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Balancing Moral, Financial, and Legal Considerations: How Practitioners in the Game 

Industry Justify Spending on Accessibility 

Abstract

As the global game industry expands, accessibility for players with disabilities has become a 

growing concern. Implementing accessibility is mostly technologically feasible, yet it remains 

scarce. This study investigates how practitioners justify accessibility spending in an industry 

marked by rapid growth, weak regulation, and platform pressures. Drawing on a mixed-method 

survey of 272 professionals, we identify three decision-making strategies: proactive (morally 

driven), rational (profit-driven), and reactive (compliance-oriented). The proactive strategy was 

associated with relatively higher accessibility spending, and non-male participants showed a 

higher likelihood of supporting accessibility. The findings highlight the ethical, economic, and 

organizational tensions professionals navigate in digitized or platform-intensive industries. The 

findings contribute to research on ethical decision-making and creative labor by theorizing on 

how moral, financial, and legal considerations intersect within digitized or platformized 

industries.

Keywords: accessibility, disability, ethical decision-making, game design, game industry, 

gender differences

1. Introduction

During the 21st century, the global revenue of the game industry surpassed the combined revenue 

of the movie and music industries (Arora, 2023). Given its size, the game industry caters to an 

Page 1 of 47

https://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/nms

New Media and Society

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60



For Peer Review

2

insurmountably large number of people with varying needs, abilities, and disabilities 

(Entertainment Software Association, n.d.). For gamers with disabilities to access and play games, 

there is often a need for game accessibility (Cairns et al., 2021). Game accessibility represents 

efforts, designs, products and features that aim to make games playable primarily for people with 

disabilities (Anderson, 2023; Hassan, 2023). Accessibility includes, for example, subtitles and 

adaptive controllers. There is mounting evidence that emphasizes the economic relevance of game 

accessibility (IGN, 2022; Larreina-Morales, 2023) as people with disabilities are estimated to 

represent 15 to 20% of players globally (Baltzar et al., 2023; Hamilton, 2016). The implementation 

of game accessibility tends to be technologically feasible (Yuan et al., 2011) and is even starting 

to appear profitable, yet cultural and institutional conventions in the industry hinder widespread 

implementation (Chess & Shaw, 2015; Porter & Kientz, 2013). 

Prior literature illustrates how individuals in organizations play a critical role in making industries 

more ethical (e.g., through implementing accessibility in games) (Jones, 1991; Loe et al., 2000; 

Tandon et al., 2025). Studying the decision-making processes of practitioners is important for 

understanding how industry dynamics influence what practitioners actually consider feasible when 

it comes to implementing game accessibility. As it is now, games have moved from being mostly 

offline products that are purchased and consumed, to becoming services that continuously engage 

players and generate new channels of spending (Dubois & Weststar, 2022). The influence of 

platforms and the transformation of games from products to seemingly never-ending services has 

significantly reshaped value creation in the game industry: winner-takes-all logic reigns supreme, 

thus implying that game development companies, more often than not, need to conform with 

competition rather than trying to stand out (Lehtonen et al., 2022; Lehtonen et al., 2023a). 
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Consequently, deviating from the dominant ways of creating and capturing value (by making 

games accessible) is often seen by many companies as a risk not worth taking (e.g. Nieborg, 2021). 

In other words, making a game accessible is treated as a strategic decision that needs to be justified 

on various grounds to ensure that any increase – perceived or actual – in development costs that it 

creates, or any potentially altered target market, is offset by increased value capture and consumer 

spending (Hassan et al., 2024).

In this paper, we investigate how practitioners in the game industry justify decisions concerning 

game accessibility. We frame game accessibility implementation as a moral issue that inherently 

deals with ethical aspects of decision-making, following Jones’s definition of what counts as a 

moral issue (1991, cited in Flannery & May, 2000, p. 643), “[A]n issue is moral if action on it or 

a decision about it has consequences for others and the actor or decision maker has volitional 

control over the action or decision”. In other words, game developers can decide to launch a game 

with or without any accessibility features, and this decision is consequential for others (people 

with and without disabilities) (Baltzar et al., 2023; Hassan et al., 2024). As such, we ask the 

following research question: What decision-making strategies do practitioners in the video game 

industry employ to decide whether they will spend on game accessibility implementation?

To answer this question, we employ a scenario-based survey design that combines qualitative and 

quantitative elements, allowing practitioners to make concrete moral and economic trade-offs 

under shared constraints. Practitioners were asked to allocate limited financial resources across 

different development roles within a hypothetical game project, including an accessibility role, 

and to explain the reasoning behind their decisions. We collected data from 272 practitioners 
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holding different roles in the game industry, allowing us to examine both spending choices and the 

justificatory logics underpinning them. Based on our findings, we make three contributions to 

research on ethical decision-making and the game industry as an example of digitized or 

platformized industries. First, we extend previous studies on the ethics of game development 

(Harviainen et al., 2020; Heimo et al., 2018) by identifying three approaches to game accessibility 

aligned with distinct moral philosophies. Second, we show that practitioners’ justifications for 

accessibility depend on characteristics of the product or service being developed, highlighting how 

ethical decision-making is shaped by perceived technical and design constraints. Finally, we 

discuss early indicators of gender differences in accessibility-related decision-making.

2. Background

2.1 Game accessibility

Broadly, game accessibility is a design approach that ensures everyone can play games, and game-

based applications, especially people with disabilities who, otherwise, may experience access 

barriers (Anderson, 2023; Hassan, 2023). For example, audio descriptions of games make it 

possible for blind players to play games, and subtitles are especially useful for deaf players. An 

estimated 400 million gamers have a disability and would greatly benefit from such features 

(Hamilton, 2016; Mortaloni, 2023). This estimate does not account for players who benefit from 

accessibility features without identifying as disabled, such as those who appreciate having subtitles 

while playing a game, without having a hearing disability (Hassan et al., 2024; Anderson, 2024).

