Generative Al, Platform Stances, and Content Creator Behavior

Hongxian Huang Runshan Fu Anindya Ghose

Abstract

Generative Artificial Intelligence (AI) technologies have emerged as a transformative force in the
content creator economy. This paper examines how the Al stances signaled by specific platform policy
decisions shape creator behavior on visual arts platforms. We leverage two independent natural experi-
ments on leading Chinese platforms: Lofter’s launch of an Al image generator, which signaled a pro-Al
stance, and Graffiti Kingdom’s prohibition of Al-generated artwork, which signaled an anti-Al stance.
Our analysis shows that creators decreased their activity on Lofter following the AI generator launch,
while activity increased on Graffiti Kingdom after the Al prohibition. Multiple lines of evidence show
these effects stem from policy-communicated stance signaling: creators respond to what the focal Al
policy communicates about AI’s role, the platform’s commitment to human creators, and the future com-
petitive environment for human-created work, rather than merely to specific tool features or enforcement
actions. Heterogeneity analysis reveals that higher-popularity, multi-homing, and Al-averse creators
show larger activity reductions on Lofter. Through analysis of creator posts, we identify three primary
concerns driving resistance: replacement risk, perceived low quality, and copyright infringement. To
our knowledge, this is the first paper to causally identify how the Al stance signaled by a platform
policy decision affects creator behavior. Our findings have implications for how platforms communicate
Al-related policy decisions, and for policymakers on fostering a constructive relationship between Al

and human creators.
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1 Introduction

The rapid advancement of Generative Artificial Intelligence (Al) has unleashed a new wave of technological
innovation across various domains. These Al systems can now generate high-quality content ranging from
images and music to text and code, exhibiting capabilities that increasingly parallel human creativity (Epstein
et al.[2023). For instance, in August 2022, an Al-generated artwork won first prize at the Colorado State Fair
Fine Arts Exhibition, demonstrating that Generative Al can even compete with professional artists’ worksE]

Generative Al offers a wealth of opportunities for content creators. The Al tools can automate routine
aspects of the creative process, allowing creators to focus more on conceptualization and artistic vision.
They act as powerful assistants that enhance creative possibilities through novel suggestions and variations.
Moreover, by lowering technical barriers, Generative Al has the potential to democratize content creation,
which could enable broader participation in creative industries. It is therefore no surprise that this disruptive
technology has garnered considerable attention and sparked various reactions across the industry. Several
digital platforms dedicated to Al-generated works have emerged, including Midjourney, Artbreeder, and
Craiyon. Online entertainment platforms like TikTok have also integrated Generative Al filters and Al-
powered virtual assistants.

However, the rise of Generative Al also creates substantial challenges for the creator economy from two
broad directions. First, intellectual property (IP) concerns remain acute: (i) the authorship and ownership
status of Al-assisted or Al-generated outputs remains unsettled, with recent U.S. Copyright Office guidance
and judicial rulings reiterating a human-authorship baseline (Blaszczyk|2025|, |Crusey| 2025, Lemley|[2023);
(ii) model training often relies on datasets assembled without clear consent or compensation for rights holders
(Lucchil2025] Sag|[2023)); and (iii) Generative Al systems enable “style cloning”, which can appropriate the
economic value of distinctive artistic signatures even without literal copying (Sobel|[2024} Shan et al.[2023).
Second, Generative Al threatens content creators with displacement (Eloundou et al.[2023| |Green|[2024).
Because models can generate near-instant images and text at effectively zero marginal cost, they flood the
marketplace with similar outputs, expanding supply and compressing prices for creators’ works. The threat
is greatest where demand centers on standardized outputs (e.g., poster-style visuals, character renders, short
captions) and the demand side is relatively indifferent to authorship.

