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Foreword
In just its third year of existence, the Journal of Law and Technology
at Texas (JOLTT) has continued to grow, thanks to the work ethic of our
wonderful executive board. Daniel Rankin, JOLTT’s Assistant Editor in
Chief, has been a powerhouse—designing editing guidelines and managing
editors and edits as an Executive Editor. Elijah Roden, our Vice President
of Content, also performed beautifully as an Executive Editor, while
concurrently helping to organize JOLTT’s first Women in Technology Law
Panel.1 Grace Bowers, Vice President of Outreach, led the Women in
Technology Law Panel, garnered the support of law firms, and helped
perform JOLTT’s Technology Lawyer Highlight interviews. Seth Young,
Vice President of Membership, managed our members, and has helped put
guidelines in place so our members can get the full benefit of belonging to
JOLTT. Tracy Zhang, JOLTT’s Director of Technology has completely
revamped our website, www.jolttx.com, increasing its functionality,
readability, and accessibility. This website update is especially important to
ensure that JOLTT stays on the forefront of communicating with lawyers in
the technology sector.
Special thanks to Founders Alex Sharestani and Clara Chalk, and
former Editor in Chief Tyler Oubre, not only for having the vision and grit
to bring JOLTT into existence, but for continuing to support JOLTT now
that you are both legal practitioners.
Sincerely,

Hayley Ostrin
Editor in Chief
The Journal of Law and Technology at Texas

1

Visit http://jolttx.com/2018/11/26/video-women-in-technology-panel/ to view a
recording of this event.
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I.

INTRODUCTION

Copyright law and the First Amendment’s right to free speech are
often at conceptual odds with each other. As legal scholar Paul Goldstein
puts it: “[C]opyright persists in its potential for conflict with the First
Amendment.”1 The former, a government creation, effectuates the idea that
ownership of a work is exclusively conferred onto the creator so as to
protect her work from unauthorized use by others2, whereas the latter
curtails government restrictions on the people’s constitutional right to free
speech and expression.3
Even so, copyright and free speech are not meant to exist in
disharmony. Crucially, the U.S. Constitution contains clauses on both
copyright and free speech, implying that the Framers intended for copyright
to exist within limits. The Constitution’s inclusion of both clauses also
lends credence to the notion that, within a certain range of conditions,
copyright4 and the First Amendment actually further the same democratic
goal: safeguarding the free and widespread dissemination of expression
and ideas. In search of that point of optimality, several mechanisms have
been developed in copyright law that function to balance the preservation
of free-speech values with the enforcement of creators’ copyright interest
in their works.5 One of those mechanisms is the fair-use doctrine, an
affirmative defense in which courts determine whether an unauthorized
copy falls under one of several exceptions, such as parody, criticism, or
research. It is one of the most unsettled and murkiest areas of the law. 6 As
1

Paul Goldstein, Copyright and the First Amendment, 70 COLUM. L. REV. 983, 984 (1970).

2

U.S. CONST. amend. I.

3

Copyright law and enforcement draw their persuasive thrust from Article I, § 8, cl. 8 of
the U.S. Constitution. It states, in pertinent part, that Congress is empowered to “promote
the Progress of Science and useful Arts, by securing for limited Times to Authors and
Inventors the exclusive Right to their respective Writings and Discoveries.” U.S. CONST.
Art. I, § 8, cl. 8.
4

In other words: The Copyright Clause, which is implemented by the Copyright Act of
1976.
5

See Eldred v. Ashcroft, 537 U.S. 186, 219–221 (2003).

6

See Sony Computer Entertainment America, Inc. 417, 454–55 (1984).

4
such, this essay specifically focuses on the fair-use doctrine and the extent
to which it is effective in harmonizing freedom of expression and
copyright.
The way courts apply fair use today is increasingly outmoded. As
digital technologies have fundamentally changed the way in which people
speak and interact, the fulcrum between freedom of expression and its
counterweight, copyright enforcement, has likewise shifted. Today’s
World Wide Web has made possible the seamless distribution, circulation
and exchange of expressive works from person to person, and in turn, the
creation of many novel, modern-day channels of expression. In particular,
the popularity of collage and appropriation art forms such as mashups and
internet “memes” have risen to viral proportions.7 However, many such
collage and appropriation works do not fall within traditional notions of
fair use and, as a result, undergo crude judicial analysis. The resulting
uncertainty over the reliability of fair use as a balancing tool, then, tends to
chill the dissemination of certain types of expression, even though many of
these expressions are considered by society as staples of cultural
communication in the digital era. Put differently, the overall effect of a
shaky fair-use standard is that the shared goal of copyright and the First
Amendment strays further away from actualization.
Therefore, the current state of jurisprudential treatment of fair use
as a balancing mechanism warrants serious re-examination. Rather than
adhering to arcane distinctions, fair use should mirror the public normative
perception of where the line between speech and copyright exists. As such,
this essay proposes and supports the following recommendation for reform:
Embracing an expansive, Cariou-like conception of fair use that subsumes
online-era transformative appropriation/adaptive uses of existing works—
in combination with shifting the burden of proof from the fair user to the
copyright holder—will reinstate fair use as an effective balancing
mechanism between free speech and copyright values. Doing so will
realign the fair-use standard not only with today’s technological realities,
but also with critical democratic theories of expression.

7

See Kim Zetter, Humans Are Just Machines For Propagating Memes, WIRED (Feb, 29,
2008), https://www.wired.com/2008/02/ted-blackmore/ (“A meme can be a song or snippet
of a song, a dance, an urban legend, an expression or behavior, a product brand or even a
religion.”).
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To start, Part II provides background on the relationship between
First Amendment and copyright law, as well as why fair use in particular is
poised for reform. Part II then explains how digital technologies have
fundamentally changed the nature of expression in terms of free speech and
copyright. Part III discusses at length the theoretical framework guiding the
bulk of this essay’s analysis. Part IV delves into the legal landscape of fair
use, that is, it provides an analysis of how it is applied in the judicial system.
Drawing from that, Part V identifies issues stemming from the application
of the fair use standard that, in reality, counters its underlying goal. Based
on the analysis in the foregoing sections, Part V lays out a two-part proposal
for fair-use reform. Lastly, Part VI provides justifications supporting each
part of the proposal.
II.

THE SHARED AND DIVERGENT GOALS OF THE FIRST AMENDMENT
AND COPYRIGHT

Stated earlier, both the Copyright Clause and Free Speech Clause
are housed in the Constitution, implying that the Framers intended for
copyright to operate within the confines of the fundamental right to speech.
In the most basic terms, the First Amendment protects expression, while
copyright law regulates it. Many notable legal scholars have long
contended that there is an inherent and, more often than not, problematic
tension between the constitutional commitment to protect free speech and
the current application of copyright.8 However, the Supreme Court so far
8

See Ned Snow, Fair Use as a Matter of Law, 89 DENV. U. L. REV. 1, 32 (2011) (“[T]he
copyright tension [with the Free Speech Clause] appears much greater than the fair-use
tension [with the Free Speech Clause]: copyright appears to pose a greater threat to free
speech than does fair use.”); see also Ned Snow, The Forgotten Right of Fair Use, 62
CASE W. RES. L. REV. 135, 138 (2011) (“At war are speech and copyright.”); Abraham
Bell & Gideon Parchomovsky, The Dual-Grant Theory of Fair Use, 83 U. CHI. L. REV.
1051, 1108 (2016) (“[T]here is some obvious tension between the strategies chosen by
free speech law and copyright law to encourage expression . . . It is undeniable that the
two bodies of law adopt fundamentally opposite approaches to promoting speech in
society.”); Rebecca Tushnet, Copy This Essay: How Fair Use Doctrine Harms Free
Speech and How Copying Serves It, 114 YALE L. J. 535, 540 (2004) (likening copyright
to “book burning mandated by law”); Julie Cohen, Intellectual Privacy and Censorship of
the Internet, 8 SETON HALL CONST L. J. 693, 693 (1998) (labeling copyright a “form of
censorship”); Erwin Chemerinsky, Balancing Copyright Protections and Freedom of
Speech: Why the Copyright Extension Act is Unconstitutional, 36 LOY. L.A. L. REV. 83,
95 (2003) (asserting that “the Copyright Term Extension Act should be deemed to fail
intermediate scrutiny and thus to violate the First Amendment.”).
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has consistently rejected any notion that copyright and the First
Amendment are in tension or are incompatible in their current form; rather,
the Court insists they are complimentary.9 The way the Court sees it,
copyright incentivizes the creation and dissemination of published
expression, while the First Amendment restrains the government from
limiting it.10 Though, this view can easily be framed in the negative:
“Copyright represents a government restraint on the public’s ability to
communicate copied expression [by] restrain[ing] those who speak
expression already articulated by another,” while “free speech condemns
[that very restraint].”11
Therefore, in light of the growing rift between the judicial sentiment
espoused in Eldred and the technological paradigm shift in expressive
activity, a critical choice must be made at this juncture: either accept the
Supreme Court’s assertion regarding the harmonious nature of the
relationship between copyright and speech and move on, or challenge that
notion and come up with ways to reform features of copyright such that
they remain functionally effective, even when the surrounding
circumstances change. This essay is decidedly an assertion of the latter.
Indeed, as copyright scholar Melville Nimmer asserts, free speech is about
self-expression.12 If the goal of the Copyright Clause in the Constitution is
“[t]o promote the Progress of Science and useful Arts, by securing for
limited Times to Authors and Inventors the exclusive Right to their
respective Writings and Discoveries,”13 then it would seem that the
Copyright Act’s policy balance—between incentivizing the production of

9

See Eldred v. Ashcroft, 537 U.S. 186, 219 (2003) (“[C]opyright’s limited monopolies are
compatible with free speech principles. Indeed, copyright’s purpose is to promote the
creation and publication of free expression.”).
10

Id. (emphasis added).

11

Ned Snow, The Forgotten Right of Fair Use, 62 CASE W. RES. L. REV. 135, 138 (2011).

12

Melville B. Nimmer, Does Copyright Abridge the First Amendment Guarantees of Free
Speech and Press?, 17 UCLA L. REV. 1180 (1970).
13

U.S. CONST. Art. I, sec. 8, cl. 8.

7
creative works and safeguarding public access to those works—must
effectuate the Copyright Clause’s expression-protective goal.14
In other words, the main objective of copyright exclusivity is to
maximize the dissemination of creative and expressive works. Therefore,
if the public perception of what is expressive has shifted, or if the means of
accomplishing self-expression has fundamentally changed due to
disruption brought by technological development, then it is worth exploring
whether certain aspects of copyright law should be reformed in order to
ensure that the underlying policy of both the Copyright Clause and First
Amendment is fulfilled in today’s contexts.
Accordingly, this essay operates under the assumption that
copyright and the right to free speech were meant to further the same
democratic goal: safeguarding the free and widespread dissemination of
expression and ideas. The starting point for reform, then, is to explore ways
to reunify copyright and free speech such that they indeed work towards
their shared goal—even in the digital age. Specifically, this requires
examining the area in which copyright and free speech intersect. Embedded
within copyright law are legal mechanisms that function to safeguard freespeech principles. These mechanisms include the widely accepted
idea/expression dichotomy;13 the first-sale doctrine;14 the limited term of a
copyright;15 and the fair-use standard.16 However, not all of these
mechanisms are created equal in terms of their amenability for reform. As
law professor Michael J. Madison writes:
The idea/expression distinction is almost impossibly
elusive; licensing of digital content presses the first sale
doctrine nearly to the breaking point; and in Eldred v.
Ashcroft the Supreme Court determined that Congress
has nearly unlimited discretion in setting copyright’s
14

Nicolas Suzor, Access, Progress, and Fairness: Rethinking Exclusivity in Copyright,
15(2) VAND. J. ENT. & TECH. L. 294, 322 (2008); U.S.C. § 102(b) (“In no case does
copyright protection for an original work of authorship extend to any idea, procedure,
process, system, method of operation, concept, principle, or discovery, regardless of the
form in which it is described, explained, illustrated, or embodied in such work.”).
15

U.S.C. § 109 (where a buyer of a copyrighted work may do what he may with the work
as long as it does not infringe upon the exclusive rights of the work’s copyright owner);
see supra note 3; U.S.C. § 107.

