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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION



Beyond Winner-Take-All2

“Sexy Eastern European ladies want to videochat with you” flashes on a 
banner featuring a naked blonde woman looking seductively at you while 
you watch porn on one of the go-to tube sites for adult videos. If you click 
this or a similar ad, it likely takes you to one of the many existing webcam 
sex platforms. After confirming that you are 18 or older, its homepage 
presents you with thousands and even tens of thousands of thumbnails 
offering live sexual content of mostly female performers, although not all 
at once. Some of the show previews sit prominently at the top of the page, 
instantly visible to you, while others are buried away on subsequent pages 
or at the bottom of an “infinite” scroll feed. If a performer catches your 
attention, you might click on the thumbnail to enter their room. Thousands 
of other viewers may already be watching that livestream and messaging 
in the chat box next to it; some of their usernames are labeled as fans, 
while one appears as king of the room. If you were to send a message, 
your name would be shown in grey, signaling you have not yet purchased 
any tokens. Once you do, you are expected to spend them according to 
what’s on this performer’s tip menu. For example, they might remove a 
piece of clothing when a certain amount of tokens has been tipped collec-
tively, while single donations of particular sizes activate their sex toy in 
distinct patterns. On other platforms, the free chat area remains rela-
tively non-explicit, and you are expected to take the performer private for 
a pay-per-minute fee. In both cases, the streamer keeps a share of your 
spending while the platform takes the rest.

This situation—fictional but based on real-life observations—raises many 
inquiries that I will later develop into the research questions of this disser-
tation. For example, how did that banner find its way onto the website 
you were visiting? And is this the only way users arrive at a particular 
adult livestreaming platform? It is also unclear how many such webcam-
ming platforms compete for users, and why you land on this specific one.  
Are some of them more popular than others? And how did each one attract 
all those performers to stream? Can webcammers even make a living from 
this kind of work, especially in the era of “free porn”? Among the thousands 
of performers that compete for your attention and, ultimately, spent tokens, 
why were some thumbnails more visible? Do performers earn revenue if 
their shows never reach the popular spots at the top of the homepage? 
Finally, what companies operate these livestreaming sites, what are their 
revenue models, and how do they compare to more familiar platform 
giants like Meta or Google?

In this dissertation, the questions raised above point to the competitive 
environment of the webcam sex industry—both between performers on 
platforms (intra-platform) and between the platforms themselves (inter-plat-
form). Adult livestreamers, like those described in the opening, are not 
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employees receiving a fixed salary but “independent contractors” that vie 
for a finite pool of user attention and, ultimately, tips or pay-per-minute 
payments. Platform operators organize this competitive process algorith-
mically, by ranking the performers on the homepage, offering highly visible 
spots to a few, and thus, pitching them against each other (see Figure 
1.1). In this zero-sum game, where one performer’s gain is another’s loss, 
only a small number of “winners” emerge (Elberse, 2013) while many 
others may not be able to make a sustainable income. Platforms broker 
connections between adult livestreamers and end-users, taking a cut from 
the financial transactions between them. However, unlike many other 
platformized creative industries, webcamming is marked by competition 
not only among performers but also between platforms, as multiple large 
actors strive to attract both paying clients and performers who would cater 
to their tastes. This dissertation examines these two intertwined levels of 
competition in the webcam sex industry.

Compared to the extensive research into the platform markets shaping 
the vanilla areas of our online life, such as Meta or Google, knowledge 

Figure 1.1	 A simplified mock-up of a webcam sex platform’s homepage, with live performers’ thumbnails 
ranked from top of the page to the bottom. Visualized by Elena Aversa.
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on competition in the adult industry remains limited. This is at least partly 
because sex work is considered dirty work (Ashforth & Kreiner, 1999), and 
research on it carries stigma by association (Hammond & Kingston, 2014; 
Keene, 2022). This gap persists despite the mainstreaming of the sex 
industry (Brents & Sanders, 2010), the ubiquity of seeking and selling sexual 
content online, and the intertwined histories of the Internet, livestreaming 
technologies, and the adult industry, including webcamming specifically 
(Cole, 2022; Ruberg, 2023; Paasonen, 2024). Examining this large, 
understudied, and financially successful market, with its rare multi-plat-
form structure, can broaden our understanding of the platform economy 
and serve as a blueprint for studying other similar industries. Crucially,  
it can also inform sex workers and advocacy organizations, supporting 
the push for more worker-friendly regulation. Like other online creators 
and platformized gig workers, webcam performers navigate stark power 
and information asymmetries shaping their behavior via software-based 
management (Rosenblat & Stark, 2016). While operating in secrecy at the 
individual level often protects adult workers and their identities (Sanders et 
al., 2018; Stegeman et al., 2024), the broader lack of transparency about 
the industry’s functioning and platform dynamics hinders performers’ ability 
to make informed choices. A more grounded understanding of the platform 
environments these workers navigate, the algorithmic management (Stark 
& Pais, 2021) shaping their labor, and how many succeed in generating an 
income could help rebalance platform power, strengthen worker-centered 
regulation, and support the development of more equitable alternatives. 

