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Abstract
Recent platform crackdowns on adult content, driven by payment
processors and anti-porn advocacy groups, have made platform
governance an increasingly important issue for game developers.
Adult games provide a visible case of how moderation policies re-
shape both distribution and design practices. This paper presents
exploratory findings based on analysing multiple versions of porno-
graphic games and tracking content changes aroundmoments when
new platform restrictions were introduced. The analysis identi-
fies three recurring adaptation strategies: (1) modifying content to
meet platform standards, (2) externalising explicit material through
(Semi)official patches, and (3) using Code words that preserve mean-
ing while avoiding explicit categorisation. These practices suggest
that developers and players rely on shared folk theories of discovery
to navigate regulatory constraints. Rather than producing simple
compliance, platform censorship appears to reorganise adult game
ecosystems and shape design decisions, influencing how themes
are represented, mechanics communicate meaning, and content is
modularised across platforms.
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1 Introduction
While video game content regulation has most often been a re-
action to violent content [19], pornographic games have recently
become a particular focus. In late 2017, Patreon tightened its poli-
cies on permissible pornographic content funded through the plat-
form, largely in response to pressure from payment processors [8].
These changes directly affected adult content creators, including
pornographic game developers [15]. Similarly, in 2025, both Steam
and itch.io removed games from their marketplaces due to sexual
content (primarily incest and sexual violence) following renewed
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demands from payment processors [11]. These demands were re-
portedly triggered by pressure from the anti-pornography advocacy
group Collective Shout [4]. However, this kind of regulation has a
longer history than this (see [7]).

Arthur [5], in his historical analysis of pornography regulation,
identifies recurring challenges that are also relevant in the con-
text of game pornography. The first is the definition problem: the
difficulty of clearly specifying what content should be regulated.
The second is the prohibition problem: prohibitions tend to generate
alternative markets or distribution channels operating outside the
regulator’s immediate control. The emergence of external patch
systems that operate alongside, or partially beyond, formal platform
governance illustrates this approach. The third is the freedom of
speech and liberal democracy problem: attempts to regulate content
must be balanced against rights to expression and privacy. This
raises further questions about which kinds and levels of surveil-
lance are considered justified for enforcing regulations. Due to
this third issue, regulation in Western democracies has largely fo-
cused on industry self-regulation and restricting children’s access to
videogames [9]. Correspondingly, game industry advocacy groups
have emphasised self-regulatory measures (such as age ratings)
alongside freedom of speech and expression in their anti-censorship
efforts [7].

This paper examines how pornographic game developers re-
spond to and adapt their production and distribution practices
under increasingly restrictive platform regulations. By analysing
these adaptive strategies, the study aims to better understand the
impact of platform-based content governance on the development
of pornographic games. As distributors increasingly serve as de
facto regulators of game content, examining how adult game de-
velopers adapt to recent regulatory changes provides a case that
reveals how platforms actively shape game design, distribution, and
creative practice.

To frame this analysis, the paper draws on Gillespie’s [13] con-
ceptualisation of platforms as intermediaries that simultaneously
enable and govern the circulation of content. Platforms exercise
power over access to and visibility of games through their terms
of service, moderation practices, and infrastructure design, while
presenting themselves as neutral parties. Platform policies and
enforcement mechanisms shape what content can be produced,
distributed, and discovered. This intermediary role produces asym-
metrical power relations. [13]

Complementing this perspective, Dymek and Lankoski [10] con-
ceptualise porn game development as an ecosystem composed of
multiple interdependent partial organisations. Within this ecosys-
tem, multiple actors often fulfil the same role (e.g., marketplaces)
or a single role is being distributed across several actors. Dymek
and Lankoski highlight the dual function of discussion forums:
facilitating the circulation of pirated game versions and serving
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as platforms for promotion, community building, and redirecting
players to legitimate points of purchase. [10]

Taken together, these perspectives highlight that platform gover-
nance operates within a broader ecosystem of interconnected actors
rather than within isolated platforms. When dominant platforms
such as Patreon, Steam, or itch.io tighten content regulations, these
decisions propagate across the porn game ecosystem, reshaping
relations between developers, crowdfunding services, marketplaces,
forums, and patch distribution sites. Because multiple actors can
fulfil similar roles and because roles may be distributed across both
formal platforms and informal infrastructures, developers are often
able to reconfigure production and distribution practices rather
than exit the ecosystem altogether.