8
duration. Fair use appears to be the battleground state of
copyright politics. To paraphrase Lloyd Weinreb, fair use
embodies the true meaning of copyright—whatever that
is.16
Therefore, fair use is the chosen object of analysis in this essay,
since it appears to promise a greater return on investment (i.e., implemented
reform) as compared to the other copyright-free speech-balancing
mechanisms.
Indeed, fair use is uniquely flexible, “which is particularly important
with regard to copyright laws, because they must be constantly adjusted to
face the changing needs of rapidly developing technology. [Such]
[f]lexibility . . . is necessary for achieving the goals of copyright laws in
such a dynamic environment, and for securing breathing space for its
creators.”17 The fair-use doctrine operates as an affirmative defense in
copyright-infringement lawsuits. When a defendant is accused of copyright
infringement, she can assert in court that her use of the copyrighted material
in question constitutes fair use. Judges will then assess whether the facts
and circumstances surrounding the alleged infringement support a finding
of fair use. The outcome of fair-use disputes, however, is typically hard to
predict, as fair-use determinations are fact-intensive, and the judge enjoys a
wide breadth of discretion when making such determinations.
The flexibility of fair use arises from its four factors. The four fairuse factors judges consider are as follows: (1) purpose and character of the
use, including whether such use is of a commercial nature and/or is
transformative; (2) nature of the copyrighted work; (3) the amount and
substantiality of the portion used in relation to the copyrighted work as a
whole; and (4) the effect of the use upon the potential market. 18 The first
factor is particularly important, as it generally accounts for a larger portion

16

Michael J. Madison, Rewriting Fair Use and the Future of Copyright Reform, 23
CARDOZO ART & ENT. L. J. 391, 393 (2005) [hereinafter Rewriting Fair Use].
17

Niva Elkin-Koren & Orit Fischman-Afori, Rulifying Fair Use, 59 ARIZ. L. REV. 161,
162 (2017).
18

Campbell v. Acuff-Rose Music, 510 U.S. 569 (1994).
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of the judicial imagination relative to the other three factors. 19 Indeed, in
Campbell v. Acuff-Rose Music, the Supreme Court held that
“transformative” uses—uses that add new material in a manner that reflects
critically on the original copyrighted work—are favored and assumed to be
less likely to damage the copyright owner’s market interests. 20 Such uses
are considered objectively valuable to culture and society at large and are
therefore prioritized over one’s copyright interest in the original work.
By virtue of the four factors in fair use, there is room for
malleability without uprooting the foundations of copyright law.
Specifically, evaluating what exactly renders a given use of copyrighted
material “transformative” under the first fair-use factor, so as to bring it
outside the classification of “derivative” work (an integral part of a
copyright holder’s set of exclusive rights), is a viable, albeit challenging,
path of inquiry.21 Indeed, in a culture characterized by interactivity and
mass participation online, people are able to piece together and
continuously distribute, circulate, and exchange bits of culture from person
to person quickly and cheaply. Some argue that now-popular contemporary
appropriation art poses a special free-speech problem.22 Collage and
appropriation works of expression—or as law professor Jack M. Balkin
describes it, “the creative and opportunistic use of trademarks, cultural
icons, and bits of media products to create, innovate, re-edit, alter, and form
pastiches and collage”—are a standard technique of speech and expression
19

See id. at 569; see also Cariou v. Prince, 714 F.3d 694, 705 (2d Cir. 2013) (“The first
statutory factor to consider, which addresses the manner in which the copied work is used,
is “[t]he heart of the first use inquiry”) (quoting Blanch v. Koons, 467 F.3d 244, 251 (2d
Cir. 2006)).
20

See Campbell, 510 U.S. at 579 (“The central purpose of this investigation is to see . . .
whether the new work merely ‘supersede[s] the objects’ of the original creation, or instead
adds something new, with a further purpose or different character, altering the first with
new expression, meaning, or message; it asks, in other words, whether and to what extent
the new work is ‘transformative.’”) (internal citations omitted).
21

Rebecca Tushnet, Copy This Essay: How Fair Use Doctrine Harms Free Speech and
How Copying Serves It, 114 YALE L. J. 535, 544 (“The derivative works right is difficult
to reconcile with a transformation-friendly fair use.”) [hereinafter Tushnet].
22

See Sean M. O’Conner, The Internet Does Not Reset the Copyright-Free Speech Balance,
Center For The Protection of Intellectual Property (November 2013), at 4 [hereinafter
O’Conner].
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in the digital world.23 At the heart of today’s fair-use debate, then, is
determining which “uses” of copyrighted material should be considered
acceptable, that is, which “uses” should be considered objectively valuable
enough to democratic culture such that they warrant protection under
“transformative” fair use.
As of now, the fair-use standard in its current form is, in Professor
Jessica Litman’s words, “a troublesome safe harbor for First Amendment
rights.”24 Thus, fair use—though “spectacularly unsuccessful” as applied—
is in dire need of reexamination.25 Therefore, the starting point for analysis
in this essay will be to evaluate the criteria of what makes a work
“transformative” against the backdrop of change in expression and culture
brought on by the digital revolution.
III.

AN OVERVIEW OF TODAY’S TECHNOLOGICAL REALITIES WITH
RESPECT TO NEW MODES OF EXPRESSION

The digital revolution has recast the system of free expression in a
new light: It has enabled widespread cultural participation and interaction
that previously could not exist on the same scale.26 For example, the advent
of the internet and attendant technologies (e.g., the MP3 file format, peerto-peer file-sharing networks, social media networks) has dramatically
lowered the cost of copying and distributing content. It has also made it
easier for individuals to innovate with existing content, comment on it, and
build upon it. Now, finding themselves in the thick of digital
communication that is characterized by seamless interactivity and mass
participation, consumers of content are able to “copy, modify, annotate,
collate, transmit, and distribute [it] by storing it in digital form.” 27 In other
23

Jack M. Balkin, Digital Speech and Democratic Culture: A Theory of Freedom of
Expression for the Information Society, 79 N.Y.U. L. REV. 1, 11 (2004) [hereinafter Digital
Speech and Democratic Culture].
24

Jessica Litman, Reforming Information Law in Copyright’s Image, 22 DAYTON L. REV.
587, 612 (1997).
25

See id.

26

Balkin, supra note 23, at 2.

27

Balkin, supra note 23, at 2.
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words, people can, with relative ease, combine and mix content with other
existing content to produce something entirely new as a means of
expressing themselves to the world.
Speech and expression have become “democratized because
technologies of distribution and transmission are put in the hands of an
increasing number of people and increasingly diverse segments of society
throughout the planet . . . In the digital age, distribution and innovation go
hand in hand.”28 The mass popularity and distribution of cross-genre artist
mash-ups29 are a prime illustration of this phenomenon:
[T]he mash-up is a response to larger technological,
institutional, and social contexts. Through themes of
irony, empowerment, and re-appropriation, the mash-up
serves as a fitting expression of today’s youth media
experience . . . Mashers rewrite the pop canon . . . and
subvert taste hierarchies that dominate pop music . . .
Their deconstructionist, re-appropriationist mentality—
whereby texts are stripped of original meaning and
soldered to others—also blurs the high-low culture
divide.30
Indeed, emerging communications technologies have given life to
new modes of critical and cultural expression, some of which encompass
forms of collage and appropriation art that thrive online—e.g., remixes,
mash-ups, sonic sampling, memes, and many more. Of crucial importance
is the fact that many of these types of works can arguably be considered
culturally valuable, as their contribution to the diversity of expression and
speech is certainly notable. Some such works can be considered heterodox
and are especially valuable to society, in that they “challenge broadly held
views, beliefs or tastes, and include content that is outside the mainstream,
28

Balkin, supra note 23, at 8–9.

29

A mash-up is a sound recording that is comprised of samples taken from other recordings
and remixed to create a single new track.
30

Michael Serazio, The Apolitical Irony of Generation Mash-Up: A Cultural Case Study
in Popular Music, 31 Popular Music and Society 79, 79–91 (2008) [hereinafter The
Apolitical Irony of Generation Mash-Up].

12
is avant-garde, or is aimed at preferences and tastes that are relatively
marginal.”31 Indeed, some music historians frame the loosening of
production boundaries (as seen in mash-up culture) as an expression of
empowerment and resistance against mainstream perceptions of music.32
At a minimum, such digital art forms play a significant role in changing the
public’s relationship to music.34
Yet, the proliferation of digital technologies has opened up new
opportunities for rights-holders to aggressively limit and control maverick
means of cultural participation and interaction, rendering the underlying
tension between copyright and freedom of speech much more pronounced.
In addition, copyright law has developed and been legislated in a way that
skews incentives and rewards for the content industry against public access
to copyrighted works.33 Armed with advanced online technologies,
copyright holders receive notice of individuals’ unauthorized use of their
works and are able to track individuals’ copying activities. Unsurprisingly,
rights-holders frequently leverage the threat of litigation against the public
to maintain control over access to their works.34 At the same time, they
consistently reject complaints that their “digital rights management
schemes inhibit freedom of expression because they eliminate fair use and

31

See Oren Bracha & Talha Syed, Beyond Efficiency: Consequence-Sensitive Theories of
Copyright, 29 BERKELEY TECH. L. J. 229, 269 (2014) [hereinafter Beyond Efficiency].
32

See Serazio, The Apolitical Irony of Generation Mash-Up, at 85.

33

Nicolas Suzor, Access, Progress, and Fairness: Rethinking Exclusivity in Copyright,
15(2) VAND. J. ENT. & TECH. L. 294, 324 (2008) (copyright as applied today supports an
“asymmetry in market power between professional artists and publisher intermediaries and
generally fails to adequately reward all but superstar artists . . . [I]t provides extremely high
rewards to an extremely small proportion of creators who are able to win a lottery for
attention.”).
34

See Kerry Sheehan & Kit Walsh, “BWP Media v. Polyvore: It’s All About Control”,
Elec.
Frontier
Found.,
Feb.
22,
2017,
available
at
https://www.eff.org/deeplinks/2017/02/bwp-media-v-polyvore-its-all-about-control
(“Big media gatekeepers have a long history of trying to use copyright law to maintain
control of technology that enables ordinary people to take popular culture into their own
hands. In the 1980’s it was home video recording, in the 2000’s, remote video storage.
Since then, the battle has been waged over various forms of user-generated content
platforms and search tools.”).
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shrink the public domain.”35 However, in the process of aggressively
asserting their rights online and relying on the current interpretation of fair
use, they often fail to distinguish fair users from infringers.36
It follows, then, that emerging technologies have weakened the
reliability of fair use as a balancing mechanism between copyright and free
expression. This has resulted in a sweeping conflation of all types of
infringement in legal thinking. For example, judges often lump together
certain instances of “transformative appropriation (e.g., when a rap artist
samples a song without permission) with plagiarism (e.g., copying a
Beethoven symphony and claiming it as one’s own) and music piracy (e.g.,
burning a compact disc and sharing it with thousands of other network
users).37 Of course, this is not surprising because the underlying message
of collaged and appropriation works is largely premised on their usage and
referencing of other creative works. To the extent that someone needs to
use or reference a copyrighted work to express a markedly different point,
or to comment on or parody the work, the Supreme Court’s current position
is that the fair-use mechanism codified in the Copyright Act provides an
effective means to do so.38 Yet this position largely underestimates the
changes brought on by technology.39
35

Id. at 22.

36

See Ned Snow, Proving Fair Use: Burden of Proof as Burden of Speech, 31 CARDOZO
L. REV. 1781, 1805 (2010) (“From the standpoint of the copyright holders, these suits seem
necessary to protect their rights: The larger Internet audience creates a greater potential for
individual web posters to cause excessive damage to copyright value. But, in bringing suits
against individuals, copyright holders often fail to discriminate between infringers and fair
users.”) [hereinafter Proving Fair Use].
37

Joanna Dembers, Steal This Music: How Intellectual Property Law Affects Creativity,
Athens: U of Georgia, 119 (2006) [hereinafter Dembers].
38

39

See id.

See Lawrence B. Solum, The Future of Copyright: Free Culture: How Big Media Uses
Technology and the Law to Lock Down Culture and Control Creativity, 83 TEXAS L. REV.
1137, 1138 (2005) (reviewing Lawrence Lessig, Free Culture: How Big Media Uses
Technology and the Law to Lock Down Culture and Control Creativity (2004)) (pointing
out that Legal scholar Joseph P. Liu has proposed that the scope of fair use should grow
over time to subsume benign uses of copyrighted works); see also Lawrence Lessig, Code
and Other Laws of Cyberspace (New York: Basic Books, 1999) at 124 (“Should the
architecture [of the digital technologies] allow perfect control over intellectual property, or
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Herein lies the major problem with copyright enforcement today:
Despite the emergence of new and culturally valuable forms of art on the
internet, many such creative works are considered to violate copyright
because they fall outside many courts’ stiff perception of what constitutes
a “transformative” fair use. In reality, the culture of sharing expressive
works online is too protean and multifaceted for the current fair-use
standard to successfully delineate some uses as good and fair (e.g.,
sampling in hip-hop, a key ingredient of the genre) from those that are
objectively bad (e.g., commercial piracy). Fair use, in theory, should be
conceptually malleable, so that it is able to continually calibrate its policy
calculus with widely accepted cultural norms about expression and
expressive activity. The justification for the manner in which the “safety
valve” between infringement and protected expression is administered
should be grounded in public norms surrounding expressive activity. Yet
collage and appropriation artists increasingly face threats of litigation or are
outright charged with copyright infringement, despite the fact that such art
forms are increasingly viewed by today’s information society as a valuable
form of expression and speech. Put simply, the existing rift between digital
communication technologies and copyright enforcement—manifested in
courts’ application of fair use—impermissibly starves freedom of
expression online and the critical democratic underpinnings of copyright.
IV.

