taboo fetishes “yes, yes, yes.. this is my fetish too” and how he needs to blow off 
steam in the gym after work, since these members unload all their frustrations onto 
him. Obviously, these harmful aspects also impact models who work alone.

Another effect of typing for models is that admins communicate to clients that they 
(meaning the visible model) will perform certain acts. Models are always the ones 
who then, following instructions from their admin, have to actually perform these 
acts, which range from dancing and removing items of clothing to engaging in specific 
sexual acts. According to studio manager Maria, it is crucial that admins instruct 
models: “[the admin] tells her what to do: stand up, smile right now, do something 
that she needs to do since the admin is typing as if he’s her”. Models also detail being 
told what to do by admins, such as Vicky “an admin was always telling me to get up, to 
tease them” and Roxanna “you could hear my admin yelling at me, get naked now!”. In 
this context, the relationship between admin and model can be especially fraught as 
admins mobilise what they have written to members to try to make models engage 
in certain acts. Edward (admin) describes how he deliberately uses his engagement 
in distributed affective labour to push models’ boundaries regarding what acts they 
are and are not willing to display: “I talk to the member and I say ‘okay give me 1000 
tokens and I will try anal for you’, I take the 1000 tokens and I say to the model ‘oops 
I made a mistake I took 1000 tokens from this member now you have to do anal for 
him, so you have to try, you really have to try look he gave you like 50 dollars, you have 
to do it, you have to do it!’ and they do it”. Because distributed affective labour situates 
the model as the person who is typing as far as the audiences can see, this gives 
admins, who are the ones actually typing, power over the model’s performance. The 
distributed affective labour of typing on behalf of models and subsequent instruction 
of models in their display labour go hand-in-hand. Admins influence and control the 
display labour that models engage in through this distributed affective labour. This 
situation makes it particularly clear that even while assisting models in their work, 
admins also exercise considerable control. 

Models sometimes take issue with the control this gives admins over their work 
and may resist it. Vicky, for instance, said: “I never listened, like, I have my own 
style […] I can handle a bunch of dudes in a room”. Or, Ana (model), describes how 
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a profit incentive was mobilised to get her to follow instructions: “they tell me ‘be 
nice to the guy.. he’s paying’”. Ana has since stopped working in a studio and says 
she prefers that “if some guy pisses me off [now] I can tell him.. go fuck yourself”, 
commenting on the profit incentive “I don’t want his three dollars if he insults me 
for the three dollars”. Admins and studio managers often complained about models 
who refused to comply. For instance, someone like Eva, a model who worked for 
a studio but, thanks to her friendship with influential figures in the industry could 
more easily refuse “somebody else typing instead of me, I don’t want to be a part of 
that”. In general, however, admins have considerable sway over what acts a model 
performs, especially when an admin does all the typing for a model in a language 
she does not speak.

Distributed affective labour, when taken to its furthest extreme, clearly illustrates a 
controlling division of labour. The work of webcam models becomes pure display 
labour (Mears & Connell, 2015, p. 335) which is often instructed by admins who 
decide what acts they tell clients the model will engage in. Even when models 
do not experience this control, the outsourcing of parts of their affective labour 
means losing some of the most rewarding aspects of their work. Many models who 
now work without admins describe pleasant interactions with audience members 
as being the most meaningful part of their work. Monica (model) said: “I really 
care about them [the clients] and sometimes I don’t see my life without them”. 
Distributed affective labour strips away the models’ control over this interactive 
part of their work in order to generate income on webcam platforms in the most 
efficient way possible. At the same time, it is worth recognising that the frequent 
harassment that webcam models are exposed to (e.g., Jones, 2016, p. 246), is now 
read by admins instead, thus sharing some of the more taxing parts of models’ 
work. Admins might be able to distance themselves from this as the harassment 
is directed at the model, not them. Yet, having to identify with taboo fetishes to 
generate income, as in Eric’s case, can also leave its mark on an admin. Assistance 
with the affective elements of work, as offered by admins, has both negative and 
positive consequences for models’ experiences. In a practical sense, however, 
models lose some control over what they are seen as expressing online, and which 
acts they engage in.