Due to the highly competitive nature of the game industry, most games tend to financially fail. 

Hence, when a game design pattern (e.g., match-three mechanics, and mystery boxes) becomes 
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popular, many game developers release similar games to capitalize on the popularity, rather than 

risk it with an innovative design that is not currently popular.  This overreliance on a successful 

design pattern is often referred to as the winner-takes-all logic, which favors conformity over 

innovative propositions (Nieborg, 2021). Many accessibility features constitute a form of 

innovation that differentiates a game from dominant design patterns, which some developers 

may perceive as undesirable

Nonetheless, some major studios have implemented game accessibility either as a genuine design 

commitment or as a strategic public-relations effort to broaden their market share (Hassan et al., 

2024). Such implementations have been met not only with acclaim but also with backlash from 

some self-identified ‘true gamers.’ This term denotes players who view themselves as 

representing the core or ‘authentic’ gaming community, often investing significant time and 

money in gaming and perceiving accessibility efforts as detrimental to games and the industry’s 

future (Paaßen et al., 2017). Accessible or inclusive designs, whether on the basis of players’ 

gender or disability, often face such backlash that may lead developers to actively avoid such 

releases for fear of financial loss (Hassan et al., 2024; Lehtonen et al., 2023b; Porter & Kientz, 

2013).

Given that the game industry lacks established social norms or regulations on game accessibility, 

the industry operates in a grey zone where it is not required to make games accessible to players 

with disabilities. Petrovskaya and Zendle (2022) suggest that game publishers and platforms 

routinely take advantage of gaps and inconsistencies in legacy regulations, saturating the market 

with profit-oriented products and forcing legislators to reactively address emerging issues 
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(Birkinshaw, 2024, p. 270). An example of this is the incorporation of microtransactions, in-

game purchases that allow players to buy virtual items, content, or advantages in mobile games 

for children, which can lead to excessive and often unsupervised spending in the absence of 

regulatory interventions and parental approval mechanisms.  The absence of accessibility 

legislation further reduces incentives to implement accessibility, even when it is technologically 

feasible.

However, more recent industry reports have emphasized the economic importance of making 

games accessible (IGN, 2022; Larreina-Morales, 2023). This shift reflects growing recognition 

within the industry that accessibility features can enhance the gaming experience for a broad 

range of players, not only those with disabilities. For example, when subtitles are enabled by 

default, players rarely disable them (Sinclair, 2019), indicating that such features are widely 

valued and may enhance player experience, game visibility, and revenue potentially (Hassan et 

al., 2024).

Most accessibility features, however, do not enjoy the same status or popularity as subtitles. 

Hence, developers still lack the motivation to implement more niche features. This lack of 

accessibility implementation is problematic, as games and game-based applications have become 

central to participation in culture, education, exercise, and other everyday activities. Without 

game accessibility, developers may, consciously or unconsciously, exclude many players. 

Against this backdrop, the question of how practitioners justify who can play their games can be 

regarded as a fundamentally moral one.
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2.2 Ethical decision-making on game accessibility

Research on ethical decision-making has advanced in three incremental phases (Warner et al., 

2022, pp. 2-3). In the first phase, the focus was on ethical choices as conscious processes, and 

research, largely, mobilized either Kohlberg’s (1969, 1981) cognitive moral development theory 

or Rest’s (1986) stepwise model of ethical decision-making. The second phase emphasized that 

emotions and intuition, along with reason, influence moral decision-making (Simon, 1987). 

Finally, the third phase aimed at resolving some of the pertinent issues regarding the interplay 

between emotions and reasoning using neuroscience (Greene et al., 2001).  In essence, Greene et 

al. (2001) found that emotionally charged moral dilemmas, such as those involving the inclusion 

of people with disabilities in gaming, activate different brain regions and result in longer reaction 

times than impersonal dilemmas. This highlights the significant role of emotion in such moral 

decision-making. 

While Arkan et al. (2023) found that normative deliberation seems to improve ethical decision-

making, Xie et al. (2023) found that, especially in work environments with stricter rules and 

structures, people who see their job as a “calling” are less likely to make unethical choices. 

Drawing on Schwartz’s (2016) integrated ethical decision making model, research indicates that 

indeed both organizational culture and individual characteristic influence moral decisions 

(Trevino, 1992; Xie et al. 2023). These empirical findings support recent contributions from 

neuroscience.

Nonetheless, Burns et al. (2023) call for more industry-specific studies to gain a better 

understanding of industry-specific dynamics. Guarnieri and Trojan (2019) note that industry-
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specific structures indeed frame individuals’ and industries’ actions and decisions differently. To 

the best of our knowledge, studies investigating ethical decision-making in the game industry, 

particularly in relation to accessibility decisions, remain scarce, although Heimo et al. (2018) and 

Harviainen et al. (2020) have made a strong case for investigating this rapidly evolving industry 

from an ethics angle. 

Recent studies on accessibility in digital games predominantly focus on either game elements 

that influence accessibility (e.g. Anderson, 2024) or broad disability categories and their relation 

to gameplay (Baltzar et al, 2022). As Hassan's (2023) review highlights, there is a strong need to 

explore how accessibility is implemented, addressed, and acknowledged in game development 

companies. While there is a growing body of literature on game accessibility, we still know 

relatively little about how decisions regarding it are made. Understanding how decisions about 

game accessibility are made is essential given the previously noted absence of industry-wide 

accessibility regulations (Hassan et al., 2024), where the industry retains wide discretion on a 

highly consequential matter. As noted, reports highlight the economic value of accessible games 

(IGN, 2022; Larreina-Morales, 2023), yet their implementation across the industry remains 

limited for the reasons previously noted in section 2.1. This raises a critical question: if game 

accessibility is both a moral and potentially profitable issue, what determines whether 

practitioners choose to invest in it?