CHOSEN PARAMETERS OF ANALYSIS

In order to assess the extent to which fair use, in its current form,
successfully balances free-speech values with copyright interests in the
context of the digital revolution, a framework for analysis must be
determined at the outset. Therefore, the following discussion on fair use as
it applies to digital-era expressive works will be structured around certain
chosen parameters.
First, the scope of this essay is limited to a specific subset of fairuse materials. The analysis will focus on modern-day appropriation and
collage works, which constitute a relatively narrow sliver of works
typically known to trigger inquiry into fair use. As stated earlier, such
works are increasingly pervading mass communications among today’s
information society. Indeed, many argue that contemporary appropriation
should we build into the architecture an incompleteness that guarantees a certain aspect of
public use? Or a certain space for individual freedom?”).
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art presents a unique free-speech problem.40 This is because “modern selfexpression often uses the content of others as a cultural touchstone identity
or to ground expression in a certain context,” yet is largely unprotected by
fair use.41 The emergence of such a problem is perhaps unsurprising, since
the abundance and diversity in creative expression—largely precipitated by
the rapid rise and development of the internet—have significantly altered
social norms (i.e., “copynorms”) regarding the legal issues that stem from
the use of copyrighted material.42 To provide a well-known example, the
emergence of the MP3 file format was a turning point in copyrightinfringement history. It led to an era where unauthorized copying,
alteration, and sharing of music files—whether that be in the form of MP3s
attached to emails, torrents on file-sharing networks, or uploads of usergenerated remixes onto social media platforms—became a widely accepted
norm.43
Another seminal example, of course, is the proliferation of online
memes as a large-scale expressive activity. Interestingly, the ubiquity of
memes online is quite democratic in nature; it constitutes a “cultural
evolution and the shaping of the self through cultural exchange on the other
. . . [where] everyone gets to participate in the distribution and
dissemination of memes, which are the building blocks of cultural software
that constitutes individuals as individuals.”44 Within the memetic space of
expression is where copyright law truly struggles. For example, in 2016,
Getty Images pursued multiple infringement cases against a host of blogs
for posting the “Socially Awkward Penguin” meme, a well-known darling
of internet meme culture, alleging that the images used violate Getty
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Images’ right to create derivative works based upon its copyrighted work.45
Had the targeted blog decided not to settle, it would most likely have argued
that the meme is a “transformative” fair use. In such scenarios, the fair-use
distinction between “derivative” and “transformative” is demonstrably
difficult to apply. One must ask, then, what does copyright protection mean
in an age characterized by an abundance of online creative expression,
collaging, and file-sharing? Therefore, whether fair use needs to be
recalibrated to such modern-day, appropriative uses of copyrighted
material is certainly worth exploring.
Second, the analysis of fair use and subsequent recommendations
for reform must be anchored in established theories of expression that apply
to speech and copyright. Importantly, the chosen theories of speech and
copyright must be ones that complement and support each other doctrinally.
Accordingly, this essay will apply a hybrid theory of free expression that
interweaves the “Millian” theory of free speech with consequence-sensitive
democratic theories of copyright, specifically self-determination and
cultural democracy. The reason free-speech theory and democratic theories
of copyright are able to be linked, at a broad level, is that both operate on
the assumption that there is freedom of expression at both the individual
and collective cultural level, which only occurs in an environment where
the critical conditions for meaningful free choice and equal access to
participate in collective expression are continually nurtured. Moreover,
these theories can be linked because both the First Amendment and
copyright laws are inspired by the same goal: safeguarding the free and
widespread dissemination of expression and ideas.
a. Free speech theory
Philosopher John Stuart Mill’s theory of speech was based on the
idea that free speech is a necessary means toward fostering a robust
“marketplace of ideas”—that, regardless of the degree of veracity in
dissenting concerns, exposure to all ideas aides in the societal search for
truth.46 Midway through his seminal work On Liberty, Mill expanded on
45
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his arguments for broad freedom of expression.47 He asserted that society
should not merely tolerate, but embrace objectionable speech, for four
reasons: First, nobody is infallible, and therefore people should be open to
the possibility that an opinion diverging from the mainstream may be true;
second, an opinion, while generally erroneous, may contain an ounce of
truth that is missing from the mainstream opinion; third, even if the
mainstream opinion accounts for the complete truth, those who harbor the
opinion will remain unaware of the grounds and rationale supporting the
opinion if it is not frequently challenged; fourth, without public discourse
and debate, “the meaning of the [opinion] itself will be in danger of being
lost, or enfeebled, and deprived of its vital effect on the character and
conduct.”48 According to Mill, freedom of speech—and in turn, wide
latitude in expression—fosters authenticity, genius, individuality, and
human flourishing.49
This essay therefore operates on the assumption that the conditions
articulated by Mill are part of the desired goal of the right to free speech
and copyright. Indeed, much of First Amendment jurisprudence has been
grounded in Mill’s theory. The “marketplace of ideas” rationale, in
particular, has appeared in key free-speech cases such as Abrams v. United

47

Id. at 38.
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Id.; John Stuart Mill, On Liberty, reprinted in On Liberty And Other Essays 21 (John
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States,50 United States v. Rumely,51 and Brandenburg v. Ohio.52 Essentially,
the main thrust behind Mill’s theory is that if certain types of speech are
banned, people will not be able to benefit from the silenced opinion that
may be true. Nor will they be able to make meaningful and critical choices
when it comes to constructing an informed worldview. Applied to the realm
of copyright, perhaps the same can be said for the current application of fair
use and how it silences certain Internet-era forms of expression and any
“truth” that may be imbued within them.
b. Democratic theories of copyright: self-determination & cultural
democracy
Linked to Mill’s formulation of free speech are certain democratic
theories of copyright that are equally relevant to the fair-use doctrine. The
two democratic theories of copyright chosen for this essay are selfdetermination and cultural democracy. These theories are distinct from
traditional rights-based justifications of copyright because they are
primarily concerned with the broader societal consequences generated by a
specific rule on enforcing copyright.53
The self-determination theory of copyright, or the idea that free
expression is a necessary component of individual self-determination,
refers to the “ability of individuals to reflectively form and revise their own
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has upset many fighting faiths, they may come to believe even more than they believe the
very foundations of their own conduct that the ultimate good desired is better reached by
free trade in ideas—that the best test of truth is the power of the thought to get itself
accepted in the competition of the market, and that truth is the only ground upon which
their wishes safely can be carried out. That at any rate is the theory of our Constitution. It
is an experiment, as all life is an experiment.”) (emphasis added).
51

345 U.S. 41, 56 (1953) (Douglas, J., concurring) (“Like the publishers of newspapers,
magazines, or books, this publisher bids for the minds of men in the market place of
ideas.”).
52

395 U.S. 444 (1969) (restating the modern high standard that call-to-action speech must
meet before being prohibited by the First Amendment).
53
See Bracha & Syed, supra note 31, at 245–46.

19
conception of good, and effectively pursue a life plan for realizing it.” 54 In
the words of legal scholars Oren Bracha and Talha Syed:
The ultimate value in self-determination resides in
persons’ ends being truly their own, meaning reflectively
adopted, chosen, and refined by themselves, determining
their projects and preferences free from both coercion and
manipulation. This entails taking seriously the idea of free
choice and the conditions it requires . . . I[ing] a
meaningful array of options from which to choose, the
capacity to understand and evaluate the options, and the
opportunity and means to critically reflect upon and
possibly revise one’s choices and sense of attractive
alternatives.56
Applied to freedom of speech, expression as a communicative
activity is integral to the critical conditions of genuine free choice as well
as the formation of individuals’ broader worldviews. Free expression is the
means by which individuals form meaningful preferences, as it “exposes
[them] to competing options, allows them to articulate their own views and
subject them to critical evaluation by others . . . [and] supplies the process
through which people compare, reflect, and revise their choices.”55 Indeed,
individual choices (along with individuals’ preferences revealed by them)
through expressive activity are truly autonomous and self-determinative
“only to the extent that the conditions exist for reflective, discerning
choices among a meaningful array of alternatives.”56
Therefore, aggressive control exercised by rights-holders via
copyright mechanisms (like fair use) over the degree of diversity in options
and individuals’ access to and usage of expressive content seriously
frustrates the process by which they form their preferences and exercise
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autonomy and self-determination.57 To put it in Millian terms, meaningful
self-determination can only occur in an environment (i.e., a “marketplace
of ideas”) that is devoid of such control and manipulation by others and
instead creates opportunities for critical reflection and revision of one’s
views. Self-determination, in other words, prizes genuine free choice under
ideal conditions58 over maximum choice, in which objectively mainstream
options dominate the range and selection of choices. Put simply, wide
latitude in choice over expressive activity—even where some expressive
works are quantitatively less desired by the majority than the competing
mainstream options—is a necessary condition for genuine free choice and
individual self-determination.59
Cultural democracy as theory of copyright is a logical outgrowth of
political-democracy theories, which deal with implementing the concept of
individual self-determination at the societal level. Political-democracy
theories are specifically concerned with decisions occurring in the political
sphere that are “inherently collective or irreducibly social in nature.”60 The
idea behind these theories is that fulfilling individual self-determination,
within the context of such decisions, requires having in place procedures
for collective decision-making that both reflect and facilitate the individual
autonomy of all members of society.61 Importantly, political-democracy
theories of expression import a key premise of the self-determination
57
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theory of expression, that the critical conditions of free choice at the
individual level are necessary for genuine free choice at the collective
level.62 For example, public access to a meaningful array of competing
options from which to choose is necessary for genuine free choice at the
collective level.
Accordingly, these decision-making processes that give effect to
political self-determination at the collective level must fulfill the following
two requirements: (1) They must ensure that the higher-order, critical
conditions arising in the context of individual self-determination apply in
equal measure to political collective self-determination, and (2) they must
ensure that the input of all individuals is given equivalent weight and that
each individual enjoys equal opportunity to participate by providing that
input.63 Put differently, through freedom in expressive activity, individuals
can assess alternative views and choices and evaluate competing options.
And, when extended into the public sphere through collective decisionmaking processes, expressive activity—when free, diverse, and open—
enables individuals to exercise individual self-determination in the form of
civic agency, which is key to maintaining a political democracy.64
Cultural democracy theory takes a further step with respect to
individual and collective self-determination. It extends concepts of free
choice within political democracy into the wider cultural sphere, where
arguments supporting self-determination in the context of political
democracy may run dry. Much like with political democracy, culture in this
theory refers to the “irreducibly interactive or social processes through
which meanings are forged, communicated, enacted, interpreted, adapted,
challenged, revised, recombined and so forth.”65 Cultural democracy as a
theory of expression is grounded in the assumption that individuals are
62
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“deeply socially situated selves”66 interacting within a wider social and
cultural matrix, which legal scholar William Fisher refers to as “[t]he
increasingly dense cloud of images, sounds, and symbols through which
we move.”67 Indeed, the idea of democratic culture encapsulates the
inherent duality of freedom of expression. Freedom of expression is deeply
individual, yet it is in equal measure deeply collective because it is deeply
cultural. Individuals exercise this freedom in the aggregate by participating
in this speech–culture system: “[They] interact with each other, agree and
disagree, gossip and shame, criticize and parody, imitate and innovate,
support and praise . . . [They] make new meanings and new ideas out of old
ones.”68
What is key to this theory, then, is ensuring that people’s freedom
of expression in the cultural realm is collectively meaningful. Therefore,
cultural democracy requires that principles of individual and collective selfdetermination apply with equal force within the cultural realm. And, going
beyond cultural self-determination, cultural democracy theory requires that
individuals be afforded equal access and the capacity to actively engage
with culture—i.e., “to develop, change, and subvert it.”69 Therefore, the
same two requirements for collective decision-making processes in political
democracies are equally salient here: (1) Individuals must possess genuine
free choice, meaning that the critical conditions that foster, for example, an
individual’s ability to meaningfully evaluate an option from a diverse set of
competing options must be safeguarded; and (2) meaning-making power
must be decentralized and individuals must be given equal opportunity to
effectively participate in shaping their own subjective tastes within the vast
cultural matrix of symbolic and expressive material. In simpler terms,
cultural democratic theory of expression is distinguished from the rest by
its deep commitment to decentralize meaning-making and enable all
individuals to meaningfully participate in shaping culture.
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c. Combined: a democratic theory of critical expression vis-à-vis
free speech and copyright
Taken together, the self-determination and cultural democratic
theories of expression emphasize safeguarding: (1) the higher-order
conditions that are critical to individuals’ genuine choice, that is, their
ability to understand, reflect upon, and evaluate a meaningful range of
competing options; and (2) the ability for all to engage on equal terms in
such expressive activity at the collective, cultural level. An environment
that reflects such conditions is democratically “valuable because it gives
ordinary people a fair opportunity to participate in the creation and
evolution of the processes of meaning-making that shape them and become
part of them.”70
These critical conditions are integral to the aims of the Free Speech
Clause and Copyright Clause, whose goal is to safeguard the free and
widespread dissemination of expression and ideas. Yet, given that the fairuse standard is meant to serve as a “safety valve” between expression and
copyright, problems regarding its effectiveness swiftly arise. Many
contemporary secondary uses of copyrighted material (e.g., memes) are
clearly within the ambit of critical expression, which, as shown above, is
important because it is an essential component of the conditions conducive
to individual and collective self-determination and equal participation in
cultural meaning-making. However, often these contemporary secondary
uses of copyrighted materials are typically not considered as such under
fair use. In the spirit of safeguarding the higher-order conditions for free
choice in the space of culture, then, secondary uses that are, say,
comparatively less commercially successful or accepted than their
mainstream copyrighted counterparts to which they allude should
nonetheless be assessed equitably under the fair-use standard.
Mill’s conception of speech goes hand-in-hand with democratizing
copyright and aligning it with free-speech values vis-à-vis concepts of selfdetermination and cultural democracy. Specifically, ensuring that there be
a robust “marketplace of ideas” in the broader search for truth necessarily
includes prioritizing the critical conditions for genuine free choice (at both
the individual and collective, cultural level). Moreover, the “marketplace
of ideas” must be decentralized in terms of meaning-making and control
70
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and equally accessible to all individuals. When the three chosen theories—
Mill’s “marketplace of ideas” rationale to free speech, self-determination
theory of expression, and cultural democracy theory of expression—are
welded together, the following framework for analysis emerges:
1.

2.

3.

Individuals benefit from a diverse and robust “marketplace
of ideas,” which includes access to and free choice over
ideas and options ranging from the eccentric and heterodox
to the mainstream (i.e., subjectively preferred by the
majority).
A wide range of possibilities, options, and alternatives is
what makes individual choice and self-determination
meaningful. That is, the individual is able to critically
understand, evaluate, comment on the competing options
and ideas as well as revise his or her conclusions and
preferences about them. Extending that into the aggregate is
what makes the search for “truth” via freedom of speech and
expression possible.
Lastly, democratic culture, as a “realm of irreducible social
interactions having powerful impact on individuals’ sense of
themselves,”71 must be equally accessible to all individuals.
That is, meaning-making through expression must be
decentralized so that all individuals have the opportunity to
shape, through expressive activity, others’ subjective
preferences that are formed from their own meaningful free
choice.