Platforms have responded to these tensions by adopting different Al-related policies. We define a
platform’s stance toward Generative Al as its expressed orientation toward the role that Al creation and
Al-generated content should play on the platform. A stance can be expressed through many platform actions;
our focus is on the stance communicated by a single focal policy decision, which we infer from the substantive
direction of that policy (for example, whether it enables, permits, labels, segregates, restricts, or prohibits Al
creation). In this paper, we use “stance” as operational shorthand for what a focal policy itself signals, which
we view as one important and observable component of the platform’s broader ideology toward Al rather
than a comprehensive characterization of it. Such a focal policy is also a publicly visible governance choice
about how creative production on the platform will be structured going forward, and the stance it conveys

carries implications for that future production environment. Some platforms have actively developed Al

ISee The Verge: An Al-generated artwork won first place at a state fair fine arts competition, and artists are pissed. Last
accessed July 22, 2026.
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tools, which signal an embrace of Al creation. Others have prohibited Al-generated content, which signals
a stronger commitment to human creators and a protected environment for human-created work. Still others
have adopted intermediate positions such as requiring labels or creating separate sections for Al content.
These responses create a spectrum from pro-Al to anti-Al stances.

Work on psychological contracts suggests that participants form beliefs about reciprocal obligations
from the organizations with which they interact (Rous$eau 1989), and recent evidence extends this to digital
platforms (She et al. 2020, Frazler 2024). In this sense, when a focal Al policy communicates a visible
stance toward Generative Al, creators may read the policy as a signal about the future value of human-
created work, the platform’s willingness to protect creators like them, and where their creative e ort is best
invested going forward. Such belief updating can also concern the expected competitive environment on the
platform: for example, an anti-Al prohibition may signal that human creators will face a more protected,
less Al-dominated production environment, which can lead incumbent creators to allocate more e ort to the
platform or reactivate. Understanding how creators respond to such policy-communicated stance signals is
therefore critical, not only for platforms seeking to maintain vibrant creator communities, but also because
Generative Al systems rely on high-quality human-created content for training and improvement. As OpenAl
co-founder llya Sutskever explained, data is the fossil fuel oﬂAI.

These considerations raise three critical research questions. First, how do content creators respond to the
Al stances signaled by speci ¢ platform policy decisions? Second, what are the main driving forces behind
these responses? Third, how do responses vary across di erent creator segments?

To answer these guestions, we leverage two separate natural experiments on leading Chinese platforms:
Lofter and Grati Kingdom. Lofter, founded by NetEase in 2011, is one of China's leading content
creation platforms for visual arts and fan ction, with over 80 million interest tags and 12.8 million content
creators. On March 6th, 2023, Lofter launched a full-featured Al image generator (marketed as a Prole
Picture Generator but functionally similar to Midjourney), signaling a pro-Al stance through active platform
investment in Al creation tools. Gra ti Kingdom, with nearly 20 years of history, is a platform renowned
for original, high-quality illustrations, with over 500,000 registered users. On February 22nd, 2023, Gra ti
Kingdom announced that Al-generated artwork was prohibited and that all previously uploaded works would
be reviewed. Violators of this policy would be banned from their accounts, consistent with the anti-Al
stance communicated by the prohibition, while their accounts and any past works that were not produced
using Al would remain. The two focal policy decisions, Lofter's launch of a platform-developed Al tool and
Gra ti Kingdom's explicit Al prohibition, anchor opposite ends of the Al-policy stance spectrum, and both
intervention types (platform-developed Al tools and explicit Al prohibitions) have been adopted at multiple
comparable visual-art platforms (see Online Appendix Tgbles A.f arjd A.2). By examining these two policy
events that communicate opposite Al stances, we can establish boundary conditions for creator responses
and provide insights into how creators might respond to intermediate Al-policy signals.

A key identi cation challenge is that platform-wide policy changes a ect all users simultaneously. To
address this, we apply the Temporal Causal Inference (TCI) framework (Turjeman and Feinberg 2023),
which constructs control groups from creators who joined the platform at di erent times but are observed

2See The Verge: What llya Sutskever sees as the next leap in Al. Last accessed July 22, 2026.
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at similar platform tenure and estimate treatment e ects via Di erence-in-Di erences. We validate the
ndings with alternative estimation methods (Generalized Synthetic Control), alternative identi cation
strategies (Regression Discontinuity in Time, Panel Di erence Estimators), alternative outcome measures,
and alternative comparison-group constructions and sample restrictions.