3. Methodology

3.1 Research design
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We employed a multilingual mixed methods scenario-based survey to shed light on accessibility 

decision making and spending. The survey was initially prepared in English then translated into 

Korean, Japanese, and Arabic by professional translators. We then employed different translators 

to translate the surveys back to English to ensure consistency with the initial version (Brislin, 

1980). The survey presented the participants with the following scenario (as per Ford & 

Richardson, 1994):

Imagine you are working at a game studio. You are creating an online game for a major game 

platform. Your job is to distribute resources between twelve types of roles that are listed below. 

For this, you have $10 in total to allocate between the roles. For instance, if you allocate $10 to 

one role, the remaining eleven roles would receive no resources ($0). How much will you spend 

on the following types of roles? game designers, game programmers, game artists / animators, 

UX / UI designers, community managers, diversity / equity specialists, accessibility specialists, 

quality assurance experts, game producers / project managers, narrative designers / game 

writers, audio / sound engineers, marketing / business managers.

The use of scenarios in ethical decision-making research has been relatively common (O’Fallon 

& Butterfield, 2005). They help reduce socially desirable responses by encouraging participants 

to make concrete trade-offs, increasing the likelihood that their answers reflect their actual 

attitudes or behavior. Point allocation experiments, such as the one employed in this research, 

constitute a type of scenario question designed to simulate real-world situations where 

participants have limited resources at their disposal to allocate towards a goal (Collewet & 

Koster, 2023; Marley & Louviere, 2005). Having said that, scenario and point allocation 
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questions have also been criticized for being somewhat detached from reality (e.g. Lehnert et al., 

2015). To counter this, we followed Weber’s (1990, 1992) recommendations to ensure realism: 

the participants were given $10 to allocate across the twelve roles, using only whole dollar 

amounts. This restriction is intended to approximate the kinds of budget constraints faced by 

game companies.

This was the first question presented to the participants, and they were informed that the survey 

was on game development practices in general, without indicating a focus on accessibility or 

inclusion (Collewet & Koster, 2023; Marley & Louviere, 2005). Once the participant had 

submitted their answers, they could no longer go back and revise them. Next, we asked two 

open-ended questions: 1) Please explain your reasoning behind the budget allocated to the 

Accessibility Specialist; 2) Do game companies have the responsibility to make their games more 

accessible? Why or why not? The survey also included demographic questions on age, gender, 

employment status, whether the participant had a disability, or knew someone with a disability, 

their current country of residence, and three attention/bots-check questions (e.g. Peer et al., 

2017).

3.2 Participants

The participants of this study were practitioners in the game industry, recruited through 

advertising the survey on social media, through the authors’ professional networks, and via 

Prolific. Prolific participants were compensated in accordance with the platform’s norms, while 

participants recruited through other channels could enter a raffle for gift cards. In total, we 

received 785 responses, 497 of which did not pass the attention and bot checks. The final sample 
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consisted of 272 valid responses (Prolific = 171; other channels = 101). Key demographic 

characteristics of the participants are presented in Table 1.

*** TABLE 1 GOES ABOUT HERE ***

76.9 % of participants were between the ages of 18 and 35, while in terms of gender 65.8% were 

men, 27,9% were women, and 6.2% were either non-binary, transgender, or refused to disclose. 

This gender distribution reflects the male-dominated nature of the game industry, although a 

unique aspect of this sample is that the number of non-male participants was still relatively high. 

The participants came from all the continents, with the majority being from Europe at 46.3%, 

followed by North America, Asia, and Africa in order. While a “western” viewpoint could be 

argued to dominate the sample, the global south and colonized regions are not absent from the 

sample. 

In terms of the roles the participants occupied, we do not see a majority belonging to one role or 

another, but we see that the largest group (29.8%) indicated that they perform or hold multiple 

roles. Roles in the game industry often overlap, where, for example, a programmer would also be 

working on game design or UX design. 82,7% did not have a disability themselves, although 

59% knew someone with a disability, suggesting some awareness of disability, even if not 

personal. 

The sample represents a key strength of this study. Respondents span a wide range of 

professional roles within the game industry, including design, programming, art, production, and 
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community-facing functions, as well as organizations of varying sizes. This diversity enables the 

analysis to capture how accessibility spending is justified across different professional 

perspectives rather than from a single occupational viewpoint. Importantly, the scenario-based 

design places participants in a shared decision context, enabling systematic comparison of how 

moral, economic, and practical considerations are weighed under identical constraints.

3.3 Qualitative data analysis

We analyzed the answers to the two open-ended questions using the Gioia methodology, in line 

with similarly oriented prior studies (e.g., Burns et al., 2023). The Gioia methodology organizes 

data analysis into three interconnected stages: first-order concept coding, second-order theme 

coding, and aggregate dimension development (Gioia et al., 2013) (Figure 1). Importantly, this 

approach is iterative rather than strictly sequential, emphasizing movement from participants’ 

language toward broader theoretical interpretations. Table 2 summarizes the first-order concepts 

and representative participant quotations underlying the three accessibility decision-making 

strategies. These quotations are intended to illustrate how participants articulated their responses 

in their own terms.

*** FIGURE 1 GOES ABOUT HERE ***

*** TABLE 2 GOES ABOUT HERE ***

The first coding stage typically produces a substantial number of codes, which are consolidated 

into more workable categories (first order concepts) (Gioia et al. 2013). The initial coding was 
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conducted by one of the authors of this study, and subsequently validated and discussed with the 

authoring team. Initial coding resulted in 165 codes, which were collapsed into 14 categories. 

In the second coding stage, the first-order concepts were compared with existing literature and 

theory (schools of ethics), then organized into thematic categories. This was done to evaluate 

whether existing theories could effectively interpret the insights gained from the data and ensure 

that new contributions from this research would not result in conceptual ambiguity (i.e. 

introducing yet another concept although prior concepts suffice). For instance, second order 

themes regarding roles were contrasted with role theory (e.g. Kahn et al., 1964; Katz & Kahn, 

1978) and its applications in workplaces (e.g. Shaffer et al., 2016), and themes focusing on game 

development were derived from prior research in game studies (e.g. Karlsson et al., 2022; Keogh 

& Hardwick, 2023). 