In line with the above framework, the speech-and-copyright
balance as manifested in today’s application of fair use should be realigned
with today’s digital-era take on expressive activity, such that it continues
to support notions of self-determination and cultural democracy. Given that
modern technological infrastructure has greatly expanded the possibilities
for individual participation in the growth and spread of culture and
meaning-making, principles of copyright (e.g., where the conceptual line
delineating “derivative” works from “fair uses” is drawn) should
appropriately take into account these new critical methods of expressive
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activity that have, in a deeply democratic sense, emerged from mass
participation in the cultural space of today’s information society.
Therefore, the overarching priority for fair use, as a lever for
balancing free expression and copyright interests, should be protecting the
critical conditions that foster a democratic, decentralized culture of
expression—i.e., a matrix of expression that is conducive to genuine,
meaningful free choice and where meaning-making power is distributed
equally among individuals.72 Put simply, the fair-use standard must
accurately appraise the value in collective meaning-making that collage and
appropriation works potentially add to democratic culture.73
V.

THE PROBLEM WITH THE MODERN-DAY APPLICATION OF FAIR USE
a. A Survey of the Legal Landscape of Fair Use
While fair-use jurisprudence is generally headed in the direction of
liberalizing and opening up of fair use,74 there still remains a sizable degree
of uncertainty with regard to whether internet-era appropriative/adaptive
uses of copyrighted work qualify as “transformative” under fair use. To
add to that, the Supreme Court has not yet weighed in on the question, so
a great deal of discretion in interpreting the fair-use factors is left to the
courts. The following is an analysis of a selection of cases—in
chronological order—that hopefully highlights the issues that currently
plague courts’ application of fair use, including their test for assessing
whether a given use is “transformative.”75 Much of the controlling case law
is from the Second Circuit, whose jurisdiction is where much of the
entertainment industry is situated.
72
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The case Rogers v. Koons76 illustrated that, at the time, a secondary
work needed to be commenting on the original in order to be deemed
transformative.77 There, the Second Circuit held that Koons’ sculpture did
not qualify as a fair use.78 Koons had removed the copyright label from a
postcard and instructed his assistants to model the image into a sculpture.78
He asked that as much detail be copied as possible while requesting some
changes: that the puppies in the sculpture be made blue, their noses
exaggerated, and flowers added to the hair of the man and women.79 Rogers,
the copyright owner of the photograph in the postcard, sued Koons. The
Court here held that copying a photograph, when there is no clear need to
imitate the photograph for parody, could lead to infringement liability.80 It
reasoned that Koons could have constructed his parody of that general type
of art showcased in the postcard without copying the copyright holder’s
specific work.81 Lastly, and perhaps most importantly, the court noted that
Koons’ work was not specifically commenting on the copyrighted work and
therefore his use of the work could not be considered a transformative
parodic fair use.81
In 2001, nine years after Rogers, the Eleventh Circuit stretched the
meaning of “transformative” in its holding that the alleged infringement in
question was a parodic fair use.82 There, SunTrust Bank filed suit and a
preliminary injunction against the defendant author’s usage of a historical
fiction book, Gone With The Wind, in her own book, The Wind Done Gone,
over which Houghton Mifflin Co. had a copyright interest.83 The infringing
76
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work in question was a critique of Gone With The Wind’s depiction of
slavery and the American South during the Civil-War era.84 The defendant
author of The Wind Done Gone used several characters, plot points, and
major scenes from Gone With The Wind in the first half of her book.85 The
court determined that The Wind Done Gone, a parody of Gone With The
Wind, would likely qualify as a fair use. It explained that for purposes of
the fair-use analysis, a work is treated as a parody if “its aim is to comment
upon or criticize a prior work by appropriating elements of the original in
creating a new artistic, as opposed to scholarly or journalistic, work.”86 In
other words, The Wind Done Gone would likely be considered a parodic
fair use, not because it is a general commentary upon the Civil War-era
American South, but rather because it is a criticism of and sharp riposte to
the depiction of racial relations in Gone With The Wind.87 The larger point
arising from the court’s reasoning here is that the creation and publication
of a carefully written parody novel may count as fair use, that the
commentary requirement for “transformative” parodic use may be fulfilled
even if it involves directly copying from the original as a means to recontextualize it.88 Despite the author’s heavy borrowing, the fact that the
The Wind Done Gone tells a very different story in a very different voice
as a means to criticize the original perhaps distinguishes it from the
sculpture in Rogers.
In 2006, Koons’ controversial artwork entered the judicial arena
once again. Here, Koons had constructed a pictorial collage, using various
photographs that included a copyrighted photograph owned by
photographer Blanch.89 Blanch’s photograph portrayed a woman’s legs
reclining on a man’s lap in an airplane cabin. Koons’ collage included a
cropped and re-oriented version of the photo, which was then placed among
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several other pairs of women’s legs.90 In an interesting change in direction,
the Second Circuit affirmed the district court’s summary-judgment holding
that Koons’ collage was a fair use.91 The district court had distinguished
this case from Rogers by asserting that Koons’ collage uses the copyrighted
photograph in order to create a new work of art with a distinct meaning,
message, and character rather than merely offering a complete
reproduction.92 In the court’s mind, Koons’ collage did not appropriate any
original, creative, or imaginative aspect of Blanch’s photograph—that is,
the collaged pairs of legs were shown to represent the social and aesthetic
consequences of mass media, whereas the purpose of Blanch’s photograph
was to illustrate metallic nail polish.93 The Second Circuit agreed, stating
that Koons’ collage used Blanch’s work as “raw material, transform[ing]
in the creation of new material, new aesthetics, new insights and
understanding” rather than merely offering a complete reproduction.”94 In
other words, the court found Koons’ work to be transformative because it
“add[ed] value to the original.”95
However, what the court perceives as added, purpose-altering
“value” is seemingly subjective. The reasoning employed by the court
seems to be both heavy-handed and problematic. The court states, in
pertinent part:
[T]he use of a fashion photograph created for publication
in a glossy American “lifestyles” magazine—with
changes of its colors, the background against which it is
portrayed, the medium, the size of the objects pictured,
the objects’ details and, crucially, their entirely different
90

Blanch, 396 F.Supp.2d 476 at 249.

91

Id. at 259.

92

Id. at 481 (Koons’ collage “does not ‘supersede’ or duplicate the objective of the original,
but uses it as raw material in a novel context to create new information, new aesthetics,
and new insights. Such use, whether successful or not artistically, is transformative.”).
93

See id. at 481.

94

Id. at 251.

95

Id. (emphasis added).

29
purpose and meaning—as part of a massive painting
commissioned for exhibition in a German art-gallery
space. We therefore conclude that the use in question was
transformative.96
Who is to say, for example, that Koons’ alteration of the image in
the image in Rogers does not constitute use of “‘raw material’ in the
furtherance of distinct creative and communicative objectives” so as to
render it transformative? The court’s reliance on the parody–satire
distinction in Rogers would certainly not take kindly to modern-day
expressive activity. Koons’ use of the copyrighted image in modeling his
infringing sculpture is strikingly similar to how memes are made online—
how bits of media are cobbled together, superimposed, and repackaged
such that the context is markedly altered, yet the emerging commentary is
perhaps not so clear (at least not as clear as Koons’ collage). Since many
memes today—perhaps through the addition of a vague, apolitical caption
or the superimposition of a psychedelic filter onto copyrighted work(s)—
add meaning in a way that is difficult to reduce into exact, Blanch-like97
themes, it is quite possible that they would meet the same fate as that of the
sculpture in Rogers. Therefore, applying the Blanch conception of fair use
to appropriation and collage works online could chill people’s ability to
engage in meaningful expression and participate in the formation of
culture—the critical conditions of copyright and free speech that fair use is
charged to protect.
In 2010, the Second Circuit ruled on a case that was factually
similar to SunTrust; however, it found an opposite ruling.99 Here, the
defendant author Colting wrote and published a book called 60 Years Later:
Coming through the Rye. Colting’s book was framed as a sequel to Catcher
in the Rye, taking up the story of Holden Caulfield as the 76-year-old “Mr.
C.”98 The author of Catcher in the Rye, J.D. Salinger, too, is featured as 9096
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year-old, “fictionalized” author in the book, who “has been haunted by his
creation and now wishes to bring him back to life in order to kill him.”99
Throughout Colting’s work, Mr. C recounts the events that occurred in
Catcher in the Rye, exhibiting the famous characters’ eccentricities that
were noted in the original work. Colting’s work also uses many of the same
plot points and scenes.100 However, Colting responded by denying that his
work was meant to be a sequel, rather it was a “‘critical examination of the
character Holden and the way he is portrayed in [Catcher in the Rye], the
relationship between Salinger and his iconic creation, and the life of a
particular author as he grows old but remains imprisoned by the literary
character he created.’”101 He also noted that, among other things, Mr. C
undergoes significant character development, ending up with a life that is
complete apart from Catcher in the Rye.102 In fact, one of the two literary
experts testifying on Colting’s behalf described his work as a “metacommentary.”103
Despite this, the Second Circuit affirmed the lower court’s
preliminary injunction. Importantly, in applying Campbell, the lower court
held that purpose and character of the use in Colting’s work was “not
sufficiently ‘transformative.’”104 Moreover, it similarly concluded that the
work did “not have sufficiently non-parodic transformative value,” though
without much explanation.105 Interestingly, as was the case in SunTrust,
Colting heavily borrowed from Catcher in the Rye in terms of substance
and style and told a very different story in a very different voice. However,
unlike the defendant author in SunTrust, Colting could not rely on fair use
for protection. As far as the Second Circuit was concerned, Colting’s
SunTrust-like re-contextualization and reframing of an earlier author’s work
99
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was not enough. Therefore, the difference in the Eleventh’s and Second
Circuit’s interpretation of factually similar cases is noteworthy.
In 2013, the Second Circuit took a groundbreaking approach to fair
use when it held in Cariou v. Prince106 that a secondary use need not
comment on or critique the original to be transformative, so long as it
produces a new message.107 Here, plaintiff and professional photographer
Cariou published a book of portraits and landscape photographs titled “Yes,
Rasta.”108 Prince, a well-known appropriation artist, altered a number of
Cariou’s photographs and incorporated them into a series of paintings and
collages, titled “Canal Zone.”109 Soon after, Cariou sued Prince, among
others, for copyright infringement. In response to Cariou’s claim, the
defendants raised the defense of fair use.110
The Second Circuit overruled the lower court’s holding and held in
favor of the defendants, concluding that “Canal Zone” constituted fair use
for several reasons. First, the court emphasized that “the law imposes no
requirement that a work comment on the original or its author in order to
be considered transformative, and [that] a secondary work may constitute
a fair use even if it serves some purpose other than those (criticism,
comment, news reporting, teaching, scholarship, and research) identified in
the preamble to the statute.”111 Interestingly, this line of reasoning is
opposite from the reasoning relied upon in Salinger and Rogers. Quoting
Campbell, the court held that, as long as a new work generally alters the
original with “new expression, meaning, or message,” it qualifies as a fair
use.112 In doing so, the Second Circuit greatly expanded the Campbell
standard of what adding “new expression, meaning, or message” could
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mean—that is, a use devoid of commentary could now qualify. (Recall in
Salinger, the district court—whose ruling was affirmed by the Second
Circuit—relied on Campbell and uses that very same phrase to justify a
denial of fair use for a work that offered commentary to a similar degree to
The Wind Done Gone in SunTrust.) 113
Second, the court determined that the majority of Prince’s works
demonstrated a drastically different approach and aesthetic from Cariou’s,
implying that the visual juxtaposition between the two artists’ works (sans
any comment or critique of Yes, Rasta on Canal Zone’s part) was enough
to be deemed transformative. To illustrate, the court stated: “Where
Cariou’s serene and deliberately composed portraits and landscape
photographs depict the natural beauty of Rastafarians and their surrounding
environs, Prince’s crude and jarring works, on the other hand, are hectic
and provocative.”114 The court delved deeper into the specifics by taking
note of the fact that Cariou’s black-and-white photographs were printed in
a 9.5”x12” book, whereas Prince’s collages were placed on canvas that
“incorporate color, feature distorted human and other forms and settings,
and measure between ten and nearly a hundred times the size of the
photographs.”115 Prince’s composition, presentation, scale, color palette,
and media were, in the court’s view, fundamentally different and new
compared to Cariou’s work, as was the expressive nature of Prince’s
works.116 Crucially, the court’s interpretation opened up the possibility for
conflating “transformative” use with a visual alteration of an original work.
It also allowed for the expansion of the definition of “transformative” to
include uses that are solely visual (i.e., without commentary) in nature.
Third, the Second Circuit held that artworks should be examined as
they would “reasonably be perceived” in order to assess their
transformative nature.117 In the court’s words: “What is critical is how the
work in question appears to the reasonable observer, not simply what an
113
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artist might say about a particular piece or body of work.”118 That is, the
focus of the fair-use inquiry should shift away from the singular, subjective
intent of the putative fair user and towards a more audience-focused
inquiry. Even though Prince expressly stated that he did not “have a
message,” the court still concluded that reasonably situated observers
would see “Canal Zone” as having a radically different purpose and
aesthetic than Cariou’s Yes, Rasta.120 This alone was enough to render
Prince’s works “transformative.”
The expansive conception of fair use under Cariou, however, was
rather short lived. In late 2016, the Second Circuit pared down the fair-use
standard in TCA Television Corp. v. McCollum.119 Here, the defendant
producers of the Broadway show, “Hand of God” were sued for copyright
infringement for their use of the famous Abbott & Costello “Who’s on
First?” comedy routine in a portion of their Play.120 Despite its prior holding
in Cariou, the court reversed the trial court’s findings that the defendants’
use of the comedy routine qualified as a non-infringing fair use.121 In doing
so, the court clarified the limits of transformative use, cutting back on what
had been viewed by many as an increasingly expansive application of the
term in fair use cases.
The district court had found that the use of the skit in the Play was
so “highly transformative” as to support a fair-use defense because by
having a simple character perform the comedy skit, the Play’s authors were
able to juxtapose, through use of the sock puppet, “Jason’s seemingly softspoken personality [with] the actual outrageousness of his inner nature.”122
Moreover, the district court explained that this contrast was “a darkly
comedic critique of the social norms governing a small town in the Bible
Belt.”123 The Second Circuit criticized the district court’s reasoning as
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being “flawed in that what it identifies are the general artistic and critical
purpose and character of the Play. The district court did not explain how
defendants’ extensive copying of a famous comedy routine was necessary
to this purpose, much less how the character of [Abbott & Costello’s
comedy skit] was transformed by the defendants’ use.”124 It is unclear,
however, whether a court in its fair-use inquiry is required to articulate a
reason why a given secondary use is “necessary” to the purpose of the work.
Surely Prince’s use of Cariou’s photographs was not “necessary” in the way
the Second Circuit here means it. On the contrary, Prince’s appropriation
of Cariou’s photographs was arguably more arbitrary than the secondary
use at issue here. Even so, as for surmising why a secondary use may be
“necessary” to the purpose of the secondary work, the district court did in
fact state that “Hand to God uses the [comedy routine] to create context and
‘a background for the ever more sinister character development of Tyrone,
the alter-ego sock puppet.’”125
Not surprisingly, the district court’s overall conclusion that the
defendants’ use of the comedy skit was “transformative” was based on its
interpretation of Cariou, which cast away reliance on the rigid satire–
parody distinction. The court operated on the assumption that commentary
is not necessary for the fair-use defense and that whether a use of the
original is “transformative” should be based on a “reasonable perception”
of the new work.126 Accordingly, the court concluded the following
regarding the use of the comedy routine: “It is the performance through the
anti-hero puppet, Tyrone, that according to the Defendants, creates new
aesthetics and understandings about the relationships between horror and
comedy that are absent from Abbott and Costello’s performances of the
Routine in One Night and The Naughty Nineties.”127 In its view, the court
determined that the tone of the actor reenacting the comedy skit was
markedly different. Furthermore, it identified the purpose underlying the
“Hand of God” producers’ use of the comedy skit in question, stating,
“While the [comedy routine], as performed in the play, also results in comic
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relief for the audience, it does so for reasons different from why audiences
found the original sketch humorous.”128 From there, the court went into
granular detail as to how the new work’s use of the comedy routine, from
the perspective of a reasonable observer, was humorous in a fundamentally
different way than in the original.129
Using Campbell for support, the Second Circuit emphasized that
under the first fair-use factor, the purpose and character of the use, the focus
of inquiry “is not simply on the new work, i.e., on whether that work serves
a purpose or conveys an overall expression, meaning, or message different
from the copyrighted material it appropriates. Rather, the critical inquiry is
whether the new work uses the copyrighted material itself for a purpose, or
imbues it with a character, different from that for which it was created.”130
So, even if the district court found that Hand to God is a “darkly comedic
critique of the social norms governing a small town in the Bible Belt,” and
“the Play’s purpose and character are completely different from the
vaudevillian humor originally animating Who’s on First?, that, by itself,
does not demonstrate that defendants’ use of the [comedy routine] in the
Play was transformative of the original work.”131 Basically, the district
court’s reasoning that the purpose of the secondary use was to incite a
certain kind of humor, thereby significantly different from the purpose for
which the original was created, did not convince the Second Circuit.132
Lastly, the Second Circuit went to great lengths to distinguish this
case from Cariou. It asserted that the challenged artworks in Cariou
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satisfied the Campbell standard because “they not only strove for ‘new
aesthetics with creative and communicative results distinct from’ that of the
copyrighted material, but also gave the incorporated photographs ‘new
expression,’ thereby admitting a transformative purpose.”133 Unlike the
producers’ use of the Abbott & Costello routine, Prince’s use of Cariou’s
photographs so “‘heavily obscured and altered’ the original photographs as
to make them ‘barely recognizable’ within the new work” and therefore
“transformative” in its purpose of use.134 The court heavily relied on the
phrase “barely recognizable,” which appears only once in Cariou.135
While the take on fair use in Cariou is comparatively broad, it does
suffer from relying on the same distinction that was made in Blanch
between “raw” and “cooked” culture. To provide context, in describing the
drastic change in aesthetics depicted in Prince’s “Canal Zone,” the Second
Circuit points out that while “the entire source photograph is used[] it is
also heavily obscured and altered to the point that Cariou’s original is
barely recognizable.”136 Even though the Second Circuit in TCA Television
Corp. zeroed in on certain phrasing made in Cariou, it still did not address,
as the lower court did, the broader implications of Cariou’s holdings—e.g.,
that whether a purpose of use is “transformative” should be based on a
“reasonable perception” of the new work. Therefore, even though this court
armed itself with a narrower construction of the Campbell standard (i.e.,
that the “critical inquiry is whether the new work uses the copyrighted
material itself for a purpose, or imbues it with a character, different from
that for which it was created”), one might point out that it did not evaluate,
through the lens of a “reasonable” observer, whether the use of the comedy
routine was done for a different purpose than the original. It should also be
noted that the district court identified a possible purpose for using the skit