CONCLUSIONS
The ways in which workers engage in various types of labour to create profitable 
client relationships in Romanian webcamming studios showcases the distribution 
of relational labour. The relationship between these workers, characterised by 
both support and control, shapes how this relational labour is performed. The 
Romanian webcamming industry exemplifies that in discussions of seemingly 
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personal and authentic labour, more attention can be paid to the cocreation of 
affects, aesthetics, communities, experiences and relationships by multiple actors, 
as these immaterial products are shaped by these multiple actors. Explorations 
of the labour performed by different workers to produce authentic relational 
experiences for customers reveal the skill, effort and work necessary for relational 
labour. Gendered assumptions about the effortlessness of this labour (Baym, 2015; 
Bolton, 2009b) are destabilized when the teams that sometimes shape this work are 
brought into view. Additionally, as the financial success of many types of immaterial 
labour hinges on perceptions of authenticity and fun (Duffy, 2017; Rand, 2019), the 
influence of additional actors is deliberately obscured. Distributed relational labour 
therefore places an unequal risk on the visible worker who is seen to be working 
alone, even if others might be shaping decisions and exercising control behind the 
scenes. 

The examination of distributed relational labour between models and admins 
showcases opportunities for both helpful assistance and oppressive control. 
Models can benefit from the help offered by admins, but ultimately admins engage 
in pecuniary distributed emotional and affective labour in an attempt to maximise 
profits. Since models and admins often share the profits, this maximization is not 
unambiguously exploitative, but it does reduce the control models have over what 
to an audience appears to be their work. Considering this, admin control is real and 
uncomfortable. In this sense, the distribution of relational labour described here 
resembles the division of material labour, which also views increased division as 
serving profit maximisation and reducing worker control (Braverman, 1998). The 
distribution of relational labour must be examined as a site of possible increased 
control over workers.

At the same time, some models explicitly appreciate how admins might help them 
make money, keep them motivated, and provide ideas and suggestions. Whether 
the control exerted by an admin is experienced as negative depends largely on 
whether or not the admin respects boundaries, listens to the model, and actually 
helps her to make money. As such the distribution of relational labour is not 
necessarily negative. This is evidenced by the Romanian models in my research 
who prefer to work with admins, but also by online sex workers internationally 
who elect to hire assistants to help with the floods of messages (Francis, 2023). If 
a model chooses to work with an admin, she has some flexibility regarding whom 
she chooses to work with she can benefit from the very real advantages that 
distributing relational labour may entail. Not every model does or will want to work 
with assistance, but those who do want to see the value in it. 
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Relationships between sex workers and colleagues are not always exploitative 
(Brouwers, 2022), even though research and legislation tend to portray them as 
such. Instead, the case of online sex work reveals a much more complex reality. It 
is clear that some studios and admins are simply trying to extract as much value as 
possible from models while not facing much sex work stigma or the consequences 
of their decisions (Vlase & Preoteasa, 2021). At the same time, invisible assistants 
in online sex work can help alleviate some of the intense relational labour that 
performers engage in, especially when hired by these workers themselves. 
The possibilities for control, exploitative labour maximisation and the unequal 
distribution of risk in distributed relational labour must be taken seriously. At the 
same time, as some workers in this text also indicate, the ways in which other 
actors can alleviate some of the heavy burdens of relational labour also provide 
opportunities for positive coworking.

Taking a look at the work of admins illuminates how relational work, which seems 
so individual and immaterial, can be shared with and controlled by others. This also 
applies to non-sexual content creators, such as YouTubers who might work with 
under-researched social media and engagement managers, editors and assistants. 
Many of the online relationships that hinge on ‘authenticity’ depend on the labour 
of multiple invisible workers. Similar opportunities for control and assistance arise 
in these situations and should be discussed.

Beyond the online context, this paper also illustrates the need to look at work 
contexts and colleagues more broadly when studying seemingly individual, 
authentic and relational labour. A single worker always embodies this work, but 
they may be instructed or assisted in how to do it. Such instruction or assistance 
also requires labour, which could be philanthropic or profit-driven (Bolton, 2000). 
Examining labour that seems to be personal in its broader context takes it seriously 
as intensive work. Relational labour is not just an individual quality requiring little 
skill. It can take entire teams, strategies and a great deal of work and assistance – 
even if it all takes place behind the scenes.