Finally, in the third stage, we linked the identified themes to broader theoretical insights with 

relevance beyond the immediate research context and industry. At this stage of analysis, the 

focus was on visualizing a data structure that communicates how the identified themes are 

interrelated (Gioia et al., 2013, p. 20). As Figure 1 shows, we identified three-decision making 

strategies (i.e. proactive, reactive, and rational) that justify spending on accessibility. We discuss 

these approaches in more detail in section 4. 

3.4 Quantitative data analysis

We utilized SPSS and descriptive statistics to examine spending on the twelve roles presented to 

the participants. In this section, tables are used to summarize patterns in the data, while the 
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analysis is developed primarily in the accompanying text. Table 3 presents the mean (average) 

and total spending on all roles. Average spending was highest for programmers ($1.75), 

designers ($1.53), and game artists ($1.27), whereas accessibility specialists ($0.32), community 

managers ($0.32), and diversity/equity specialists ($0.24) ranked lowest. 

*** TABLE 3 GOES ABOUT HERE ***

We conducted an additional exploratory analysis to examine whether accessibility spending 

differed by gender, disability status, or knowing someone with a disability. Of these dimensions, 

gender showed the most visible variation (Table 4). Among women participants, 44.7% allocated 

resources to the accessibility role, compared to 24.6% of male participants. Half of the 

transgender and non-binary participants allocated resources to accessibility, as did 40% of those 

who preferred not to disclose their gender. These patterns are presented descriptively to illustrate 

potential tendencies rather than to establish statistically robust group differences. Although the 

sample reflects the male-dominated nature of the game industry, subgroup sizes are uneven and 

not sufficiently comparable to support generalizable conclusions.

*** TABLE 4 GOES ABOUT HERE ***

As an exploratory, post hoc analysis, we utilized a linear regression analysis and examined 

whether accessibility spending differed across the three accessibility decision-making strategies 

identified in the qualitative analysis. To run the analysis, a dummy variable was created, and 

each participant was coded as belonging to one of the three strategies, based on their qualitative 
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answers. This coding was done by the three first co-authors, independently after which the codes 

were compared, and differences were reconciled on a case by case basis. The finalized dummy 

variable was used to test whether participants’ accessibility spending could be explained by their 

identified decision-making strategy. 

The regression model summarized in Table 5 presents an R-squared value of 0.019, which means 

that 1.9% of the variance (differences) in accessibility spending is explained by the accessibility 

strategy that the participant employed. 

*** TABLE 5 GOES ABOUT HERE ***

Participants associated with a proactive strategy tended to allocate 1.9% more resources to 

accessibility, whereas those adhering to a rational strategy allocated less. The magnitude of these 

differences is small. Given that the average spending on accessibility was $0.32 (Table 3), a 

1.9% increase or decrease corresponds to less than one cent, implying the effect was rather small. 

Nonetheless, the existence of such a pattern where a proactive strategy correlates with a 

relatively increased level of spending is theoretically meaningful in that it suggests alignment 

between participants’ reasoning about accessibility and their spending decisions. These results 

are therefore interpreted as indicative of how different justificatory orientations may shape 

accessibility-related choices rather than as evidence of strong predictive effects.

4. Results and Discussion

4.1 Integrating qualitative and quantitative findings
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The aim of this research was to investigate how game accessibility implementation is justified in 

the game industry. Our results indicate that participants approached accessibility decision-

making through three distinct perspectives, each placing different emphasis on morality, 

financial gain, and regulatory compliance. More specifically, the qualitative data analysis 

revealed three theoretical strategies for deciding on accessibility spending: proactive, rational, 

and reactive (Table 6). 

*** TABLE 6 GOES ABOUT HERE ***

First, the proactive strategy is best understood as manifesting care ethics (Murphy & Zagal, 

2011; Slote, 2007) or virtue ethics (e.g. Heimo et al., 2018). Here, game accessibility is framed 

as morally just; games should be playable by everyone, regardless of potential gain or external 

pressure. One participant (ID 74), for instance, emphasized the necessity of catering to diverse 

player needs (“I think it is very important to facilitate accessibility to many player segments”), 

while another participant (ID 106) highlighted fairness (“Accessibility is including Diversity and 

Inclusion aspects. It is important to provide fair access to all learners/players having some 

impairment: technical difficulties, cognitive difficulties, physical difficulties or 

social/cultural/language difficulties”). 

Of the three strategies, this one was associated with the most accessibility spending. This 

highlights the importance of promoting the morality of game accessibility implementation, along 

with other legal or financial benefits associated with it. This aligns with Rest’s (1986) model of 

recognizing ethical issues, making moral judgments, and acting on them.
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The proactive strategy prioritizes implementing accessibility early on in the game development 

process, rather than as an afterthought. Accordingly, this strategy appears to be inherently a 

quality-driven approach to developing playable games. In other words, it emphasizes quality not 

for a select few, but for as many players as possible. The participants’ spending decisions were 

justified based on values rather than profits, appearing at times to resist the current monetization 

logics in the game industry that seem to perceive accessibility as compliance or community 

service exercises rather than a business decision. Having said that, responses to the open-ended 

questions also indicated a paradox inherent in the proactive strategy. While participants regarded 

larger firms as more capable of implementing accessibility, they also often perceived these firms 

as more constrained by the need to comply with prevailing industry norms. Conversely, smaller 

companies were seen as more capable of conducting morally just business, but as having more 

limited resources for implementation and impact on industry dynamics. Given that a relatively 

small number of large firms with disproportionate market power structurally dominate the game 

industry, this size distinction helps explain why financial and market considerations continue to 

rank highly even among participants expressing a moral orientation

Second, the rational strategy harkens to Ayn Rand’s objectivist ethics (Harviainen et al., 2020), 

where accessibility is seen as secondary to a game. This means that accessibility will be 

integrated into the game if and only if the game in question becomes profitable after its launch. 