Our analysis reveals that on Lofter, the launch of the Al image generator led to a signi cant decrease
in uploaded works. Notably, this negative e ect persisted even after Lofter removed the tool. By contrast,
we nd a positive average treatment e ect on Gra ti Kingdom, suggesting that the platform's prohibition
of Generative Al increased the activity of its creators. Analysis of creator posts on Lofter reveals three
primary concerns driving resistance: replacement risk, perceived low quality of Al-generated artwork, and
copyright infringement. Notably, our more ne-grained analysis suggests that most concerns address the Al
stance communicated by Lofter's policy decision rather than speci ¢ tool features. Heterogeneity analysis
shows that higher-popularity, multi-homing, and Al-averse creators exhibit larger reductions in activity on
Lofter, whereas on Gra ti Kingdom, the di erences across popularity and tenure levels are not statistically
signi cant.

The treatment e ects we estimate capture both direct policy impacts and stance signaling e ects, and
we argue the signaling channel is the dominant driver. For Lofter, the Al tool was removed within one
week of its launch, yet the negative e ects persist into subsequent months, which cannot re ect continued
mechanical access to the tool and most plausibly re ects the pro-Al stance signaled by Lofter's Al-tool
launch. For Grati Kingdom, enforcement was minimal (fewer than 0.05% of users restricted), and the
weekly platform-level data show no dip-and-rebound pattern that would be expected if reduced competition
were driving the e ect. The positive response is therefore most plausibly attributable to the signaling content
of the anti-Al stance communicated by Gra ti Kingdom's prohibition.

Several pieces of additional evidence point to signaling e ects as the primary driver of creator responses.
First, analysis of creator posts reveals that only 7% of concerns address the Al tool directly, while roughly
50% address Lofter's policy decision or the Al stance it communicated, con rming that creators respond
primarily to stance signals rather than speci c tool features. Second, creators who had previously expressed
negative attitudes toward Al exhibit larger activity reductions, suggesting that those most attuned to stance
signals are most responsive. Together, these results demonstrate that creators on these visual arts platforms
respond to Al-policy stance signals favoring anti-Al policy signals over pro-Al policy signals.

This study makes several contributions. First, to our knowledge, this is the rst paper to provide causal
evidence on how the Al stances signaled by platform policy decisions shape content creator behavior. We
show that creators respond primarily to stance signals rather than to speci ¢ Al tools: the negative e ects
on Lofter persisted even after the Al tool was removed, and analysis of creator posts reveals that the negative
reactions mainly target Lofter's policy decision or the Al stance it communicated. Second, we provide the
rst systematic analysis of why creators on visual arts platforms resist Generative Al. Through LLM-assisted
content analysis, we identify three primary concerns, which o er concrete targets for platform policy design.
Third, our heterogeneity analysis reveals that the creators most likely to reduce activity following Lofter's
pro-Al policy signal are precisely those platforms can least a ord to lose: higher-popularity creators,
and multi-homing creators with lower switching costs. Meanwhile, longer-tenure creators show smaller



reductions, and creators who previously expressed negative Al sentiment exhibit larger reductions. This
suggests that platforms can use sentiment monitoring to identify at-risk segments before implementing Al
policies. Finally, by examining two policy decisions that communicate opposite Al stances (see Online
Appendix Table A.1), we nd consistent evidence and provide a more comprehensive picture of how creators
respond to di erent Al-policy stance signals.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows: Section 2 reviews related literature and explains our
contribution; Section 3 introduces our research contexts and data; Section 4 presents our main empirical
analysis using the TCI framework, including identi cation strategy, estimation results, and mechanism
analysis; Section 5 explores heterogeneous e ects; Section 6 provides business and policy suggestions and
concludes.