Past research has suggested highly skewed winner-take-all tenden-
cies in some webcam platform markets (van Doorn & Velthuis, 2018), but 
large-scale data analysis is needed to examine such tendencies in depth. 
Scholars have also pointed to the industry’s non-monopolistic structure 
(Jones, 2020), yet inter-platform competition remains underexplored. This 
dissertation, therefore, asks: how is competition organized on and 
between webcam sex platforms? On webcam sites, opaque algo-
rithmic ranking systems determine who is the most visible at the top of 
the front page and who is relegated to lower positions. How is this visi-
bility distributed among performers, and how does it intersect with time 
spent streaming, show viewership, and actual revenue? What role do 
other platform affordances, business models, payout rates, traffic volume, 
and competition size play in shaping performer revenue opportunities? 
The popular press often highlights exceptionally high earners in the adult 
industry (e.g., Myall, 2018; Stokes, 2020), but how much does an average 
webcammer actually earn, and is there even an “average” streamer? 
Finally, with numerous highly popular platforms and countless smaller 
ones saturating the industry, how do they compete for both users and 
performers?
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In this dissertation, I address these questions through a mixed-methods 
approach combining a systematic platform walkthrough, quantitative online 
data analysis, fieldwork at industry events, and interviews with industry 
representatives. I examine the key elements structuring competition in the 
webcam sex market, including algorithmic ranking, platform affordances, 
visibility strategies, business models, and industry structure. Across the 
four main chapters following this Introduction, I present the webcam sex 
industry as a large, heterogeneous, high-turnover, marginalized, and 
stigmatized platform market, organized around several large players, 
where performer visibility and revenue are intertwined and strongly skewed.

THE FRAMING

The focus of this dissertation is competition, but this concept comprises 
many forms of social phenomena, from dancers vying for a prize in a 
contest to potential employees for a position, or politicians for votes 
(Werron, 2015). Following Stigler, “competition is a rivalry <...>, which 
arises whenever two or more parties strive for something that all cannot 
obtain” (2008, p. 1). Market competition is a central concept in economics, 
where processes such as free competition and perfect competition 
have long been understood as mechanisms regulating market prices 
(McCraw, 1989). Even though this dissertation is interested in competi-
tion between market players, a loose definition is more productive, not 
confined strictly to price-setting or the attainment of an “equilibrium” in a 
“natural market”, but to finite resources as Stigler outlines. As scholars in 
economic sociology have emphasized, competitive market processes are 
also socially embedded and shaped by cultural meanings (e.g., Fligstein, 
2002; Zelizer, 2011; Stark, 2020). However, one crucial feature framing 
market competition in the webcamming industry is its platformization— 
“the penetration of economic, governmental, and infrastructural extensions 
of digital platforms into the web [...]” (Nieborg & Poell, 2018, p. 4276). 
Multiple platforms compete to attract both end-users and performers, while 
on each site, performer bases of varying sizes vie for the finite traffic that 
the platform has brought in.

Some academic work, particularly within platform studies and sex-work-fo-
cused research in sociology, criminology, and related fields, has 
addressed competition in platform industries, including webcamming.  
Economically considered multisided markets, online platforms like those 
for webcam sex work, “enable interactions between end-users and 
try to get the two (or multiple) sides ‘on board’” (Rochet & Tirole, 2006,  
p. 645). In this case, they make revenue by monetizing matches between 
potential clients and webcam performers, framed as platform-mediated 
workers—a concept that blends aspects of gig work, usually referring to 
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delivery or ride-hailing, with the creator economy, concerned with content 
production on platforms like YouTube, Instagram, or Twitch (Jarrett, 2022).  
This dissertation examines how competition is organized among these 
webcam platform workers and between the platforms. 

Multisided market industries are usually regarded as monopoly-prone 
due to cross-side network effects, as “the more end-users join a market, 
the more plentiful and valuable the transactions become for other sides 
in the market” (Helmond et al., 2019, p. 128), making markets prone  
to “tipping” towards a leading platform. Yet in webcamming, multiple webcam 
platforms seem to co-exist: some authors identify 13 major ones alongside 
niche sites (Jones, 2020), while others draw the overall industry size  
at hundreds or even thousands (Nayar, 2017). The degree of market 
consolidation remains unclear, but no established monopoly has been 
observed. Rather than relying on large end-user numbers to trigger 
network effects, Evans and Schmalensee (2017) emphasize the impor-
tance of attracting the right customers—those whose matches generate 
value. In webcamming, this means the platform seeks to match real-time 
content made by “independent contractors” with end-users who are likely 
to spend a long time in their pay-per-minute private shows or to tip gener-
ously in public ones. In that sense, these platforms are not just abstract 
markets but designed marketplaces (van Basshuysen, 2022), built to meet 
specific goals. To reach them, they algorithmically manage (Stark & Pais, 
2021; Möhlmann et al., 2021) by collecting, processing, and deploying data  
to optimize matches between users and performers.
 