Such a strategy was justified, for instance, on efficient use of resources (ID 73, “Accessibility: 

Based on priorities, make the game first then make it accessible to avoid spending money on 

things that would take time/ effort and are not guaranteed to reach the target audience.”) or 
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inadequate information on current technological possibilities (ID 116, “I don't think there is 

much that can be done with present technology to making gaming accessible to everyone hence 

allocating resources to them would not yield much quantifiable results”). 

The above seems to be in line with how the industry currently operates and is shaped through 

platform dominance. As Nieborg and Poell (2018, p. 4284) write, “[f]or game developers 

looking for sustainable revenues, the low barrier to market entry demands a different strategic 

approach to content development, which necessitates heavy investments in player acquisition and 

retention. Similar to the news industry, game developers have to adjust their business models to 

an ecosystem flushed with content.” As user acquisition costs have been steadily increasing 

(King, 2025), developers tend to reinforce the status quo, rather than deviate from the 

mainstream offering that may jeopardize a game’s profitability. In other words, platforms as 

multisided markets seem to have created a situation where accessibility implementation is seen 

as a deviation from the norms that may end up being costly. 

In this strategy, and in line with current industry practices, accessibility is decoupled from the 

core game development processes. Participants often acknowledged that accessibility might 

generate profits, but its implementation would only be considered if and only if a game made 

enough profits to cover the development costs. Here, game development seems to be understood 

as pragmatic and market-driven. There is a strong belief that what has worked before should, at 

least in theory, work again in the future. As the financial return from accessibility 

implementation has not yet been strongly established in the past, there is a strong reason to 

believe that implementing accessibility would similarly not be financially rewarding in the 
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future. Considering how the industry currently favors the winner-takes-all competitive logics, not 

investing in accessibility is seen as a rather risk-averse strategy. But if a game ends up making 

significant profits, then this perspective appears to assume that accessibility may be an 

opportunity to further exploit the market. The decision to invest in accessibility is not morally-

driven but rather driven by resource efficiency and market optimization. 

Third, the reactive strategy resonates especially with Kantian deontology, that emphasizes 

obeying laws, norms, or regulations as a moral duty (Kant & Gregor, 1996). While the rational 

strategy prioritizes market optimization, the reactive strategy centers on compliance with existing 

norms and regulations. Under this strategy, accessibility features are included only to the extent 

required by law or regulation, so as to avoid legal or reputational backlash or damage to the 

game development studio’s brand (e.g. McKinney et al., 2010). More specifically, participants 

highlighted that accessibility could be implemented if necessary (ID 160, “You can still make a 

successful game without it I and also the designers can study up on that if necessary”) or aligned 

with the current expectations (ID 269, “The status quo for accessibility in gaming is usually 

adding the ability to remap controls and additional subtitles.”).

Here, the challenge lies in the fact that there are little to no legally enforced accessibility 

regulations. For instance, Sony’s PlayStation Accessibility Guidelines (Sony Interactive 

Entertainment, n.d.) and Microsoft’s Xbox Accessibility Guidelines (Microsoft, 2023) aim to 

make games more accessible and inclusive, but in lieu of legal regulation they are not strictly 

enforced on game publishers and platforms. As such, while some practitioners are calling for 

more standardization through these, and other, guidelines (e.g. Access-Ability, 2024), the 
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number of game development companies embracing accessibility - while growing - remains 

small (Diaz, 2023). This indicates that while proponents of this strategy tend to appreciate 

adherence to prevalent legal and, at times, social norms and conventions in the industry, these 

norms and conventions are not static. This creates the potential for wider accessibility 

implementation in the future should the regulation and industry norms move in those directions.

Importantly, while participants within this strategy appear to understand the moral reasoning 

behind implementing accessibility, they also recognize market and budget realities. Their 

decisions are ultimately made according to existing industry and monetization logics. Even the 

potential to use accessibility to generate profits and do good appears secondary to fitting within 

existing norms. They often viewed some game development roles (e.g. developers and artists) as 

more essential than others, and assumed that accessibility is already being handled by them. 

Whereas the rational perspective considers accessibility from a market-driven / profit-driven 

perspective, the reactive perspective recognizes the morality of accessibility implementation. 

Conversely, while the proactive stance assumes that companies can integrate moral 

considerations into their business models, the reactive perspective supports such integration only 

when mandated by legal or social pressures. As such, participants within this strategy seem to 

see morality as exogenous to game development companies, rather than endogenous.

4.2 Theoretical contributions

The key theoretical contribution of this research lies in delineating three theoretical accessibility 

decision-making strategies, aligning them with moral and ethical decision-making theory, and 

highlighting that approaching game accessibility as a moral issue is the strategy most strongly 
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linked with increased spending on accessibility. By doing so, we extend prior conceptual studies 

on ethics in game development (Harviainen et al., 2020; Heimo et al., 2018) by empirically 

showing how practitioners frame their decisions. Importantly, by framing accessibility as a moral 

question, our findings shed light on the factors influencing accessibility implementation in the 

game industry. While prior literature has shed light on how accessibility features can be 

implemented (e.g. Anderson, 2024; Brown & Anderson, 2020) and for what purposes (e.g. 

Cairns et al., 2021), to the best of our knowledge, there is a paucity of studies investigating the 

reasons behind practitioners advocating for (or against) accessibility implementation. 

Importantly, our findings illustrate that moral considerations are intertwined with monetization 

logics in the game industry. Some practitioners framed accessibility not as an add-on but as an 

opportunity to do good and rethink monetization logics within the industry. Others saw that the 

current logics and status quo of the game industry mitigate the potential business value of 

accessibility. Put differently, those advocating for accessibility as morally just situate moral 

decision-making within the game development company, while those who see it as an add-on 

dependent on profit situate moral authority within the industry and market. These findings are 

important as they show how accessibility implementation is morally justified and where the 

moral responsibility lies.