133

TCA Television Corp., 839 F.3d 168 at 180.

134

Id.

135

Id. at 18 (“The Play may convey a dark critique of society, but it does not transform
Abbott and Costello's Routine so that it conveys that message. To the contrary, it appears
that the Play specifically has its characters perform Who's on First? without alteration so
that the audience will readily recognize both the famous [comedy skit] and the boy's false
claim to having created it.”).
136

Cariou, 714 F.3d, at 710.

37
that was different than the reason the skit was originally created.137 Lastly,
this case stands at odds with the Eleventh Circuit’s SunTrust (where the
The Wind Done Gone, which heavily borrowed from Gone With The Wind,
was deemed a parodic fair use).
Perhaps the Second Circuit’s approach in this case can be explained
by the fact that Cariou drew a great deal of criticism from practitioners.
Many pointed out that the definition of “transformative” use was expanding
into areas of artistic appropriation that previously would have been well
over the line into infringement. Several notable commentators looked at
that case as a substantial expansion, and some suggested that a reexamination might be appropriate.138 TCA Television Corp. can certainly
be read as the court’s response to that criticism: A pulling back from the
expansion of “transformative” fair use.
b. Identified Inconsistencies & Issues
From the selection of cases above, several issues arise in how fair
use is applied in practice as a mechanism to balance free expression and
copyright. First, there is a significant degree of uncertainty and variance
among courts’ approach to applying fair use and determining whether a
certain use is “transformative.” Indeed, as Madison puts it:
The “transformative use” standard that the Court in
Campbell borrowed from Judge Leval has been
interpreted widely, and wrongly, as validating precisely
this approach to fair use. If the defendant’s work
“transforms” the plaintiff’s work, then the defendant wins.
It is possible to use this test to reach sensible results, but
the reasoning in these cases seems tortured, and it’s
difficult to implement the rule on a universal basis. How
transformative is transformative enough? No one ever
knows until the appellate court sings.139
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Although scholars such as Pam Samuelson argue that fair-use law
is both more coherent and more predictable than many commentators have
previously perceived—that fair-uses cases indeed tend to fall into common
patterns and policy-relevant clusters—this is certainly not the case with
transformative appropriations such as the those in Rogers and Blanch, or
non-parodic transformation critiques of an earlier author’s work such as
the those in SunTrust and Campbell.140 In fact, Samuelson specifically
acknowledges that there is much more fair-use-related risk when it comes
to transformative adaptations.141 Therefore, despite the gradual
liberalization of fair use, significant uncertainty remains with respect to
certain critical secondary uses of existing works.
Connecting the discussion back to expressive activity pursued by
today’s information society via contemporary collage and appropriation art
forms, it is important to note that the uncertainty hovering over whether a
work is “transformative” enough will tend to hurt the flourishing of these
art forms. To illustrate, remixes and mashups—expressive works that recontextualize parts of existing works—might very well be perceived by the
public to shed new light on and contribute new insights about the original.
However, under TCA Television Corp., a given remix may not be perceived
by a court to meet the “barely recognizable” benchmark in relation to the
original work. Equally possible, the purpose underlying the remix’s use of
the original work may not be obvious enough for a court to conclude that it
is sufficiently “different from that for which it was created”—even if
reasonable individuals interacting and communicating with each other on
the digital speech-culture matrix would collectively agree that the remix is
a “transformative” use of the original.
Second, the uncertainty described above not only leads to the
chilling of certain expressive activities, but it also undermines the
commitment to safeguard critical conditions of individual and collective
free choice as well as the decentralization of meaning-making—i.e., the
shared goal of free speech and copyright under consequence-sensitive
democratic theories of expression. Relatedly, uncertainty in the reliability
of fair use as a standard will diminish the robustness of the “marketplace of
ideas” and endanger people’s capacity to make meaningful choices with
respect to expression. Legal scholars Robert H. Mnookin and Lewis
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Kornhauser contend that such a “‘shadow’ of the law [can] exert[] an
indirect influence on bargaining and decision making.”142 Indeed, there are
plenty of examples in the music industry that speak to the chilling effect of
the “shadow” cast by a broken fair use.143 The overuse of cease and desists
in the creative industry provides even more fodder for this notion.144
Popular mashup artists such as Girl Talk and Illegal Art, for example, have
stated that if they were ever to be sued for copyright infringement, they
would hope for a cease and desist letter first.145 Of course, many artists
choose to bypass the risk altogether and simply resist making the kind of
art that may violate copyright. Indeed, one can see for themselves the
deterring effect of the culture of C&Ds by visiting the Chilling Effect
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Clearinghouse website, which catalogues and displays thousands of letters
that are sent to companies and individuals.146 Lastly—though beyond the
scope of this essay—it helps to note that, under the Digital Millennium
Copyright Act, the fair-use defense must be considered by the copyright
holder before requesting a takedown,147 yet fear of litigation still drives
online platforms like SoundCloud and YouTube to over-censor contested
content via their DMCA takedown procedures in lieu of investigating the
merits of the request.148
Third, the uncertainty inherent in courts’ application of fair use is
further exacerbated by the procedural treatment of fair use in the judicial
system. Under the fair-use doctrine, a defendant bears the burden of
proving that her use of copyrighted material merits protection as speech.
Unlike other speech contexts, the burden of proving the protected nature of
expression lies with the speaker.149 This burden of proof chills fair-use
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expression.150 It likely causes self-censorship because “it plays such a
significant role in the judicial analysis of whether a use is fair.” 151 Indeed,
the fair-use analysis centers around issues of fact, and those issues naturally
breed uncertainty because of their subjective and speculative natures.
Nonetheless, it is the fair user who bears the burden of establishing factual
answers.152 To succeed in this endeavor, the fair user has to “produce the
necessary evidence (even where the inquiry is speculative) and persuade
the court that her interpretation of the evidence reflects fact (even where
the inquiry is subjective).153 In effect, the burden of proof assignment in the
context of fair use assigns a loser by default, and as it turns out, overcoming
this default presumption is a near impossibility for fair users because the
very definition of fairness is vague. As such, the fair user is more likely
than not to be penalized when fact-finders face uncertainty over issues in
the fair-use analysis, despite the fact that fair use itself is an inherently
vague doctrine.
This placement of burden of proof, in combination with advances
in technology, adds fuel to the fire. As legal scholar Ned Snow writes:
With the rise of the Internet, individual fair users can now
reach large audiences at no cost . . . As a result, copyright
holders now receive notice of individuals’ unauthorized
uses; copyright holders can and do track individuals’
copying activities, and they threaten suits against
individuals . . . A copyright holder has every incentive to
silence a scathing criticism of her work, even if that
criticism is a fair use, and Internet technology makes
pursuit of that silence possible. A copyright holder who
pursues an individual fair user will nearly always be
150
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successful at achieving the desired silence. The burden of
proof imposes a high financial cost on the fair user to
gather evidence and persuade a fact-finder of its correct
interpretation. This cost becomes prohibitive as
individual fair users often lack economic means to defend
their speech.”154
Usage of online tracking technologies has made individual fair
users increasingly subject to the scrutiny of overzealous copyright holders,
so much so that the decision to self-censor often becomes automatic under
such a “shadow of the law.” The heightened chance of facing claims of
copyright infringement, along with the heavy burden of proof imposed on
fair users, considerably deters many would-be fair users from participating
in certain critical expressive activities.155 What this does, of course, is
impermissibly frustrate the shared goal of the First Amendment and
copyright and cut against democratic theories of expression’s deep concern
for safeguarding critical conditions of meaningful self-determination and
equal participation in culture.
VI.

RECOMMENDATION: A TWO-PART PROPOSAL FOR FAIR USE
REFORM

In light of the foregoing, this essay recommends the following twopart proposal for reforming fair use’s treatment of contemporary collage
and appropriation works of expression:
1. Embrace an interpretation of “transformative” fair use that is
close to that of Cariou. For a secondary use to be deemed
“transformative,” it need not comment on or critique the
original, so long as it adds something new, with a further
purpose or different character, altering the first with new
expression, meaning or message.156 Such uses can include
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incorporating an original work into different artistic context
such that it materially changes how the work’s aesthetics are
perceived. Furthermore (and more importantly), fair use should
be an audience-focused inquiry. Whether the secondary use in
question is “transformative” should depend on how it may
“reasonably be perceived,” not on the appropriative artist’s
subjective intentions.157 As long as the borrower has a
reasonably perceivable “general creative rationale”158 for using
an original work and the use in some way new meaning—
perhaps through message or context—to the original, the use
should be deemed transformative.
2. Shift the procedural burden of proof from the fair user onto the
copyright holder. Where there is uncertainty in a question of
fact over whether a use is fair—e.g., whether a use is
sufficiently “transformative”—a finding of fair use should be
favored over that of infringement. Accordingly, the copyright
holder will be charged with resolving any factual uncertainties
in order to successfully fulfill his or her burden of showing
infringement.
The main vision of this doctrinal and procedural proposal is that it
will enable fair use—a vastly important feature of copyright—to
(criticism, comment, news reporting, teaching, scholarship, and research) identified in the
preamble to the statute. Instead, as the Supreme Court as well as decisions from our court
have emphasized, to qualify as a fair use, a new work generally must alter the original with
‘new expression, meaning, or message.’”) (internal citations omitted).
157

Id. at 707 (“Rather than confining our inquiry to Prince's explanations of his artworks,
we instead examine how the artworks may ‘reasonably be perceived’ in order to assess
their transformative nature.”).
158

See Blanch v. Koons, 467 F.3d 244, 255 (“It is not, of course, our job to judge the
merits of ‘Niagara,’ or of Koons's approach to art.”); Campbell v. Acuff-Rose Music, 510
U.S. 569, 582 (“[I]t would be a dangerous undertaking for persons trained only to the law
to constitute themselves final judges of the worth of a work, outside of the narrowest and
most obvious limits.”) (quoting Bleistein v. Donaldson Lithographing Co., 188 U.S. 239,
251 (1903) (Holmes, J.))). The question is whether Koons had a genuine creative rationale
for borrowing Blanch’s Image, rather than using it merely “to get attention or to avoid the
drudgery in working up something fresh.” Id. at 580. “Although it seems clear enough to
us that Koons’ use of a slick fashion photograph enables him to satirize life as it appears
when seen through the prism of slick fashion photography, we need not depend on our
own poorly honed artistic sensibilities.”
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appropriately and equitably balance free speech with copyright values in
today’s information era and further the goal of safeguarding the free and
widespread dissemination of expression and ideas.
VII.