One platform element central to algorithmic management in webcamming, 
and argued by Velthuis and van Doorn to be “constitutive of competition”, 
is the algorithmically ranked homepage, since it is “the main way through 
which performers are rendered visible and compete” (2020, p. 180).  
In platform research, higher algorithmic visibility is consistently linked 
to higher income (e.g., Rieder et al., 2023; Houssard et al., 2023), and 
webcamming is no exception: performers widely associate a higher ranking 
with more viewers and, in turn, greater earnings (van Doorn & Velthuis, 
2018). The business model of webcam platforms, however, differs from 
many other platform industries, where the platforms extract an adver-
tising rent (Srnicek, 2021) and compensate creators for ads linked with 
their content. For example, YouTube pays the creator depending on the 
audience size that views their content and the associated ads (Rieder et al., 
2023). In webcamming, instead, higher viewer numbers are linked with a 
higher potential for tips, even if freemium platforms have many freeloaders 
(Jones, 2020, p. 69) who watch without spending. Algorithmic homepage 
rankings are perceived as highly skewed, situating webcam performers 
in a liminal space between algorithmic invisibility (Bucher, 2012) and a  
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winner-take-all hypervisibility that can bring rapid popularity and substan-
tial earnings (Velthuis & van Doorn, 2020).

Most research on webcamming competition draws on the lived experiences 
and expertise of professionalized streamers who self-identify as webcam 
performers and aim to financially benefit from this vocation. Such studies 
are mostly qualitative and ethnographic, working with surveys, inter-
views, or discussions on webcammer forums. These accounts reveal how 
competition for visibility shapes webcam streamers’ work and the strate-
gies they employ to navigate it. For example, some use bots (Hernández, 
2019), increase their on-site availability (Caminhas, 2022), or offer more 
sexually explicit and extreme performances at lower rates (van Doorn  
& Velthuis, 2018). They also leverage other platform affordances, such as 
follow buttons, categories, and tags, to gain more targeted niche visibility  
(Jones, 2019; van Doorn & Velthuis, 2018). Others deliberately avoid 
(hyper)visibility, both to mitigate its risks and because “resisting platform 
visibility logics can actually help them to monetise their labor” (Stegeman 
et al., 2024, p. 8). Altogether, these studies document experiences of 
uneven algorithmic visibility; however, without quantitative platform data 
accounting for the wide heterogeneity of the performer population, the 
extent of this skew and differences between competitive platform environ-
ments remain unknown. While visibility and pay are likely interconnected, 
due to absent platform data, even less is known about how revenue is 
distributed among performer populations. 

In a rare small-scale quantitative study, Jones (2015) found that 
Myfreecams’ main ranking metric, camscore, varied by performers’ race 
and nation of origin, with high scores disproportionately concentrated 
among white streamers. Linking camscore directly to financial success, 
Jones argued that by ranking performers of color lower on the page, the 
platform reproduces racial and class-based inequalities. Similar tenden-
cies emerged on Brazilian platforms, where Caminhas’ (2022) ethno-
graphic work showed ranking disparities tied to performer gender, race, 
and age, favoring young white, cis-female bodies. She also found that 
higher performer availability on the platform was a prerequisite for a better 
homepage ranking and improved overall visibility (Caminhas, 2022).  
This dissertation builds on these ethnographic and small-scale quantita-
tive insights by providing broader, large-scale, and comparative multi-plat-
form findings on algorithmic visibility, examining its likely preconditions and 
outcomes. Crucially, this includes platform-wide revenue data, previously 
analyzed only through small-sample surveys or ethnographic studies, 
which tend to show comparatively low worker earnings but fail to capture 
the diversity of the performer population (Jones, 2016; Sanders et al., 
2018; Brasseur & Finez, 2020). Such limited self-reported data, however, 
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does not allow for an accurate analysis of its distributions, correlations with 
visibility, or for extrapolating a broader economic scale of the industry. 