2 Literature Review & Contribution

A growing literature examines the economic impacts of Al across business contexts, including chatbot
disclosure, algorithmic pricing, and Al-assisted service (Luo et al. 2019, Zhang et al. 2021, Kim et al. 2022),
along with the factors shaping Al adoption (Gray 2017, Castelo et al. 2019, Castelo and Ward 2016, Yu et al.
2018). With the emergence of Generative Al, researchers have begun examining its impact on individual
productivity (Peng et al. 2023, Noy and Zhang 2023, Shin et al. 2024), creativity (Shin et al. 2023, Zhou and
Lee 2024), and workforce dynamics (Eloundou et al. 2023), as well as its potential risks to the content-creator
and broader economy (Spitale et al. 2023, Burtch et al. 2023).

Ourresearch connects to two streams of literature. First, building on the literature examining the economic
impacts of (Generative) Al, we engage with the literature on platform governance, including the emerging
work on Al governance (Hanisch et al. 2023, Kathuria et al. 2026, Costabile 2024), which highlights that the
central question is not whether Generative Al exists as a technology, but how platforms govern its presence
and shape its use. Existing work in this area largely studies how speci ¢ Al-related policies or technologies
a ectusers and creators: Wittenberg et al. (2025) evaluates Al-content labeling strategies; Lloyd et al. (2025)
examines how Reddit communities respond to Al-generated content; and Goldberg and Lam (2025) models
how Generative Al adoption shifts the market equilibrium of content creation. By contrast, we compare two
analogous content-creation platforms that experienced focal policy decisions communicating contrasting Al
stances, and trace how the corresponding policy signals shape creator behavior. Our contribution thereby
connects to the broader literature on institutional signaling, which examines how visible organizational
choices update stakeholder beliefs and shape subsequent behavior (Spence 1973, Connelly et al. 2011).

The second strand pertains to the creator economy, digital labor supply, and the design of content creation
platforms. Prior work examines content creators' intrinsic and extrinsic motivations (Toubia and Stephen
2013, Sun and Zhu 2013, Liu and Feng 2021) and emphasizes the central role of platforms in structuring
creator incentives and opportunities (Bleier et al. 2024, Peres et al. 2024, Khobzi et al. 2025). Studies of
platform design levers further show how monetary incentives shift output volume and composition (Chen
et al. 2008, Sun and Zhu 2013), and how gami cation and reputation systems steer e ort and engagement
(Anderson et al. 2013). We add to this literature by showing how creators adjust e ort, participation,



attachment, and activity when platform policy decisions communicate visible stances toward Generative Al
under uncertainty about the future returns to human creative work.

3 Context and Data

3.1 Platforms Overview and Research Design

Our empirical analysis leverages two separate natural experiments on two Chinese platforms: Lofter and
Grati Kingdom. Each policy event provides distinct causal evidence about creator responses to the
stance signaled by a focal Al policy: one signaling a pro-Al stance and the other an anti-Al stance. We
analyze each platform separately using an identical empirical framework. Since the two focal policy
decisions communicate stances at opposite ends of the pro-Al to anti-Al spectrum (see Online Appendix
Table A.1), this parallel design enhances external validity: converging ndings across contrasting policy
contexts strengthen the generalizability of our results to platforms adopting Al-policy signals between these
extremes.

Lofter, founded by NetEase in 2011, is one of China's leading content creation platforms for visual arts
and fan ction. The platform spans interests including gaming, anime, photography, painting, design, and
writing, with over 80 million interest tags and 12.8 million content creatoBra ti Kingdom, with almost
20 years of history, is a platform renowned for its original, high-quality works in various styles. It serves as
a hub for illustrators, with over 500,000 registered users and approximately 15,000 daily VFifsre 1
shows screenshots of the platform interfaces, highlighting where user-generated works appear on Lofter and
Gra ti Kingdom.

Both Lofter and Gra ti Kingdom are visual arts platforms that emphasize original, human-created art.
Both prohibit reposted or copied materials unless properly labeled. On Lofter, users must choose one of six
Creative Commons licenses at publicatftoGra ti Kingdom speci es that the copyright and interpretation
of original content published and displayed by Gra ti Kingdom members belong to the original althor .

On both platforms, Generative Al models can produce similar works at near-zero marginal cost and rapid
turnaround.