JUSTIFICATION FOR THE TWO-PART PROPOSAL
a. Part I of the Proposal (doctrinal)
The proposed doctrinal change to courts’ interpretations of what
constitutes a sufficiently “transformative” purpose for a given
secondary use is supported by the chosen theories of analysis. The
proliferation of digital technologies has unlocked new spaces in
critical expression, particularly with respect to contemporary
collage and appropriation art forms. Accordingly, such forms of
critical and collective expression should be recognized by the fairuse standard. An expansive, Cariou-like conception of
“transformative” fair use—venturing beyond the limitations of the
parody–satire distinction and courts’ apparent need for the
difference in purpose between the secondary work’s use and the
original to be blatantly obvious—would allow for fair use’s speechand-copyright balancing function to realign with today’s
technological realities. Indeed, there are many forms of collage and
appropriation art whose alterations (including the reasons behind
the alterations) cannot be adequately described in thematic,
archetypal terms. An expansive standard of fair use would, in effect,
ensure that these new forms of art are not silenced from the outset.
In doing so, it would support the critical conditions necessary for
self-determination and equal participation in culture as well as
further the shared goal of the First Amendment and copyright (i.e.,
safeguarding the free and widespread dissemination of expression
and ideas).

As the Second Circuit acknowledged in Blanch, “[T]ransformative
works . . . lie at the heart of the fair use doctrine’s guarantee of breathing
space . . . .”159 Expanding “transformative” fair use to include contemporary
appropriation art that challenge the way people think about not just art, but
also objects, images, sound, and culture, will preserve an individual’s right
to self-determination and ability to construct meaning by way of
159

Blanch v. Koons, 467 F.3d 244, 251 (2d Cir. 2006).
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participating in the ever-evolving matrix of culture. Allowing the fair-use
standard to grow stale, and as a result, chill of various forms of expression
will produce a dull world where individual choice is not meaningful or
autonomous. First, the range of competing options and ideas available for
choosing will be severely limited as a result of fair use skewing copyright
interests against new forms of expressive activity. Second, unaware of all
of the possible alternatives, individuals will neither be able to critically
reflect upon and understand the options given to them, nor will they be able
to form preferences and influence others meaningfully through cultural
interaction. Third, in the midst of a dwindling “marketplace of ideas”—
where expressive works depicting dissenting ideas, which could be of
potential value to cultural discourse, are increasingly silenced—the
“Millian” search for truth will come to a screeching halt. Fourth,
objectively beneficial heterodox forms of online-era expression will fail to
meet an increasingly outdated fair-use standard and possibly taper off into
extinction. Therefore, ensuring that fair use is designed to create “ample
space for critical expression is crucial to nourishing the conditions of
genuine free choice and meaningful decision-making with respect to
expression.”160
Assessing whether a use is “transformative” through the lens of a
reasonable observer is in line with the chosen democratic theories of
expression: the cultural democracy and self-determination theories of
copyright as well as Mill’s conception of free speech. If fair use is indeed
a mechanism that serves to balance (1) the public interest in free
expression—i.e., the means by which people navigate and interact within
the omnipotent cultural swirl of icons, symbols, brands, ideas, etc.—with
(2) incentivizing the creation of work by protecting private interest in
copyright, it makes sense that whether a given expressive activity is “fair”
should be assessed in the aggregate, against an objective standard. An
audience-focused inquiry of fair use would therefore constitute a stronger,
more predictable standard for application. This is because the “reasonable
person” standard is thought to capture cultural norms. Now, the fair-use
inquiry would take into account the democratic culture’s wider perception
of whether an added new meaning qualifies as “transformative.” In effect,
an audience-focused fair-use standard would make it far more likely that

160

Bracha & Syed, supra note 31, at 262.
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critical, legitimate secondary uses of existing works are exempted from
copyright liability.
The speech-culture matrix in which all individuals operate and
interact—what all individuals experience as social reality—is a
“constellation of cultural structures that we ourselves construct and
transform in ongoing practice.”161 As social agents, individuals are
constantly engaged in a continuous process—both online and offline—of
constructing and comprehending the meaning of symbols. In doing so,
individuals collectively “give meaning to the objective world and define
their own identity.”162 Therefore, interpreting fair use through broader
cultural norms would dramatically lower the risk of litigation and
encourage individuals to participate in cultural meaning-making through
critical expressive activity. Put differently, analyzing whether a secondary
use can “reasonably be perceived” to have, say, altered an existing work
with a new meaning would enhance the predictability in outcome for fair
use. Ultimately, an expanded, more democratic version of the fair-use
standard would bring it much be closer towards striking a perfect balance
between the speech-suppressive position of copyright and the speechprotective position of free speech.
b. Part II of the Proposal (procedural)
In combination with the proposed doctrinal changes to fair use,
courts should shift the placement of the burden of proof from the fair user
to the copyright holder asserting infringement. Given that the fair-use
inquiry is fundamentally characterized by factual uncertainty, it should be
procedurally structured in a way that it reduces, rather than magnifies, the
likelihood of self-censorship among would-be fair users. As has been
reiterated throughout this essay, the chilling of critical expressive
activity—here, stemming from the procedural design of today’s fair-use
standard—impermissibly undercuts the shared goal of free speech and
copyright.

161

Rosemary J. Coombe, Objects of Property and Subjects of Politics: Intellectual
Property Laws and Democratic Dialogue, 69 TEXAS L. REV. 1853, 1858 (1991).
162

Elkin-Koren, Cyberlaw and Social Change, supra note 58, at 233.
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Policy-wise, flipping the placement of the burden of proof in fair
use would be a welcome step towards protecting fair users, rather than
punishing them. A proliferation of secondary uses as a result of the shift
would certainly increase the range of possibilities in the “marketplace of
ideas,” making it more likely that more heterodox expressions will be able
to enter the fray and make individual choice more meaningful. In the words
of Mill: “Precisely because the tyranny of opinion is such as to make
eccentricity a reproach, it is desirable, in order to break through the tyranny,
that people should be eccentric.”163
So far, it has been established that, in ideal conditions, the Free
Speech Clause and the Copyright Clause further the same goal of
encouraging meaningful creation of, and equal access to, works of
expression, a goal that was assigned to them by the Framers at the time of
their constitutional conception. The chosen critical theories of analysis lend
further credence to that idea. Fair use, acting as a “safety valve” as means
to protect the ideal conditions in which free speech and copyright are
harmonized, lies at the heart of the matter. Its burden of proof does as
well.164 Therefore, it makes sense that, if the burden of proof in other
speech contexts (e.g., defamation) that deal with reconciling private versus
public interests is placed on the private actor, then the burden of proof in
the context of fair use (also having to reconcile private versus public
interests) is placed on the copyright holder alleging infringement.
The Supreme Court’s jurisprudence in the New York Times v.
Sullivan165 line of cases presents the view that “a burden of proof may
unconstitutionally chill protected speech . . . the law should not require a
speaker to bear the burden of proving the legitimacy of her speech.”166 This
is certainly the principle that courts follow in the defamation context, and
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See Cate, supra note 46, at 62.

164

Proving Fair Use, supra note 36, at 1791.
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376 U.S. 254 (1964).

166

Id. at 1795.
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there is a strong argument for applying it in the context of fair use.167
Consider the broad, thematic commonalities between libel and fair use:
much like with libel, the fact-finding process in fair use is frequently, if not
constantly, mired by factual uncertainties. The burden placement in the
libel context sends a message suggesting that the interest in the public
access to speech (especially speech that constitutes matters of public
concern) presumptively outweighs the private interest in suppressing
speech through a libel claim. Likewise, when it comes to protecting speech
against suppression, the burden of proof should rest with the copyright
holder showing that the interest in protecting expression outweighs the
private interest in getting compensated for copyright infringement. 168 In
both contexts, the placing the burden of proof onto the actor bringing forth
a speech-suppressive claim would protect public access to information and
expression, and in turn, individual and collective self-determination.
A shift in burden of proof would restore fair use’s codified goal to
define the scope of exclusive rights held by copyright holders under § 107
of the Copyright Act, entitled “Limitations on exclusive rights: fair use.”170
In its current form, however, fair use appears to expand the scope of
exclusive rights. Ned Snow phrases the procedural aspect of the proposal
eloquently:
A copyright holder’s general burden of demonstrating that
a defendant’s use falls within the scope of the holder’s
rights should require the copyright holder to demonstrate
that the defendant’s use is not fair. To prevail on any claim
of infringement, a copyright holder should be required to
prove the absence of fair use, or in other words, to prove
that the use is unfair. Fair use, then, should be a right of
expression that competes with copyright’s right of
exclusion.169

167

See Philadelphia Newspaper, Inc. v. Hepps, 475 U.S. 767, 777 (1986) (holding
that the burden of proof in a libel action must be placed with the private-figure
plaintiff in matters of public concern).
168

See Proving Fair Use, supra note 36, at 1797; 17 U.S.C. § 107.

169

Proving Fair Use, supra note 36, at 1807–08.
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Indeed, shifting the burden of proof onto copyright holders would
result in more courts recognizing that the fair-use expression should—from
both a legal and normative perspective—receive relatively more protection
than copyrighted expression. This is an especially salient point when
considering the evidentiary problems that plague fair users today. Put
simply, fair use should be treated as a right of expression rather than a
limited exception to copyright, and shifting the burden of proof is a major
step in that direction.
VIII.

CONCLUSION

Many modern-day critical modes of expression that have emerged
from the proliferation of digital technologies do not fall within the
traditional bounds of the fair-use standard. Yet, fair use is one of the most
vital legal mechanisms, as it is charged with reconciling the Free Speech
Clause with the Copyright Clause. Today, the way courts apply fair use is
increasingly unsuited to appraise the cultural value of internet-era, often
heterodox, collage and appropriation forms of art. The uncertainty alone
from fair-use jurisprudence severely chills critical expression. Therefore,
the doctrinal and procedural proposal for reform that is furnished in this
essay will aid in realigning fair use with contemporary expressive activity
as well as protect the high-order set of conditions that nurture the hallmarks
of cultural democracy—that is, individual self-determination and equal
access to participation in cultural meaning-making through critical
expression. An updated, re-conceptualized fair use will once again act as a
mechanism that harmonizes free speech and copyright, and safeguard the
free and widespread dissemination of expression and ideas.
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ANGLING FOR JUSTICE: USING
FEDERAL LAW TO REEL IN
CATFISHING
Mandi Cohen
The term “catfishing” describes the phenomenon of internet
predators fabricating their identities and social circles online to trick
people into romantic or emotional relationships. Although a handful of
state legislatures have attempted to address catfishing in recent years, this
form of predation persists and continues to evolve. This Article
demonstrates that the law has not yet adequately addressed the catfishing
phenomenon. Currently, catfishing laws vary by state and are often either
non-existent, incomplete, or ineffective. As a result, catfish predators are
not sufficiently deterred or punished, and victims of catfishing are not
obtaining adequate redress. This Article thus proposes a uniform solution
to address catfishing: a federal anti-catfishing statute. The proposed
federal statute will deter and punish catfish predators more effectively than
the current legal framework, while also providing redress to catfishing
victims.
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I.