The discussed intra-platform competition among performers, organized 
through algorithmic ranking and other affordances, nests within the broader 
inter-platform competition, as better-matching systems are expected to 
attract both viewers and revenue-generating performers  (Velthuis & van 
Doorn, 2020). This is especially significant due to multiple considerably sized 
platforms dominating the industry. In contrast to the low reported earnings 
of individual performers, the overall sector was estimated to be generat-
ing between 2 and 3 billion USD annually nearly a decade ago (Stuart, 
2016), with expectations of growth. Yet, neither updated financial estimates 
nor recent analyses of the number of operating platforms exist. Similarly, 
little is known about other industry players essential to income generation. 
Some work has examined the role of payment intermediaries in the adult 
industry (Franco, 2024; Franco & Webber, 2024), while Jones (2020) has 
mapped out relevant actors from the perspective of performers, including 
moral entrepreneurs such as regulators and banks, and sex entrepreneurs 
such as studios and platforms. Research on webcam studios, especially in 
regions where limited technology access and wealth inequalities make them 
prevalent (Stegeman & Hardy, 2025), shows that in exchange for infrastruc-
ture like a room, internet access, a high-definition camera, and other neces-
sities, studios often claim 50–70% of performer earnings (Vlase & Preoteasa, 
2021; Mathews, 2017). However, how these and other webcam platform 
partners shape competition for performers and users remains unclear. All in 
all, despite a growing body of literature on webcamming, a number of key 
questions about competition in this industry remain unanswered.

To address them, this dissertation considers webcamming as part of 
the creator economy, following a recent turn in academic literature.  
Only after the inclusion of social media entertainment (Cunningham  
& Craig, 2019) and the rise of creator studies (e.g., Duffy, 2017; Abidin, 
2018; Bishop, 2019), platforms like Twitch and YouTube were brought into 
the conversation with platformized cultural industries (Poell et al., 2021).  
Webcam sex remained peripheral longer due to the “continued marginali-
zation of sex work” (Nayar, 2021, p. 160). However, recent shifts such as 
OnlyFans’ mainstream success (Hamilton et al., 2023), the rise of sexual-
ized “hot tub streams” on Twitch, and growing recognition of creator overlap 
between adult and mainstream content (merritt, 2017; Jones, 2020), have 
begun to blur this divide. Emerging scholarship underscores the political 
and theoretical implications of greater dialogue between platform and sex 
work (Hardy & Barbagallo, 2021, p. 534) and increasingly situates online 
sex work within platform labor and creator studies (e.g., Rand, 2019;  
Vlase & Preoteasa, 2021; Ruberg & Brewer, 2022; Rand & Stegeman, 2023). 
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This dissertation follows this line of academic work, particularly the strands 
of research interested in how platforms (algorithmically) organize revenue 
opportunities for platform-mediated workers as well as how platforms and 
their broader ecosystems shape one another.

As reflected in its exclusion from the more mainstream platform studies 
literature, a crucial element in studying online sex work, including 
webcamming, is the backdrop of stigmatization and marginalization.  
Sex work—“the exchange of sexual intimacy for something of value” (Dewey, 
2012, p. 113)—is a highly stigmatized vocation (Weitzer, 2018). Online 
sex work is no exception (Tiidenberg & Nagel, 2020; Are & Paasonen, 
2021), even if the intensity of stigma may be lower than, for example,  
in street-based work (Stutz et al., 2024; Weitzer, 2018). Like other margin-
alized online creators (Duffy, 2017; Duffy et al., 2021; Bishop, 2018), online 
sex workers face additional obstacles. For example, regulations such 
as FOSTA-SESTA in the United States, or the UK’s Online Safety Bill, 
lead webcam platforms to enforce strict but vague rules on permissible 
content that performers must navigate (Stegeman, 2021). They often face 
financial discrimination (Stardust et al., 2023; Free Speech Coalition, 2023)  
and are shadowbanned or removed from mainstream social media platforms 
instrumental in reaching prospective clients (Are & Briggs, 2023; Blunt et 
al., 2020). While others have rightly emphasized webcamming’s potential 
for empowerment (Stuart, 2016), pleasure (Jones, 2020), and suitability 
for those with disabilities, illness, criminal records, or care duties (Nayar, 
2021), the stigma surrounding sex work extends beyond workers them-
selves to others working in the adult industry, as well as clients, advocacy 
organizations, and even researchers (Hammond & Kingston, 2014).  
How such stigmatization shapes the adult industry’s structure remains under-
explored.