From the perspective of where value primarily attaches, content creation platforms span a continuum
from output-centric, where attention and economic value attach mainly to discrete works that can be searched,
displayed, and transacted as relatively standalone products, to creator-centric, where value attaches more
strongly to the creator's persona, ongoing audience relationship, and repeated interactions with followers,
so that any single piece of content is less separable from the creator. Visual arts portfolio platforms such
as DeviantArt and ArtStation tend to be more output-centric, while short-form video and social platforms
such as TikTok and YouTube tend to be more creator-centric. Since most creators on Lofter and Gra ti
Kingdom are not widely recognized, authorship usually carries little premium relative to the work itself, and
both platforms sit closer to the output-centric end of this continuum.

3See Apple App Store: Lofter. Last accessed July 22, 2026.

4See Baidu Baike: Gra ti Kingdom. Last accessed July 22, 2026.
5See Wikipedia: LOFTER. Last accessed July 22, 2026.

6See Gra ti Kingdom Terms of Service. Last accessed July 22, 2026.



Engagement-oriented measures support this placement. Although we cannot constructa complete repeat-
commenter network, we observe follower counts and supporter counts, which proxy for the extent to which
audience engagement organizes around stable, creator-centric communities. On Lofter, the median creator
has only 9 followers, the 75th percentile 69, and the 95th percentile 1,181. Supporters, de ned as users
who have nancially rewarded a creator, are similarly sparse: the median is 0, the 75th percentile 1, and the
95th percentile 60. On Gra ti Kingdom, follower data are incomplete, but even among the roughly 6,000
most popular creators (those whose works were ever selected into the platform's Most Popular group), the
median is only 18, the 75th percentile 49, and the 95th percentile 590. For scale, the major creator-centric
monetization programs set eligibility well above these levels: YouTube's Partner Program requires 1,000
subscribers and TikTok's Creator Rewards Program at least 10,8D0ly the top few percent of Lofter
creators reach even the lower of these bars, and the typical creator on both platforms falls far below them.
Creator-centric attachment thus exists on Lofter and Gra ti Kingdom, but it is thin and concentrated in the
upper tail rather than the dominant mode of participation. Accordingly, we characterize the two platforms
as comparatively more output-centric than creator-centric, rather than purely output-centric.

Both platforms rely primarily on third-party advertising and on a fraction of creator tips, so platform
success is tied to creator activity. Creators are motivated by recognition, audience appreciation, and modest
monetary gain through tips and o -platform opportunities. The typical user is much closer to a hobbyist or
intrinsically motivated creator than to a professional pursuing income or employment: direct monetary ties
are limited, activity is generally low and intermittent, and commission-related language (e.g., Accepting
Commissions / Open for Assignments ) appears in only about 0.7% of Lofter posts.

The platforms di er in two respects. First, Lofter supports multiple content formats (painting, writing,
photography), while Grati Kingdom caters exclusively to illustrators. Second, Lofter's user base is
substantially larger due to backing from NetEase, a major Chinese internet company. For our analysis, we
restrict Lofter data to the painting community, since the Generative Al tool they introduced primarily impacts
visual artists. This restriction ensures that the creator populations on both platforms face similar exposure
to Al-generated competition. The next two subsections outline the natural experiments and data collection
in detail.

3.2 Natural Experiments

On March 6th, 2023, Lofter launched a Generative Al image generator marketed as the Pro le Picture
Generator (also called the Lofter Drawing Machine ). Despite its name, this is not merely an avatar tool.
Instead, it is a full-featured Al image generator that allows users to generate and download images from
text prompts, similar to Midjourney. The tool's functionality was widely documented in contemporary news
reports, and its release generated substantial attention and controversy both in the broader public sphere and
among users on the platforfriLofter's development of this Generative Al feature represents active platform
investment in Al creation tools, signaling a pro-Al stance. The feature was removed within one week after
its launch, but its introduction is the treatment we analyze. Lofter's decision to develop this tool was likely

’See TikTok's Creator Rewards Program and YouTube's Partner Program. Last accessed July 22, 2026.
8See Jiemian News, Sina Finance, Zhejiang News, and Pandaily coverage from March 2023. Last accessed July 22, 2026.
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