2 Methods
The analysis included 14 games from seven developers selected
based on (a) ongoing development and releases between 2017 and
2025, and (b) visible version changes around platform policy shifts
or included the solutions used by other games. In 2017, Patreon in-
troduced major policy changes in terms of pornography, including
a ban on incest themed content (cf. [15]). These games are either
developed through crowdfunding on Patreon or sold on Steam or
itch.io. Materials included game builds, developer posts, change
logs, and game descriptions. The games were drawn from three
overlapping sources: a dataset of 100 Steam games of an unpub-
lished study, a separate dataset of 54 games developed with Patreon
funding from a study by Lankoski, Apperly, and Harviainen [15],
and games previously examined by Dymek and Lankoski [10]. From
this combined pool, the 14 games were selected purposively on the
basis of data richness: each selected game had available materials —
including game builds, developer posts, change logs, and store page
descriptions — that contained observable evidence of content modi-
fications, either documented by developers themselves or noted by
players in relation to regulatory or policy changes. This purposive
selection was not intended to produce a representative sample but
to identify cases where the process of platform compliance was
sufficiently visible in the available materials to support detailed
qualitative analysis.

To examine how developers respond to platform regulatory re-
quirements, game descriptions, patch notes, store page histories,
and player reviews documenting version changes were coded induc-
tively. Coding focused on instances where developers had visibly
altered content, terminology, or game mechanics in ways consistent
with responses to platform content policies. Codes captured specific
observable changes: for example, relationship terms (around the
time when Patreon introduced a policy banning incest content),
such as "mother" or "sister" being replaced with neutral alterna-
tives such as "landlady" or "roommate" were coded as "terminology
change", or fixed relationship descriptors being replaced with open
text fields allowing players to define the relationship themselves.
In some cases, player reviews explicitly noted and discussed these
changes, providing additional evidence that the player community
understood them as compliance strategies rather than creative revi-
sions. Iterative coding and constant comparison across cases were
used to group initial codes into broader categories, which were
then refined until a stable set of themes emerged from the data.

Changes were coded iteratively, and categories emerged through
comparison across cases.

The games and accompanying development notes were exam-
ined with particular attention to content changes introduced when
new platform restrictions were implemented, as well as to revisions
regarding sexual violence and incest-related content. The selection
of games does not constitute a systematic or representative sample
but is based on exploratory analyses.

The analysis employed exploratory qualitative categorisation,
with inductive coding and thematic grouping to identify recurring
patterns in how games adapted to changing platform regulations.
As this study is presented as late-breaking research, the analysis
should be considered as preliminary rather than comprehensive.
The findings are intended to identify emerging patterns and to
serve as a starting point for more systematic future investigation,
rather than to support broad generalisation.

Game analysis was chosen as the initial method for examin-
ing this topic because the material is readily available, and design
changes can provide insight into how developers respond to a
changing regulatory landscape (cf. [18]). However, this approach
does not allow for direct analysis of developers’ motivations.

3 Results
3.1 Adapting content to the platform standards
Early versions of Summertime Saga included a sex scene with a
sleeping character who does not wake up, and thus cannot give
consent. This content violated the platform’s terms of service, and
the scenes were subsequently revised to depict the character wak-
ing and providing explicit consent. NLT Media’s early games (My
Summer with Mom & Sis and Visiting Aunt Sara) featured explicit
incest content. In contrast, later titles have been toned down by
depicting sexual relationships that do not explicitly involve incest
in their later games, such as The Treasure of Nadia and The Genesis
Order. The changelog (v0.4) of Tales of Unending Void: Season 1
mentions "Tweak relationships of censored version" to ensure the
game complies with platform standards. The developer can con-
tinue receiving development funding through Patreon, but Steam
rejected the game’s 2nd season.

BothDark Cookie andNLTMedia fund their development through
Patreon. Summertime Saga is the best-performing adult game, and
NLT Media is the eighth best-performing developer in the adult
category. Losing access to crowdfunding platforms and subscribers
would therefore represent a significant financial risk, making con-
tent adaptation a risk-minimisation strategy for these developers.