Taken together, the literature that explores competition in the webcam sex 
industry remains limited and largely reliant on performer experiences and 
knowledge. While platform studies have addressed similar questions,  
they have predominantly focused on mainstream gig work and creator 
economy platforms. Consequently, the existing literature has not provided 
answers pertaining to webcam performer algorithmic visibility, revenue, 
and their distributions, or the size and structure of the platform ecosystem.  
This dissertation explores webcamming through the lens of platform studies. 
In doing so, it not only offers insights into competition in the webcam platform 
market but also proposes ways to expand, destigmatize, and further sharpen 
the theorization of the adult industry. From a platform studies perspective, 
it provides a case study of an actually existing, marginalized, platformized, 
non-monopoly industry, challenging the dominant narratives and theories built 
around monopoly platform markets.
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THE APPROACH

Given the secrecy and lack of public data on private companies operating 
in this sector, the research employs an extensive mixed-methods 
approach that combines large-scale platform data collection with interface 
and document analysis, fieldwork, and interviews. Through an iterative 
combination of these quantitative and qualitative methods, the dissertation 
investigates how algorithmic visibility is distributed, its preconditions and 
outcomes, how revenue conditions contribute to intra-platform competi-
tion, and how platform partnerships structure inter–platform competition. 
This section outlines data access, methodological approaches taken,  
and ethical considerations.

Access
The adult industry, including webcamming, is an elusive object of study, 
resistant to both qualitative and quantitative methods. Sex work has been 
stigmatized and marginalized, as evidenced by negative publicity shaping 
public perception and, among other consequences, influencing regula-
tion (Franco, 2024; Celarier, 2021). According to the industry insiders who 
turned down my interviews, deceptive journalists had previously posed 
as academics to obtain information. The distrust fostered by such expe-
riences is associated not only with the potential negative consequences 
to the industry or the community but also with the competitive risks indi-
vidual companies face if business practices are exposed. Furthermore,  
as a young female researcher, building connections in a largely male-dom-
inated industry with a feminized platform workforce also proved challeng-
ing. Finally, no large-scale quantitative industry data was readily available, 
further complicating this mixed-methods study.

To address the challenges of studying a secretive and difficult-to-ac-
cess industry, I draw on encircling, a methodology developed in security 
studies. Rather than seeking direct access alone, this approach considers  
“ways of encircling secret sites and obfuscated practices” (Bosma et  
al., 2019, p. 14). It entails “a lateral, multipronged, creative, iterative 
approaching of secret sites, confidential materials and classified practices” 
(Bosma et al., 2019, p. 14), seeking to utilize secrecy itself as a source  
of knowledge. For example, gossip, defined as a “conversation about things 
that in epistemological terms exists in the space between ‘known knowns’  
and ‘known unknowns’” (Fan et al., 2021, p. 1653), served an important  
role in encircling knowledge in the adult livestreaming industry. During 
fieldwork, it surfaced in the “smoking areas” outside event venues, or 
during interviews, where informants spoke anonymously about competitors  
or ex-employers.
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Many of my fieldwork interactions involved older, high-status men who 
dominate the upper ranks of this feminized labor industry. As a young 
female researcher, approaching, establishing connections, and organizing 
interviews with them was a complex task. Interviewing institutional elites 
required navigating between two research personas: a non-threatening, 
inquisitive, somewhat informed (but never too much) good girl persona 
(Bolaños Somoano, 2020) and a “guys’ girl” (Urban Dictionary, n.d.) able to 
engage with their often misogynistic humor. At the same time, being casually 
discredited, for instance, referred to as “a girl” or “a student”, often worked 
to my advantage. High-status industry insiders who did not perceive me as 
threatening were often more forthcoming, echoing dynamics described by 
other researchers (e.g., Perrin, 2025).

While playing into sexist stereotypes and putting a hold on expressing 
my feminist values to gain access was not unfamiliar to me, embodying 
these personas was not always comfortable. This tension was espe-
cially present when mitigating risks of sexual harassment in the field,  
for instance, when switching between daytime and nighttime event 
programs. At industry events, my wardrobe usually followed a business 
casual dress code. However, I often felt compelled to perform aesthetic 
labor (Mears, 2014) by adopting more provocative looks that aligned with 
the industry’s dominant female aesthetic embodied by webcam perform-
ers. This sometimes felt risky, particularly when attending industry parties 
alone. Navigating between a more modest, “good girl” look and the sexu-
alized industry aesthetic proved difficult, as illustrated by a particu-
larly memorable interaction when an older high-ranking male informant 
remarked during an on-record interview: “You dress so modest, I wanna 
see you dress for a party”. Even if these and similar dynamics are part 
of broader gendered experiences not specific to this fieldwork alone, 
industry parties involved risks of unwanted sexual attention in the night-
time economy (Fileborn, 2012). Nevertheless, attending them was vital 
for gaining access: not only did they provide a space for industry gossip,  
but connections made by being “at the right place at the right time” and 
being visible often led to official interviews. 