The results also indicate that participants rarely prioritized accessibility spending over other core 

game development areas such as programming and graphics design. Budget constraints often 

leave accessibility implementation as a secondary concern. Participants suggested that smaller 

studios may lack the financial or human resources to invest in accessibility, even when they 
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recognize its importance. Conversely, larger companies were understood as having the required 

resources but perhaps lacking the willingness to advocate for accessibility. This reinforces the 

need for industry-wide advocacy, financial incentives, and regulatory support to ensure that 

accessibility remains an integral part of game development. 

The paradox here is that implementing accessibility at the end of the development process - as is 

the approach of the reactive strategy – often becomes significantly more difficult and expensive, 

requiring substantial redesign efforts, additional testing, and potential compatibility fixes. Late-

stage integration often leads to suboptimal solutions that fail to meet industry best practices, 

further discouraging studios from investing in accessibility, and reinforcing industry norms. Our 

findings show that implementing accessibility requires not only a rethinking of the game 

development processes and practices but, perhaps most importantly, moral advocacy from 

individuals and firms. It also requires regulation from governments and other relevant 

supranational bodies. Given the dominance of the winner-takes-all business logics in the game 

industry and industries dominated by platforms, leaving accessibility solely to voluntary 

initiative appears unlikely to produce substantial progress as long as accessibility is seen as a 

cost rather than a clear, quantifiable business opportunity.

Building on the above, although our study is grounded in the game industry, there is strong 

reason to believe that our findings are relevant to other digitized and platform-intensive 

industries as well. Digital platforms have increasingly “disrupted competition and innovation 

across many sectors” (Ozalp et al., 2022, p. 78), and are known to enforce “changes in the 

practices of labor, creativity, and democracy” (Poell et al., 2022, p. 7).  Industries in which 
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platforms dominate value creation and capture are therefore likely to experience similar tensions 

regarding accessibility. While platforms differ across sectors, their winner-takes-all dynamics 

can hinder accessibility efforts, as deviations from established conventions are often met with 

resistance (e.g., Rietveld & Eggers, 2018). Thus, although the game industry has undoubtedly 

benefited from platformization, the underlying business logics can deprioritize certain forms of 

innovation, such as accessibility features, and we expect similar dynamics to unfold in other 

digitized or platformized industries.

4.3 Practical implications

Educating game industry professionals on the ethical and moral significance of accessibility is 

crucial. Our findings highlight that moral reasoning is the primary motivator for accessibility 

spending. However, education and awareness campaigns alone are unlikely to be sufficient for 

significant or widespread accessibility implementation in the game or digitized and creative 

industries more broadly. Organizational support, such as incorporating accessibility into the 

development workflows and ensuring that accessibility professionals are part of design teams 

from the outset, is necessary. We encourage game companies to integrate accessibility training 

into their employee onboarding processes and offer continuous professional development in this 

area. Industry-wide initiatives, including accessibility awards and certification programs, can 

similarly incentivize accessible, inclusive design. Importantly, what is needed is an industry-

wide mindset shift from seeing accessibility as a cost, to seeing it as an inclusive way to generate 

profits. Just like how subtitles, a form of accessibility feature, have been relatively normalized, 

other accessibility features could follow suit. 
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Finally, regulations directly addressing accessibility in digital entertainment industries are also 

necessary to ensure industry-wide adoption. While some countries have begun implementing 

legal requirements for digital accessibility (e.g. for subtitles in film industries), there remains a 

lack of relevant legislation in the game industry. Policymakers are encouraged to work with 

game developers, researchers, and disability advocacy groups to create standardized accessibility 

requirements that are reasonable for all stakeholders involved. We believe that the path to 

widespread accessibility adoption in the game industry requires a coordinated effort that brings 

together education, business incentives, and regulatory frameworks. 

4.4 Limitations and directions for future research

Like any study, this research has limitations that point to avenues for further research. First, 

surveys can exhibit high degrees of self-selection and self-report biases and may not reflect 

actual behavior (Barker & Pistrang, 2012). However, surveys offer an important vantage point 

onto what individuals think and value, which is not always reflected by their actual behavior 

(Pinsonneault & Kraemer, 1993). Future studies are encouraged to employ different methods 

such as interviews and behavioral data analysis to approach the phenomenon from more angles. 

Second, the sample of this research is dominated by men, although that is perhaps reflective of 

the game industry (e.g., International Game Developers Association, 2022). While initial trends 

suggest that women and non-binary individuals may be more inclined to allocate resources to 

accessibility and diversity roles, the lack of a balanced sample prevents definitive conclusions. 

Additionally, participants with disabilities demonstrated a lower willingness to invest in 

accessibility roles. However, because the sample consisted predominantly of participants without 
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disabilities, overall spending trends may reflect this imbalance. This sample composition limits 

the generalizability of our findings regarding the role of personal attributes in decision-making 

on accessibility implementation. Future research should strive for more balanced representation 

and stratified sampling to capture a more accurate picture of accessibility prioritization across 

different demographic groups.

Third, scenario and point allocation questions have been criticized for being somewhat detached 

from reality (e.g. Lehnert et al., 2015). However, they help reduce socially desirable responding. 

To complement and extend studies like ours, we recommend interviews, Delphi surveys, and 

longitudinal studies that could provide deeper insights into accessibility attitudes, spending 

practices, and the reasons organizations and individual developers choose to champion 

accessibility in their games. Future studies could specifically explore the role of accessibility 

advocates within game development teams and the extent to which their presence influences 

decision-making.