3.2 (Semi)official patches
Some developers comply with platform regulations at the point
of sale while offering uncensored experiences through mods or
external patches.

Taffy Tales: Redux is sold on itch.io as a “community edition.”
Throughout the game, players encounter prompts stating that “this
route was edited to comply with platform guidelines,” and the start
menu includes a dedicated “Mods” option. By subscribing to the
game’s free tier on SubscribeStar, players gain access to a mod that
restores all adult content. SubscribeStar is a crowdfunding plat-
form focused on adult content. [1] Developer of Ravager published
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a Steam rules-safe version (although the Steam store also sells a
pornographic version), and their Discord server offers a patch to
convert a pornographic version into a rules-safe one [2]. A dis-
cussion forum post states that this new version is published in
anticipation of Steam’s new rules [3]. A similar strategy is used in
Tayutama: Kiss on My Deity, where the developers provide an R18
patch directly on their website. As a side note, some games, such as
Secret Pie, have a non-adult version, and DLC is required to unlock
sexually explicit content. It is not a big leap that some of these
games are moving the DLC (or batch files) out of the marketplace
used to sell the game.

3.3 Code words
Some games funded on Patreon needed to react to to the rule
changes of incest content, and one solution has been to replace
“Mother” or “step-mother” with “landlady” and “sister” or “step-
sister” with “roommate” (cf. [15]). An example of this is Dreams of
Desire: Definitive Edition.Query-replace is technically easy to do and
requires just replacing words in game files, while the words (when
used consistently) can communicate to the players that the game
has incest content. In Taffy Tales: Redux, it is possible to rename
a set of characters to, for example, mother and sister. The game’s
presentation depicts two characters in those roles without explicitly
labelling them as such. A similar approach is used in Desert Stalker.
Double Homework asks the players to set characters’ names, what
you call them and what they call you. The default setting for the
calling thing is “Friend,” but the narration states that the player-
character and two other characters have been living together all
their lives. However, developers may not advertise incest content
on their Patreon pages. Social media, discussion forums, and game
databases help with disambiguation. For example, in f95zone, play-
ers can find incest games via folk taxonomy-based searches; games
with landlady and stepsister keywords are translated and tagged
with the incest tag.

4 Discussion and Conclusions
4.1 Content Adaptation and Circumventive

Responses
Not all developers adapt to new platform standards by removing
or modifying restricted content. Some, instead, develop strategies
to circumvent regulatory frameworks. This study identified three
such strategies: (1) adapting content to platform standards, (2) ex-
ternalising explicit material through (semi-)official patches, and (3)
using code words that preserve meaning while avoiding explicit
categorisation. While the discovery of regulated pornographic con-
tent through folk-theory-based classification systems may make
certain forms of content — particularly fetish-oriented content such
as incest — less visible, strategies (2) and (3) may simultaneously
lower barriers to access. In some cases, these approaches may allow
underage users to access pornographic material more easily than
when age restrictions are enforced directly within platform infras-
tructures. Strategy (2) — (semi-)official patches — also circumvents
platform-based moderation and age-verification systems altogether,
thereby complicating the regulation of potentially illegal content. A
developer may sell a game on Steam without explicit pornographic

content and provide external batch files or DLC that add such con-
tent outside the marketplace’s regulatory boundaries. Because the
pornographic content is distributed externally and without pay-
ment processor involvement, platform-level age-verification and
content-moderation mechanisms are effectively bypassed. A devel-
oper’s choice among these strategies may depend on perceived risks
and economic dependencies. For example, if a developer maintains
a highly successful Patreon crowdfunding campaign, strategy (1)
— adapting content to the platform standards— may be financially
prudent (cf. [21]).

4.2 Linguistic Obfuscations
Although operating in a different regulatory context, strategy (3)
— code words — resembles practices observed among social media
users under state censorship. Research on "sensitive word culture"
in China demonstrates how users adopt alternative spellings, homo-
phones, and coded expressions to circumvent filtering systems [22].
This comparison suggests that adaptive linguistic strategies may
emerge across diverse governance regimes when communication
is subject to automated or rule-based moderation. In the context of
pornographic games, this strategy was observable in cases such as
the replacement of relationship terms like "mother" or "sister" with
neutral alternatives such as "landlady" or "roommate", preserving
the intended meaning for an informed audience while avoiding ex-
plicit categorisation by platform moderation systems. Research has
also documented cases of censorship backfiring, as media coverage
of regulatory efforts can increase the visibility of targeted material
[14]. Similarly, coverage in the game press may raise awareness
of pornographic games and potentially increase their appeal. This
study, however, was not designed to evaluate such effects.