Besides fieldwork and interviews, working with quantitative platform data 
posed its own access challenges. The ephemerality of livestreamed content 
makes this type of data difficult to capture, particularly in the absence of prior 
studies that could provide methodological blueprints, ready-made tools, or 
shared datasets. When contacted, platforms themselves were unwilling to 
share proprietary data. Researchers studying ephemeral content in other 
domains have previously relied on publicly available user-created archives, 
for example, Instagram Stories reposted as YouTube videos (Bainotti et 
al., 2021) or 4chan posts saved on 4plebs (Hagen, 2024). In webcam-
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ming, however, the only comparable publicly available “archives” are illicit 
sites where users post screencaptured shows. Evidently, using such data 
would pose serious ethical concerns, besides failing to provide answers to 
the research questions of this dissertation. Consequently, this dissertation 
developed original platform data collection methods in collaboration with 
co-authors. The absence of similar approaches to study this industry may 
have contributed to relatively low platform safeguards against them, which 
enabled data collection through both interface scraping and via repurposing 
a marketing-oriented API1.

An iterative mixed-methods approach
The exploratory and “investigative” empirical approach of this disserta-
tion combined multiple methods: qualitative coding of 50 platform inter-
faces and an analysis of their documentation; fieldwork conducted over four 
years at nine industry events; 43 semi-structured interviews with industry 
informants (see Appendix 1.1 for breakdown), and quantitative analysis 
of search engine results, website traffic, five platform homepages as well 
as thousands of livechats for one case study. Qualitative and quantitative 
approaches were carried out in parallel, enabling data triangulation and an 
iterative uncovering of the research object. That is, fieldwork and interviews 
generated insights for continued qualitative probing and informed the inter-
pretation of quantitative findings. Conversely, quantitative results suggested 
new directions for further qualitative inquiry. Given that many informants 
were company representatives likely to adhere to approved or self-serving 
narratives, this multi-angle approach provided a way to probe further and 
challenge them.

Three interconnected empirical lines run through the dissertation, each 
requiring a distinct mix of quali-quantitative methods: (1) delineating the 
platform industry and its key players, (2) mapping the relationships within the 
broader platform ecosystem, and (3) analyzing the algorithmically organized 
environments of platforms themselves. The sections below briefly introduce 
the methodological approach along these three lines, while each chapter 
presents its methods in greater detail.

•	 The industry’s key players
To provide insights into the competitive dynamics of the webcam sex market, 
this thesis first delineated the industry by identifying its key players. Previous 
research has been largely performer-centric and, with the exception of 
Jones’ (2020) overview, has largely avoided comprehensively listing all 
major platforms and third parties in the ecosystem. And even then, “platform 
constellations are transient and dynamic” (van Dijck et al., 2019, p. 8), 
suggesting it is necessary for this dissertation to establish its own industry 
boundaries.

1	 Application Programming Interfaces (APIs) were commonly used for data collection prior to the  Cambridge 
Analytica scandal in 2016, after which many platforms, especially social media, limited the data available through its APIs 
(Venturini & Rogers, 2019)
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To identify these players and assess their prominence, I combined 
several strategies: scraping and analyzing search engine results, 
collecting website traffic data2, gathering contacts of and information 
about industry event participants, and asking interviewees to name the 
most important actors. In addition, through fieldwork, platform docu-
mentation, and interface analysis—drawing inspiration from the walk-
through method (Light et al., 2018)—I traced the connections between 
webcam platforms and their whitelabel sites.

•	 The platform ecosystem relationships
Analyzing how competition is organized in this industry, particularly 
inter-platform competition, requires mapping the relationships between 
the previously identified players. This includes uncovering ownership struc-
tures, partnerships, and competitive rivalries. However, due to the indus-
try’s secrecy, such connections are hard to trace, especially since detailed 
ownership information, minority stake investments, financial flows, or 
corporate partners are rarely public. To address this, I relied on qualitative 
data collection and analysis.
 
During fieldwork, I explored these relationships through both informal 
conversations and formal interviews. As an elicitation technique, I asked 
interviewees to visualize the industry by sketching it on paper or describ-
ing it verbally, focusing on the different actors and their interconnections. 
I then followed up with questions such as: “Who are your partners in the 
industry and how do you work together?” or “Who do you consider your 
main competitors?”. Interview guides were tailored to each informant’s role 
in the industry, which shaped the scope of their responses (see Appendix 
1.2 for examples). Some spoke primarily about the company they repre-
sented, while others “gossiped” about other actors, offering informa-
tion on, for example, platform ownership relationships or partnerships. 
The insights gathered from multiple vantage points helped expand the 
overview of the platform ecosystem, each uncovering new areas as 
well as corroborating and refining the knowledge gained before.