Fourth, we did not examine how game accessibility implementation can differ across game 

genres and platforms. Some accessibility strategies may be more prevalent within certain genres 

and/or platforms than others. As such, more studies are needed to investigate specific decision 

making strategies in different segments of the game industry. Furthermore, investigating how 

different monetization models (e.g., free-to-play vs. premium games) influence accessibility 

decisions could provide further insights into the economic factors affecting accessibility 

implementation.
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Finally, researchers are encouraged to further examine when and under what conditions the 

identified decision-making strategies are utilized, and by whom. They are further encouraged to 

examine the crossover between the strategies, where multiple strategies can exist within one 

organization; and how these strategies reflect broader personal and organizational orientations 

toward life, career, and business. Additionally, future studies are encouraged to explore how 

regulatory changes and evolving industry standards impact accessibility decision-making 

processes, providing a more dynamic understanding of how accessibility considerations develop 

over time.

5. Conclusion

This study explored the complex decision-making processes behind accessibility implementation 

in the game industry. By identifying three distinct strategies namely, proactive, rational, and 

reactive, the study shows that moral considerations, particularly those associated with the 

proactive strategy, play a significant role in driving accessibility efforts. However, the findings 

also indicate that financial incentives, legal compliance, and broader market reach are influential 

factors. For accessibility to become normalized in the game industry, stakeholders must promote 

it through a combination of ethical justification and commercially grounded arguments. This 

dual focus can create a more compelling case for developers to prioritize accessibility. 

Ultimately, this research contributes to a deeper understanding of the moral and practical 

dimensions of inclusion in fast-paced, highly competitive digital entertainment and creative 

industries.
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Table 1. Participant demographics.

Variable Frequency Percent

18 – 25 88 32.4

26 – 35 121 44.5

36 – 45 45 16.5

46 – 55 12 4.4

56+ 4 1.5

Age

Unknown 2 .7

Female/woman 76 27.9

Male/man 179 65.8

Transgender and nonbinary 12 4.4 

Gender

Prefer not to say 5 1.8

Employment Student 16 5.9

Employed 246 90.5 

Unemployed 9 3.3

Other 1 .4

Africa 29 10.7

Asia 31 11.4

Australia / Oceania 4 1.5

Residence continent

Europe 126 46.3
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North America 80 29.4

South America 2 .7

Game Designer 30 11.0

Game Programmer 30 11.0

Game Artists/Animators 21 7.7

UX/UI Designers 25 9.2

Community Managers 6 2.2

Quality Assurance (QA) experts 8 2.9

Game Producers/Project Managers 14 5.1

Narrative Designers/Game Writers 6 2.2

Audio/sound engineers 3 1.1

Marketing / Business Manager 24 8.8

Student 6 2.2

Multiple Roles 81 29.8

Job roles

Other 18 6.8

Console 8 2.9

Mobile 49 18.0

VR and AR 1 .4

PC 54 19.9

Game Platform

Multiple 154 56.6
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Unknown 6 2.2

Micro enterprises (1 to 9 employees) 101 37.1

Small enterprises (10 to 49 
employees) 78 28.7

Medium-sized enterprises (50 to 249 
employees) 55 20.2

Company size

Large enterprises (+250 employees) 38 14.0

Unknown 19 7.0

NO 225 82.7

Has a disability

Yes 28 10.3

NO 161 59.2

Unknown 24 8.8Knows someone with a 
disability

Yes 87 32

Table 2. Representative quotes for 1st order concepts coding.

1st order concept Representative participant quotes

Avoid budget 
constraints 
(minimizing additional 
costs)

“Of all the roles described, I have first-hand experience of the 
benefit/value they bring to a game, it is harder for me to make 
abstraction of them, particularly within the context of a large 
production. When it comes to advising roles, I recognize their value 
on a personal/ethical level, unfortunately with limited resources they 
are likely the first ones a production cannot afford. I don't believe 
this is morally right though.”

“I gave Diversity and Marketing roles $0, because for example. 
Diversity doesn't need a budget if the Narrative roles are able to craft 
a good story that makes everyone feel welcomed in the game's lore 
and universe. Marketing can also be spread by word of the mouth if 
the game's trailers or gameplay is something special or appealing to 
fans, which generates hype factor.”

Company size “My skills and that of my current team already cover the missing 
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(resources linked to 
firm scale)

roles.”

“With the given budget, that would be the most optimized way to 
create a product. After all, other matters such as accessibility, 
business managers, and diversity specialists are something for bigger 
companies with higher budgets.”

Prioritize essential 
roles (focusing on core 
development tasks)

“Accessibility and diversity can be handled by a good designer.  You 
don’t need community management to stand up development.  Art 
and engineering are the limiters on what you can actually build.”

“Programmers and game planners are the real leaders of the game.”

Resource-intensive 
functions (high cost or 
staffing demands)

“Engineers (including programmers and sound engineers) and Artists 
(including designers) are the most two demanding roles for any game 
development studio alongside proper QA, management and 
marketing.”

“Everything counts in a good game, awesome story plus an awesome 
audio definitely makes a better experience playing it. Sometimes 
could replace a whole publicity team.”

Sequential (addressing 
roles in a production 
pipeline)

“I chose these roles for this particular funding round because they're 
essential to pre-production and full production, and most of the other 
roles could be sought after more funding was received on the final 
approach to launch. Out of all the roles listed, the ones that scored 0 
can afford to be slightly later in the production process.”

“My idea is to start at the top of the game design project and work 
your way down from the game designer to the test experimenter to 
the game marketer.”

Inclusive (aiming to 
include players from 
all backgrounds)

“Equal distribution is conducive to overall improvement”

“I feel it's important to include people from all walks of life, no 
matter what to ensure they can have the same experience as others.”