INTRODUCTION

You have been dating Stacey for several months now. She is
great—smart, kind, educated, and not to mention, beautiful. You both have
so much in common, from your mutual love for animals to both being
single parents. You even share the same favorite movie: Alfred
Hitchcock’s Psycho. Stacey is a horror-movie fanatic, just like you. Stacey
gets you, and you have not felt that way in a long time.
Stacey is more free-spirited than you, which you love. She
encourages you to have fun and take risks. She was the one who
encouraged you to apply for that promotion you got last month—the one
you never would have had the guts to apply for if not for Stacey. Stacey
frequently struggles with money, though, which is understandable because
she is a single mom. Stacey’s husband died in a terrible car crash a few
years ago, and she has struggled financially ever since.
Overall, you see a real future with Stacey. Although you have never
been married, you have a seven-year-old daughter named Marla, and you
want her to finally have a real family. Stacey seems to be a great mother to
her daughter, and you think she would be a great mother and role model
for Marla, too. You have fallen head over heels for this woman and cannot
wait to marry her. There’s only one problem: you have never met her. Well,
at least not in person.
You met Stacey on Facebook last year around Thanksgiving. She
sent you a friend request, which you accepted because you thought she was
attractive. You had a few mutual friends and figured you and her could
“hook up.” After all, this wouldn’t be the first time you hooked up with a
girl from Facebook—you and your friends used to do it often. Stacey was
different, though. She had a Psycho movie cover on her page, which
immediately intrigued you. And you two hit it off right away when she
messaged you to say hello. In fact, you two have talked every day by phone
and text since then.
But do you really know Stacey? What if you found out that Stacey
is really an older, overweight woman who stole an Instagram model’s
photos to create a fake identity online? Or what if she is really a man? What
if Stacey is really one of your friends who knows a lot about you, like your
love for Psycho and that you used to pick girls up on Facebook? What then?
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The term “catfishing” is used to describe the practice of internet
predators fabricating their online identities and social circles to trick people
into romantic or emotional relationships.1 There are often two or more
victims in a catfishing scheme: (1) the person, or people, whose photo or
likeness is used, without his or her consent, to create the false identity on
social media; and (2) the person, or people, tricked into a romantic or
emotional relationship with the catfish predator based on the false social
media identity.2 The problem, however, is that the law has not yet
adequately addressed catfishing or its substantial harms. This Article
therefore proposes a legal framework to address catfishing.
Part II of this Article works to define catfishing and its harms
through an exploration of the origin of the term “catfish” and various realworld instances of catfishing. Part III then lays out the current legal
framework in the United States to address catfishing, surveying the
common law, state law, and any applicable federal law. Part IV also
explains why the existing legal framework ineffectively addresses
catfishing and its harms. Finally, Part V examines alternatives to the
existing framework. Part V ultimately argues that the most effective
solution to deter and punish catfish predators is the enactment of a federal
statute designed specifically to address catfishing and like harms. The
proposed federal statute would also provide adequate redress for both types
of catfishing victims.
II.

CATFISHING & ITS ORIGIN
In 2007, Nev Schulman, a New York City photographer, was
contacted by a young girl on Myspace asking permission to paint one of

1

Zimmerman v. Bd. of Trs. of Ball State Univ., 940 F. Supp. 2d 875, 891 (S.D. Ind. 2013)
(defining “catfishing” as “the phenomenon of internet predators that fabricate their online
identities and entire social circles to trick people into emotional/romantic relationships
(over a long period of time).”).
2

Cf. Olivia Waring, What is catfishing and how can you spot it?, METRO (Mar. 18, 2018),
https://metro.co.uk/2018/03/18/catfishing-can-spot-7396549/ (defining catfishing as “the
act of pretending to be someone you are not online, in order to lure someone you’ve never
met into a relationship.”).
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his photographs.3 Soon after, Nev received numerous packages with the
girl’s drawings and paintings.4 Nev’s brother and friend, who both
happened to be filmmakers, decided to start filming the story.5
During the next couple of months, Nev became Facebook friends
with members of the young girl’s friends and family, including the girl’s
adult sister, Megan.6 Nev and Megan had a lot in common, and Nev was
physically attracted to Megan—she was a beautiful and talented singer.7
The two developed a romantic relationship over the next several months,
but they never met in person. 8 Still, Nev could not wait to start a new life
with Megan.9
Everything came crashing down when Nev learned that Megan’s
lyrics and vocal recordings were actually sourced from the internet and not
performed by Megan herself.10 Nev, with his brother and friend, decided to
travel to Michigan to find out the truth.11 But unfortunately for Nev, the
truth was that Megan was fake—Nev was really talking to a homebound,
married woman named Angela who had made it all up.12 Luckily for

3

Thomas Berman and Rebecca Mulford, Inside ‘Catfish’: A Tale of Twisted Cyber
Romance, ABC NEWS (Oct. 8, 2010), http://abcnews.go.com/2020/catfish-movie-taletwisted-cyber-romance/story?id=11817470.
4

Id.

5

Id.

6

Id.

7

Id.

8

Id.

9

Id.

10

Id.

11

Id.

12

CATFISH (Relativity Media and Rogue Pictures 2010).
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viewers, the whole story was caught on film and was released in 2010 as a
documentary entitled Catfish.13
Since the film, the term “catfishing” has been used to describe
internet predators who fabricate their identities and social circles online to
trick people into romantic or emotional relationships.14 Nev’s website also
defines the term “cat-fish” as “a person who pretends to be someone they’re
not, using social media to create a false identity, particularly to pursue
deceitful online romances.”15 And in 2014, “Catfish” was officially added
to the Merriam-Webster Dictionary, featuring a definition similar to Nev’s:
Catfish (noun): a person who sets up a false personal profile
on a social networking site for fraudulent or deceptive
purposes.16
The television channel MTV even decided to hire Nev to host a
reality show entitled Catfish: the TV Show.17 Like the Catfish documentary,
Catfish: the TV Show brings couples together who have met online but have
never met in person—posing the question: “What will happen when they
meet in real life for the first time?”18 As it turns out, the answer is usually
that someone was a victim of catfishing. MTV recently aired its seventh
season of the show.19

13

Id.

14

See Zimmerman v. Bd. of Trs. of Ball State Univ., 940 F. Supp. 2d 875, 891 (S.D. Ind.
2013) (quoting URBAN DICTIONARY).
15

Nev Schulman, Catfish, Nevshulman.com, http://www.nevschulman.com/catfish/ (last
visited Oct. 09, 2017).
16

Catfish,
MERRIAM-WEBSTER
ONLINE,
https://www.merriamwebster.com/dictionary/catfish?utm_campaign=sd&utm_medium=serp&utm_source=js
onld (last updated Oct. 11, 2018).
17

Catfish: The TV Show, MTV (Aug. 08, 2018), http://www.mtv.com/shows/catfish-thetv-show (last visited Aug. 8, 2018).
18

Id.

19

Id.
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III.

WHAT’S THE HARM?
While it may make for entertaining reality television, catfishing
causes real harms. Two or more people are often victims in a catfishing
scheme: (1) the person, or people, whose photo or likeness the catfish
predator uses; and (2) the person, or people, tricked into a relationship with
the catfish predator. Both types of victims may suffer substantial harm from
being catfished. The victim whose photo or likeness is used by the catfish
predator may suffer damages to her reputation, for instance. While the
victim tricked into a relationship with the catfish predator may suffer from
emotional distress and financial loss.
The scope of catfishing may continue to expand as more and more
people use and rely on social media to meet people and develop
relationships. In a 2012 U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission
quarterly report, Facebook reported that 1.5% of its 950 million monthly
active users (14.25 million) were classified as “undesirable accounts.”20 An
undesirable account, according to Facebook, is a user profile used for
purposes that violate Facebook’s terms of service (such as pretending to be
someone that you are not).21 Today, Facebook reports it has 2.23 billion
monthly active users—more than double that of 2012.22 Facebook also
reports that fake accounts represent about 3–4% (66–89.2 million) of those
users.23
There have been many high-profile stories of catfishing in the past
few years, including those of Megan Meier and Chris “Birdman”
Anderson. These stories help further define catfishing and illustrate various
types of harm caused by the phenomenon.

20

Facebook, Inc., Quarterly Report (Form 10-Q), at 24 (July 31, 2012).

21

Id.

22

FACEBOOK, Company Info, https://newsroom.fb.com/company-info/ (last visited Nov.
2, 2018).
23

Guy Rosen, Facebook Publishes Enforcement Numbers for the First Time, FACEBOOK
(May 15, 2018), https://newsroom.fb.com/news/2018/05/enforcement-numbers/.
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a. The Harm to Megan Meier
In 2006, Megan Meier was a 13-year-old girl who had struggled
with her weight, self-esteem, and depression for most of her life.24 But then
she met Josh Evans, a cute 16-year-old boy on Myspace, who thought she
was pretty.25 During the next few weeks, Megan, under the supervision of
her mother, developed a relationship with Josh.26 She did not meet Josh in
person or even talk to him on the phone, but she talked to him regularly
online.27
Shortly before Megan’s fourteenth birthday, Josh’s messages to
Megan took a turn. Josh started accusing Megan of being mean to her
friends, and stated that he was not sure whether he wanted to be friends
with her anymore.28 On the day Megan had handed out invitations for her
birthday party at school, the arguments with Josh came to a head. 29 Josh
had shared some of his and Megan’s private messages with others, causing
kids to say mean things about Megan—like that she was a slut and was
fat.30 In a final message to Megan, Josh told her that she was a bad person,
that everyone hated her, and that the world would be a better place without
her.31 Later that day, thirteen-year-old Megan hanged herself in her
closet.32
24

Steve Pokin, The Story of Megan Meir’s Suicide, SPRINGFIELD NEWS-LEADER: POKIN
AROUND (Nov. 19, 2014), http://www.news-leader.com/story/life/2014/11/19/pokinaround-biggest-story-young-girls-suicide/19291825/ [hereinafter Pokin].
25

MEGAN MEIER FOUNDATION, Megan’s Story, (Nov. 13, 2007),
https://www.meganmeierfoundation.org/megans-story.html [hereinafter MEGAN MEIER
FOUNDATION].
26

Id.
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Id.
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Id.
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Id.
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Id.
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Id.
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Id.
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Six weeks after the passing of their daughter, Megan’s parents
learned that Josh never existed.33 Megan had been catfished, even while
under her mother’s supervision. The Myspace profile was created by a
long-time friend and neighbor of the Meiers, Lori Drew.34 Drew created
the profile to find out what Megan was saying online about her daughter,
Sarah.35 To create the profile, Drew posted a photo of a young boy, without
his consent, to attract Megan.36 Drew also used the intimate details she
knew about Megan’s struggle with her weight, self-esteem, and depression
to bully Megan.37
Even under the supervision of her parents, Megan Meier was duped
into a romantic relationship online. She was purposefully tormented and
bullied, which ultimately led to such great emotional distress that she took
her own life. The Megan Meier story reveals the extent of emotional harm
a victim may experience from a catfishing scheme. It also demonstrates
how malicious behavior, like bullying, may accompany catfishing.
b. The Harm to Chris “Birdman” Anderson
In 2011, Chris “Birdman” Anderson was a 33-year-old professional
basketball player for the Denver Nuggets.38 Paris Dunn was a 17-year-old
Instagram model who enjoyed flirting with pro-athletes online (she often
lied about her age).39 One day, Dunn got a Facebook message, supposedly

33

Id.

34

See Pokin, supra note 24.

35

Id.

36

United States v. Drew, 259 F.R.D. 449, 452 (C.D. Cal. 2009).

37

MEGAN MEIER FOUNDATION, supra note 25.

38

Andrew Paparella et. al., How NBA Star, Aspiring Model Became Victims of a Massive
Catfishing Scheme Out of Canada, ABC NEWS (April 13, 2017),
http://abcnews.go.com/Technology/nba-star-aspiring-model-victims-massive-catfishingscheme/story?id=46755887.
39

Id.
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from Birdman, and the two hit it off.40 They started emailing, texting, and
exchanging pictures (including nude pictures).41 They even shared a
weekend together—in person at Birdman’s house in Colorado.42 But the
relationship turned out to be part of a catfishing scheme. And the
consequences to Birdman and Dunn were tremendous.
Unbeknownst to Dunn and Birdman, the relationship and in-person
meeting had been orchestrated by a catfish predator, Shelly Chartier—an
isolated Canadian woman who impersonated both Birdman and Dunn.43
Months later, in 2012, Birdman got an email from Chartier, claiming to be
Dunn’s mother demanding money from Birdman.44 The email revealed that
Dunn was under the age of eighteen at the time she and Birdman spent the
weekend and exchanged nude photos.45 The nude photos of Dunn on
Birdman’s phone were thus considered child pornography.46 Birdman’s
attorney sent money to the drafter of the email in an effort to make the issue
go away.47 It did not work. Birdman was ultimately investigated by police,
who seized his computers, phones, and other electronic devices.48 The story
became public, and Birdman was let go from the Nuggets at the end of the
season.49
Meanwhile, Dunn was receiving messages from Chartier, claiming
to be a friend of Birdman, and threatening to have Dunn raped and
40

Id.
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Id.
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Id.
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Id.
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murdered.50 The friend also threatened to post Dunn’s nude photos, name,
address, and phone number online because Dunn mentioned being invited
to meet a different basketball star.51 Dunn’s nude photos ended up being
posted online for a short period of time.52
The Birdman story illustrates how complex and harmful a
catfishing scheme can be. Almost unbelievably, both victims in this story
actually met in person and still did not realize they were the prey of a
sophisticated catfish predator. Nev Shulman called the scheme “one of the
most complicated, confusing” cases he had ever seen. 53 Chartier received
money from Birdman’s attorney, publicly embarrassed Birdman, caused
him to be formally investigated for child pornography, and caused him to
lose his job with the NBA. 54 Dunn also suffered substantial emotional
distress, and had her nude pictures posted online.55
The harms caused by catfishing are real. Victims of catfishing, both
those who are impersonated and those who are tricked into a relationship,
may suffer from a variety of financial, social, and emotional harms as a
result of catfishing. And as discussed above, the scope of the catfishing
problem may continue to grow with the increasing reliance on social media.
It is therefore important that the law address the catfishing phenomenon.
Ideally, regimes would discourage and punish catfishing. As Part II
explains, however, current laws are insufficient to address the challenges
catfishing poses.
IV.

THE CURRENT LEGAL FRAMEWORK
There are various common-law, state-law, and federal-law
mechanisms in place that deal with catfishing. However, the existing
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framework provides a piecemeal, and often inadequate, set of remedies to
victims. Furthermore, the existing framework has been insufficient to deter
or punish catfish predators. The following sections survey the current legal
framework, illustrating how it has been ineffective in fully addressing
catfishing and its harms.
a. The Common-Law Framework
Various common-law tort claims exist that may be used to address
catfishing in limited instances. These claims include misappropriation of
likeness, fraud, and intentional infliction of emotional distress.
i.