•	 The platforms as competitive environments
In examining intra-platform competition, this dissertation investigates 
algorithmic ranking systems, their preconditions and outcomes, and the 
dynamics of supply and demand on each platform. Rather than attempting 
to unbox ranking algorithms (Kitchin, 2017; Gillespie, 2014) or centering on 
user and creator perceptions of them previously studied through concepts 
such as algorithmic imaginaries (Bucher, 2017), algorithmic gossip (Bishop, 
2019), or algorithmic experts (Bishop, 2020), I view users and algorith-
mic systems as interdependent. Following the notion of ranking cultures, 
I consider ranking as “a distributed and dynamic accomplishment that 

2	  Alexa traffic data (discontinued since May 2022) provided insights into site popularity ranking among other web-
sites, the proportion of Internet users that accessed the site, and the number of site pages individual users opened on average 
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includes the contributions of various actors” (Rieder et al., 2018, p. 53) and 
focus on their outcomes, also paying attention to alternative visibility strat-
egies.

Both quantitative and qualitative methods were essential in analyzing 
platforms as competitive environments. Traffic data analysis provided 
insights into potential market demand across platforms, while the largest 
body of quantitative work was conducted through digital-methods-based 
(Rogers, 2013) platform data collection and analysis in two phases. First, 
homepage data was scraped from five popular webcam platforms—Chatur-
bate, LiveJasmin, Myfreecams, Streamate, and Bongacams—over nearly 
eleven weeks. Data capture focused on performer rank, audience size, and 
time spent on the platform. Second, Chaturbate was analyzed separately 
over a two-week period, where tip amounts in each show were additionally 
collected.

Qualitative methods, especially fieldwork and interviews, shaped the design 
of these quantitative investigations and also contextualized their findings. 
My interviewees discussed algorithmic ranking systems, niche streaming 
practices, and platform specificities. Attending industry panels and talks at 
events, as well as holding informal conversations and analyzing platform 
interfaces, provided further insights into how webcam platforms structure 
and manage work.

Ethical considerations
Conducting this research involved a range of ethical challenges that 
required continuous attention throughout the doctoral trajectory. The 
project received approval from the Ethics Committee of the Faculty of 
Social and Behavioral Sciences at the University of Amsterdam at the 
outset3. However, ethical decisions were not confined to this initial stage, 
but made iteratively at every point of data collection, storage, analysis, 
and publication, to minimize potential harm to the vulnerable populations 
involved. Participants in the study varied widely in their degrees of vulnera-
bility, with sex workers on one end of the spectrum and CEOs of large, profit-
able webcam platforms on the other. Importantly, none of them were treated 
as study subjects in the traditional sense; rather, the dissertation centers 
on platform environments, ecosystems, and industry relationships. Navigat-
ing the ethical concerns was a complex and ongoing process, outlined in 
greater detail in each chapter. Here, I highlight the principal themes that 
informed the ethical considerations of this dissertation. 

A wide body of literature stresses the care required to conduct research 
with marginalized populations ethically, including sex workers, people who 
use drugs, LGBTQ+ communities, and the unhoused (e.g., van der Meulen, 
2011; Bell & Salmon, 2012; Tunåker et al., 2025). Some scholars even 

3	 Decision reference 2021-AISSR-13818 
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caution against such research altogether, especially if it is not undoubt-
edly needed by the community, if the researcher’s motivations are unclear, 
or if they are a complete outsider (Phipps, 2015). Others advocate for 
participant-driven approaches, “where participants are research collabo-
rators and the source of research topics” (Bowen & O’Doherty, 2014, 
p. 53). This dissertation emerged from a larger research grant designed 
prior to my participation. However, my work’s focus on the competitive 
environments of webcam platforms and the wider industry was met posi-
tively by webcammers during fieldwork, and interests in such questions 
are frequently represented in discussions on online sex worker forums. 
This dissertation acknowledges the critical importance of lived experience 
in sex work research; however, the exact expertise required to engage 
in the process of this research project was highly specialized and did not 
generate considerable interest from sex workers themselves.

Importantly, I argue that room must be made for sex-work-positive 
mixed-methods approaches—especially those that, like this project, focus 
on the industry and platform power dynamics, do not require additional 
unpaid labor from sex workers, and aim to challenge the sexual datafi-
cation (Saunders, 2020) of adult platforms. Such research methodol-
ogies can serve alongside in-depth (auto)ethnographic accounts and 
offer new and important insights that are otherwise unattainable without 
large-scale quantitative analysis. Furthermore, as discussed in the theo-
retical framework section, webcamming platforms are not only sex work 
platforms, but also sites of platform-mediated labor more broadly. I argue 
that excluding online sex work from methodological approaches applied 
to other forms of platform labor risks reproducing marginalization in the 
academic context, ultimately harming the community and undermining 
efforts toward destigmatization. The ethical standards I have followed are 
therefore guided by the principles of the Association of Internet Research 
Ethical Guidelines (franzke et al., 2020), with particular attention paid to 
users’ expectations of privacy in online data collection.
 