4.3 Folk Theories of Discovery and Ecosystem
Navigation

Some developer responses to platform regulation can be understood
through the lens of folk theories of discovery [20]. Folk theories are
intuitive explanations people construct to understand complex sys-
tems, and folk taxonomies are intuitively created, non-systematic
categorisations [6, 12]. Porn game developers appear to rely on in-
formal understandings of how platform moderation, categorisation,
and discovery systems operate, and these understandings inform
which of the three strategies — or which combination of them —
they adopt in their production and distribution practices. As Dymek
and Lankoski [10] note, discussion forums, Discord servers, and
alternative distribution platforms are integral parts of the indie
game development ecosystem. These infrastructures provide mul-
tiple pathways for sharing content and enable players to locate
information about (semi-)official patches (strategy 2), code words
(strategy 3), and player-defined categorisation practices. Rather
than resulting solely in straightforward compliance (strategy 1),
platform governance gives rise to adaptive practices through which
developers negotiate regulatory constraints. Based on perceived
patterns of enforcement and visibility, developers experiment with
semantic ambiguity through coded categorisation (strategy 3), mod-
ular distribution via external patch systems (strategy 2), and iter-
ative adjustments to content presentation (strategy 1). Together,
these findings suggest that platform regulation contributes to an
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ongoing interplay between governance infrastructures and cre-
ator counter-strategies, rather than producing stable regulatory
outcomes.

4.4 Platform Regulations as a Design
Restriction

Rather than achieving straightforward compliance, platform reg-
ulations may encourage the relocation of explicit content beyond
the platform’s regulatory reach through strategy (2), or its surface-
level reformulation through strategies (1) and (3). Platform rules
shape how game content is represented and modularised between
the core game and externally distributed add-ons. Studying porno-
graphic games highlights how platform governance functions as
a significant design condition, shaping creative decisions, techni-
cal implementations, and strategies of player interpretation. More
broadly, the findings suggest that platform governance operates as
an infrastructural factor that co-produces design outcomes along-
side aesthetic, technical, and economic considerations. Across cases,
the three strategies were often combined rather than used in isola-
tion. Strategy (1) — content adaptation — co-occurs with strategy
(2) — patch-based distribution — suggesting that compliance and cir-
cumvention are layered rather than mutually exclusive responses.
Lankoski and Dymek [16] describe how developers interact with
funders on Patreon and fine-tune pornographic content in response
to their preferences (see also [17]). Developers thus balancemultiple,
sometimes conflicting pressures — platform regulations, crowdfund-
ing audiences, and marketplace buyers — across all three strategies.
This balancing act is a notable feature of contemporary porn game
development and warrants further investigation.

4.5 Limitations and Future Research
Although this dataset does not allow direct examination of de-
velopers’ intentions, the observed practices are consistent with
folk-theory-based understandings of platform moderation and dis-
covery. The study is based on a limited number of cases, and further
research is needed to examine platform regulations, their effective-
ness, and their broader implications. Rather than treating platform
regulation as an external constraint acting on finished games, the
findings suggest that governance increasingly becomes internal to
the design process itself, shaping mechanics, themes, and player
interpretation from the outset. Potential future research includes
interviews with game developers to better understand how they
balance funders’ and buyers’ demands with platform regulatory
requirements, as well as develop results based on a systematic sam-
ple.

5 Conclusion
Taken together, this study provides early evidence that platform
governance generates adaptive design and distribution strategies
rather than straightforward compliance. By examining adult games
as a boundary case, the paper highlights how infrastructural regula-
tion shapes development decisions and suggests new directions for
research on platform-mediated design practices. Platform gover-
nance is not only a gatekeeper of games; it may also function as an
unintended co-designer of videogames. Moreover, the results sug-
gest that platform censorship might push developers to devise ways

to circumvent the rules, thereby allowing unintended audiences to
access adult content.
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