Prioritize experience 
(protecting gameplay 
quality)

“The experience of the game is the most important, including the 
design, graphics, sound, etc. I don't think the rest is important”

“The quality of a game is what matters, game design, graphics, 
sound, maneuverability, etc., is the life of a game”
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Emphasize customer 
loyalty (building and 
maintaining player 
communities)

“Ideally I'd like for everyone to have equal pay and to hire a project 
manager and marketing specialist. In this hypothetical case, however, 
I would rather have a solid team of designers and programmers to 
build the game and a capable community manager to organically 
grow the community and indirectly market it that way”

“Essentially I viewed this as a choice between building a good game 
but sacrificing relations with fans (Community Managers) and other 
businesses (Marketing), or building a decent though potentially 
buggy game, and relying on a strong relationship with the fans in 
order to make up for the lack of QA and Marketing.”

Efficiency (doing 
more with limited 
resources)

“designers and coders are the backbone of the game; I would expect 
some of these to do double duty - all the jobs would be covered, but 
the team would contribute to other work needed”

“Accessibility: Based on priorities, make the game first then make it 
accessible to avoid spending money on things that would take time/ 
effort and are not guaranteed to reach the target audience.”

Role / task suitability 
(matching accessibility 
to job roles)

“The two that I didn't use I figured we probably would have someone 
in house who could fill those roles. They have commonalities with 
other roles we did fund so they could do both.”

“I gave the UX/UI 0, because the Game designers are able to design 
the UX/UI. Same goes for Diversity/Equity, the community 
managers can do that job.”

Values v. profit 
(tension between ethics 
and revenue)

“The toughest "0" was Diversity specialists. Mainly, this was because 
I couldn't justify "spending" the same amount on that as on 
programming, art, marketing, and narrative. But it wouldn't be 
accurate to say that I don't think games should budget for it. This is 
where "value" and "budget" come into extreme conflict. Like, I'd 
rather have a game with sloppy, buggy programming or substandard 
animation than one with a lazy/harmful take on (or no consideration 
at all to) diversity issues, but even sloppy programming will cost a 
project many orders of magnitude more than a specialized diversity 
consultant.”

“With minimal resources, there are always going to be areas that are 
under-funded. With such a low budget, but still needing to create a 
game, I chose to focus on the roles that would actually be able to 
create a game.  There's no point in focusing on marketing or 
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accessibility if you don't have a game to start with.”

Pragmatic (focusing 
on essential roles over 
ideal improvements)

“Art content usually the most expensive part of development, so 
added double the resources compared to other departments. There 
were more departments than 10, so had to cut out the ones that aren't 
mandatory to shipping a game, even if they would make the game 
better”

“Sorry to the workers behind the scenes. I value the direct 
participants more”

Quality-driven 
(prioritizing game 
quality over 
marketing)

“As there was not enough budget made available to both produce a 
functioning, accessible game AND market it, I have chosen to 
provide resources to produce the game.  This may be a poor business 
decision, but I will hope that the quality of the game will market 
itself.”

“A good game doesn't need marketing. it depends on the player.”

Market-driven 
(aligning decisions 
with market demand)

“Prioritizing what will get the project complete, and get the project 
sold, with the most likelihood of a good reception and taking market 
forces into account.”

“Experts in programming, UX design, design, and animation are key 
to success. The game has to work well to sell well and attract wide 
audiences. But marketing is also important”

Table 3. Spending on all roles. 

Role Mean Std. Deviation Variance Sum

Game-designers 1.53 .841 .708 415

Game-programmers 1.75 .864 .747 477

Game-Artists/Animators 1.27 .563 .317 346

UX/UI-Designers .85 .523 .273 232

Community managers .32 .498 .248 87

Diversity/Equity-Specialists .24 .458 .210 60
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Accessibility-Specialists .32 .475 .226 87

Quality-assurance-experts .72 .551 .304 197

Game-producers/Project-Managers .76 .557 .310 206

Narrative-designers/Game-Writers .78 .596 .355 213

Audio/Sound-Engineers .82 .466 .217 222

Marketing/Business-Managers .64 .585 .342 174

Table 4. Budget spent on accessibility by gender subgroups.

Subsample Those spending $1 or more on 
the accessibility role

Gender Number of 
participants

Number of spending participants 
out of the subsample

Percentage of spending 
participants in the subsample

Average spending 
in $

Woman 76 34 44,7% 1

Man 179 44 24,6% 1

Transgender 
and 
nonbinary

12 6 50% 1

Prefer not to 
say

5 2 40% 1

Table 5. Summary of Regression Model for Accessibility Strategies and accessibility spending.

R R Square Adjusted R Square Std. Error of the Estimate

.138a .019 .015 .471

Predictor: (Constant), Accessibility strategies dummy variable

Dependent Variable: Spending on accessibility Specialists 

Table 6. Accessibility decision-making theoretical strategies.

Strategy name Proactive 
accessibility spending

Rational accessibility 
spending

Reactive accessibility 
spending

Description of 
the strategy

Accessibility seen 
through the lens of 
moral justice, aligning 

Rooted in Ayn Rand's 
objectivist ethics, this 
strategy prioritizes a 

Based on Kantian 
deontology, this 
method involves 
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with care and virtue 
ethics. It advocates for 
games to be 
universally accessible, 
emphasizing moral 
obligations.

game's profitability 
over accessibility. 
Accessibility features 
are considered only if 
they contribute to the 
game's financial 
success post-launch.

complying with legal 
accessibility standards 
to avoid negative 
repercussions for a 
game or studio. It 
treats accessibility as a 
legal obligation rather 
than a moral one.

How decision-
making is 
justified

Everyone should have 
access to games

Accessibility is 
considered after a 
game is adequately 
profitable

Accessibility arising 
from legal compliance 
and / or avoidance of 
damage to the brand

Approach to 
game 
development

Inclusive - as many 
accessibility features 
as possible should be 
implemented early on 
in the development 
process

Accessibility features 
seen possible as add-
ons after a game’s 
launch to maximize 
profits

Accessibility features 
added to the game post 
launch

Implementation Dedicated 
accessibility 
specialists

No accessibility 
specialists or external 
consultants utilized

Designers acting as 
accessibility 
specialists
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Figure 1. Analysis process for the qualitative data. 
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