While the highest level of care is required when working with online sex 
worker data, whether quantitative or qualitative, it can provide crucial 
insights into the digital market environments these precarious workers 
operate in. In other words, when done with care, such data can be 
“harness[ed] for political action, summon[ed] for evidence, reimagine[d] 
to tell different stories, redefine[d] to expand what counts” (Keilty, 2023, 
p. 20). Especially when embedded in extensive fieldwork and informed 
by qualitative approaches, quantitative data can be mobilized “against 
injustice” (Keilty, 2023, p. 15).
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THE OVERVIEW

The dissertation consists of six chapters in total, beginning with this Intro-
duction and ending with a Conclusion. The four empirical chapters, 
though originally written as independent papers, come together in an 
iterative uncovering of the research object. Each chapter can be read 
on its own, as all present their own framework, detailed methodological 
approach, analysis, discussion, and conclusions.
 
The initial exploratory delineation of the industry is presented in Chapter 
2, titled Revenue conditions in the webcam sex industry: Traffic, 
performer numbers, payout rates, business models, currently under 
review in Porn Studies. As indicated by the title, this chapter introduces 
the notion of revenue conditions—the structural features that shape 
performers’ income opportunities—as a way to systematically examine 
the economics of webcamming without direct access to revenue data. 
This pilot study builds the first extensive list of 50 webcam platform sites 
and analyzes their traffic levels, interfaces, and documentation, along with 
the performer base size for a selected subset. Based on the analysis, it 
becomes possible to evaluate income-making potential based on how 
many users a performer competes for, how many other performers they 
compete against, what the payout percentages are, and how perform-
ers can make an income, i.e., the platform business model (freemium 
vs premium). One key element shaping performer revenue, but not yet 
addressed here, is the algorithmic ranking of performers on the platform 
homepages, addressed in Chapter 3.

Algorithmic ranking on webcam platform homepages has previously been 
discussed to perpetuate winner-take-all dynamics (Velthuis & van Doorn, 
2020). Chapter 3, called Winner-take-all? Visibility, availability, and 
heterogeneity in webcam sex marketplaces, published in Social Media 
+ Society (Jokubauskaitė et al., 2023), offers an extensive exploration of 
algorithmic performer visibility based on large-scale data from five major 
platforms. Informed by fieldwork, this quantitative analysis of homepage 
rankings provides insight into how visibility is distributed, how it relates 
to show viewership, and how it intersects with performer availability. The 
chapter provides a comparative, multi-platform perspective on Chatur-
bate, Bongacams, Myfreecams, Streamate, and LiveJasmin, character-
izing their competitive environments. It also addresses performer heter-
ogeneity: as in other types of platform labor in the creator economy 
(Schor et al., 2020), webcam streamers’ practices differ in work intensity, 
though these variations manifest differently across platforms. While visibil-
ity, especially when tied to audience size, indicates the potential for income, 
both literature and fieldwork cite high levels of freeloading (Velthuis & van 
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Doorn, 2020), underscoring the need for more explicit revenue data to fully 
evaluate income distribution. 

Chapter 4, Visibility in the shadows: Tips in mainstream versus alter-
native streaming on Chaturbate, published in New Media & Society 
(Jokubauskaitė & Peeters, 2025), thus presents the first large-scale income 
data analysis in the industry. Zooming in on Chaturbate—one of the most 
popular webcam platforms with the largest performer population—and 
informed by fieldwork, the chapter analyzes how visibility and income are 
distributed. It connects visibility with revenue, investigating whether higher 
algorithmically ranked performers also get more user tips. This relation-
ship is challenged through the concept of alternative visibility, analyzing 
the earnings of those performers who were never featured on the front 
page of the platform. The chapter also explores performer heterogeneity 
by analyzing the differences in income across gender categories.

The previously discussed traffic flows and creator content are, 
however, not a given on webcam platforms—despite what it may 
seem from often conservative anti-porn accounts in the popular media 
claiming that “porn is everywhere”  (e.g., Frostrup, 2013). Because content 
on webcam platforms is consumed synchronously, they must ensure 
a constant influx of “quality” traffic and content in order to profit by 
extracting revenue from the labor of livestreamers. Zooming out from 
previously discussed individual platform environments to the industry 
at large, Chapter 5, Stabilizing the stream: The Role of traffic and 
studio partners in webcam sex platform competition, under review 
at Platforms & Society (Jokubauskaitė, forthcoming), examines the wider 
webcam platform ecosystem. I explore the difficulties webcam platforms 
face with regard to the instability of the two sides of the multisided market  
(Rochet & Tirole, 2006) and their efforts to stabilize the supply and demand 
through partnerships with third parties.

Following the four empirical chapters, the dissertation concludes by reflect-
ing on the main findings, including their limitations and ways forward. The 
Conclusion also discusses the dissertation’s contributions to sex work 
research and platform studies literature, as well as methodologies of 
studying related research objects. Furthermore, it outlines the implications 
for performer populations, sex work advocacy efforts, and policymaking.