Misappropriation of Likeness

In a catfishing scheme, the victim whose photo or likeness was used
without consent could theoretically sue the catfish predator for
misappropriation of likeness. The Restatement (Second) of Torts states:
“One who appropriates to his own use or benefit the name or likeness of
another is subject to liability to the other for invasion of his privacy.”56
While it is conceivable that a misappropriation-of-likeness claim could be
brought in a catfishing case, courts have not yet extended the claim to social
media.57 Furthermore, the Restatement acknowledges that the claim varies
by state, and that some states generally do not allow misappropriation-oflikeness claims unless there is a showing of commercial use or benefit.58
Commercial settings involve promotional activities, such as advertising,
which are not typically associated with catfishing.59 So regardless of
whether the claim is extended to social media, most catfishing victims
would be unable to bring the claim in certain states because of catfishing’s
noncommercial nature.
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http://www.dmlp.org/legal-guide/using-name-or-likeness-another (last visited Dec. 15,
2017).

63
ii.

Fraudulent Misrepresentation

If the victim of a catfishing scheme sent money to the catfish
predator, the victim could conceivably make a fraudulentmisrepresentation claim against the catfish predator. The Restatement
(Second) of Torts states:
One who fraudulently makes a misrepresentation of fact, opinion,
intention, or law for the purpose of inducing another to act or to
refrain from action in reliance upon it, is subject to liability to the
other in deceit for pecuniary loss caused to him by his justifiable
reliance upon the misrepresentation.60
Based on a plain language reading of the Restatement, a catfish
predator may be liable for fraudulent misrepresentation if the catfish
predator purposely lies to his or her victim to get money. However, courts
have generally held this not to be the case.61
In Bonhomme v. St. James,62 for instance, an Illinois court held that
a victim of a catfish scheme was unable to recover the money she gave her
catfish predator.63 The victim, Paula Bonhomme, was targeted by a female
catfish predator pretending to be a man named Jesse.64 The two
communicated online and by telephone (the catfish predator used a device
to disguise her voice as a male voice during the calls).65 The catfish
predator created approximately twenty fictional identities to be involved
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with “Jesse.”66 Over the course of the relationship, Bonhomme sent over
$10,000 to these fictional people.67
Although Bonhomme incurred significant financial loss because of
the catfishing scheme, the court denied her relief, reasoning that the
relationship between the parties was a purely personal relationship:
Plaintiff and defendant were not engaged in any kind of
business dealings or bargaining, and the veracity of
representations made in the context of purely private
personal relationships is simply not something the state
regulates or in which the state processes any kind of valid
public policy interest. Consequently, as regrettable as the
alleged facts are, we hold that they are not the types of facts
upon which a claim for fraudulent misrepresentation may be
held.68
Thus, while it would appear from the Restatement’s plain language
that victims may be able to recover from the financial loss suffered from a
catfishing scheme, courts generally require more than a purely personal
relationship to bring a claim.69
iii.

Intentional Infliction of Emotional Distress

Catfishing victims may also consider suing their catfish predators
for intentional infliction of emotional distress, especially when the catfish
predator makes no financial gain. However, plaintiffs must meet a high bar
to succeed on a claim of intentional infliction of emotional distress
(IIED).70
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The Restatement (Second) of Torts states: “One who by extreme
and outrageous conduct intentionally or recklessly causes severe emotional
distress to another is subject to liability for such emotional distress, and if
bodily harm to the other results from it, for such bodily harm.” 71 The
Restatement goes on to explain the high extreme-and-outrageous standard,
stating that the conduct must “go beyond all possible bounds of decency,
and to be regarded as atrocious, and utterly intolerable in a civilized
community.”72
It may seem clear that the behavior described in Megan Meier’s
story,73 for instance, would qualify as “extreme and outrageous.”74
However, case law suggests otherwise. In Draker v. Schrieber,75 the court
found that the vice-principal of a Texas high school was unable to recover
for IIED when students created a fake Myspace profile of her that included
her picture and employment information, as well as graphic and sexual
references about her.76 The concurring opinion in the case discussed the
Meier story, as well as other similar tragic stories, to highlight how high
the bar is to establish the extreme-and-outrageous-conduct element of an
IIED claim:

oppressions, or other trivialities. . . . There is no occasion for the law to intervene in every
case where someone’s feeling are hurt.”).
71

Id.

72

Id. § 46 cmt. d.

73

See, e.g., United States v. Drew, 259 F.R.D. 449, 452 (C.D. Cal. 2009) (illustrating an
adult using the intimate details she knew about a child’s low self-esteem and depression
to torment her online using a fake profile).
74

See, e.g., Doe v. Hofstetter, No. 11-cv-02209-DME-MJW, 2012 U.S. Dist. LEXIS
82320, at *19–22 (D. Colo. June 13, 2012) (finding that a defendant’s posting of a
couple’s intimate photos online, emailing the couple the intimate photos to harass them,
and impersonating the wife on Twitter met the extreme-and-outrageous standard for an
IIED claim).
75

271 S.W.3d 318 (Tex. App.—San Antonio 2008, no pet.).

76

Id. at 325.

66
There appears to be little civil remedy for the injured targets
of these internet communications. Intentional infliction of
emotional distress would seem to be one option. But as it has
developed, the tort is nearly impossible to establish. The
citizens of Texas would be better served by a fair and
workable framework in which to present their claims, or by
an honest statement that there is, in fact, no remedy for their
damages.77
iv.

The Problem with Common-Law Claims

As discussed above, there are various common-law claims that
could apply to catfishing. But as we have seen, only in limited
circumstances would a catfishing victim even able to bring suit. For a
misappropriation-of-likeness claim, commercial use of a victim’s photo or
likeness is required to sue in certain states.78 This requirement will bar
recovery in many cases in which the relationship is noncommercial in
nature.79 Furthermore, a misappropriation-of-likeness claim could provide
redress to only one of the two types of catfishing victims.80 For a catfishing
victim who provided money to the catfish predator, a fraudulentmisrepresentation claim is conceivable.81 Yet some courts have ruled that
catfishing schemes are purely personal and therefore do not qualify for the
claim.82 Finally, victims can bring IIED claims against catfish predators,
but only where a catfish predator’s conduct is so extreme and outrageous
77
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as to “go beyond all possible bounds of decency, and to be regarded as
atrocious, and utterly intolerable in a civilized community.”83 This is a high
standard to meet, and courts have acknowledged that even a case as
extreme as the Megan Meier’s story will not prevail on this claim.84
Even assuming a victim had a potentially viable tort claim against
a catfish predator, litigation is expensive.85 The ambiguity of whether a
common-law claim would be viable, combined with the cost of litigation,
may deter many victims of catfishing from pursuing a lawsuit. Catfish
predators may also be judgment-proof, potentially leaving even those
victims successful with common-law claims without adequate redress.
b. State Statutes
In some states, like New Jersey, it is a criminal offense for a catfish
predator to use someone’s photo or likeness without consent to create fake
social-media identities.86 Other states like Oklahoma have adopted
legislation allowing for civil recovery in these cases. 87 California has
adopted a statute that exposes catfish predators to both criminal and civil
liability.88 But a majority of states still lack legislation expressly aimed at
addressing the catfishing phenomenon.89 An evident shortcoming of
relying on state legislation is that there is great variation in the handling of
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catfishing among the states. Still, a survey of current state legislation may
help identify a more effective framework.
i.

New Jersey

In New Jersey, it is a crime to use electronic communications, an
internet website, or other means to “impersonate[] another or assume[] a
false identity and does an act in such assumed character or false identity
for the purpose of obtaining a benefit for himself or another or to injure or
defraud another.”90 According to New Jersey’s statute, “benefit” includes
any property, pecuniary amount, services, or “any injury or harm
perpetrated on another where there is no pecuniary value.” 91
New Jersey’s statute is broad enough to cover both catfishing and
identity theft in general.92 And both impersonation of an actual person and
creation of a false identity are outlawed.93 However, while the statute
outlines criminal penalties for violation, no civil remedies for the victims
of such violation are expressly provided in the statute.94
ii.

Oklahoma

Oklahoma recently adopted legislation that allows for civil
recovery for catfishing: the “Catfishing Liability Act.”95 The Act provides:
“Any person who knowingly uses another’s name, voice,
signature, photograph or likeness through social media to
90
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create a false identity without such person’s consent . . . for
the purpose of harming, intimidating, threatening or
defrauding such person shall be liable for online
impersonation and liable for any damages sustained by the
person or persons injured as a result thereof . . . .”96
The Act has been called the “toughest” in the nation, and it took
effect in November 2016.97
Unlike the New Jersey statute, which is comprehensive enough to
cover both catfishing and identity theft in the broader sense, Oklahoma’s
statute specifically targets catfishing. The statute also includes various
clauses limiting the scope of the statute, which will help prevent First
Amendment challenges and conflicts with other laws. Specifically, the
statute excludes liability when the sole purpose of the online impersonation
is satire or parody.98 The statute also excludes liability to law enforcement
investigating internet crime.99 Finally, the statute recognizes that federal
law provides social media companies immunity from liability for catfishing
acts perpetrated by their users, and reaffirms that no such liability should
be construed from the statute.100
Oklahoma’s statute provides catfishing victims the opportunity for
injunctive relief and damages (including punitive damages). 101 Attorney’s
fees may also be awarded under the statute, and the statute states that all
remedies are cumulative and in addition to any others provided for by
law.102
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Overall, Oklahoma’s statute is appealing—it provides a civil claim
to anyone defrauded or otherwise harmed by catfishing. However, the
statute is limited to impersonation of an actual person (compared to New
Jersey’s statute, which includes both impersonation and creating a fake
identity). The statute is also narrowly limited to social media,103 which may
limit its ability to keep up with evolving technology. Finally, while the
statute is intended to provide a civil remedy to catfishing victims, this goal
may not always come to fruition (e.g., in cases where a catfish predator is
judgment-proof). Providing criminal penalties in addition to a civil remedy
would be more comprehensive in deterring and punishing catfishing
predators.
iii.

California

California’s statute imposes both civil and criminal liability for
online impersonation.104 The statute provides that “any person who
knowingly and without consent credibly impersonates another actual
person through or on an Internet web site or by other electronic means for
purposes of harming, intimidating, threatening, or defrauding another
person is guilty of a public offense . . . .”105 The statute goes on to say that
“[i]n addition to any other civil remedy available, a person who suffers
damage or loss by reason of a violation [of the statute] may bring a civil
action against the violator for compensatory damages and injunctive relief
or other equitable relief . . . .”106
This combination of civil and criminal liability effectively deters
and punishes catfishing, while providing redress to victims. For instance,
if a catfish predator is judgment-proof when held liable under the civil
portion of the statute, he may still be punished under the criminal portion
of the statute. Also, the combination of criminal and civil liability promotes
the seriousness of the offense to hopefully deter catfishing.
103
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California’s statute is broad enough to cover internet websites and
other electronic communications, unlike Oklahoma’s statute, which is
limited to social media.107 Still, because California’s statute is limited to
impersonation of actual persons (unlike New Jersey’s statute that also
covers creating fake profiles), certain victims of catfishing may be left
without recourse.108
iv.

The Problem with State Statutes

Each of the state statutes surveyed in this part of the Article has
advantages and disadvantages. For instance, New Jersey’s statute is not
limited to impersonation of an actual person, but it does not expressly
provide for civil remedies to catfishing victims.109 Oklahoma’s statute
provides a variety of potential civil remedies for catfishing victims, but it
does not criminalize the offense to ensure punishment even where a catfish
predator is judgment-proof for civil purposes.110 California’s statute
includes both civil and criminal liability for catfish predators, but the
statute’s scope is limited to impersonation of an actual person.111
There is little uniformity among existing state anti-catfishing
statutes, and most states still completely lack statutes aimed to address
catfishing.112 Also, given the interstate nature of the internet,113
jurisdictional issues may also arise with state statutes. A well-crafted state
statute may sufficiently address cases in which the catfish predator is in the
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same state as her victims.114 However, in cases spanning across multiple
states, it may be difficult to obtain jurisdiction over a catfish predator or
determine which state’s statute should apply.115 Therefore, catfishing is
more appropriately addressed at the federal level.
c. Federal Statutes
Given the interstate nature of the internet, and the uniformity and
jurisdictional issues at the state level,116 catfishing is likely best addressed
by federal law. Currently, the United States lacks a federal statute
specifically designed to address catfishing. There are a few statutes related
to the ideas and harms behind catfishing that may apply in limited
circumstances, though. These statutes include the Interstate
Communications Act,117 the Interstate Stalking Act,118 the Stored
Communications Act,119 and the Computer Fraud and Abuse Act.120
i.

The Interstate Communications Act

The Interstate Communications Act criminalizes the transmission
of certain communications in interstate or foreign commerce. 121 The
purpose of the Act is to prohibit extortion through interstate
communications.122 The Act largely deals with ransom demands for
kidnapped persons and extortion attempts by threatening to kidnap a
114
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person.123 The fourth section of the Act, however, outlaws interstate
transmission of communications containing threats to injure the reputation
of a person, with intent to extort any money or other things of value.124
In United States v. Petrovic,125 the defendant made threats to post
pornographic video and images of his ex-wife if she ended their
relationship.126 The defendant carried out the threats by creating a website
containing the pornographic content, along with personal information
about his ex-wife. The defendant mailed postcards to her family, friends,
and community contacts, inviting them to view the website. 127 He
demanded his ex-wife continue their relationship or pay him $100,000 to
take the website down.128 The court in Petrovic found that a sexual
relationship may be an intangible “thing of value” that a person may intend
to extort.129 The court thus affirmed the defendant’s conviction under the
statute.130
Given the Petrovic holding, catfish predators who make threats to
injure the reputation of their victim, to extort money or a continued sexual
relationship with the victim, may face liability under 18 U.S.C. § 875. It is
important to note, though, that Petrovic involved a previously married
couple that had physically met and engaged in an in-person sexual
relationship, which is unlikely in most catfishing situations. Also, Petrovic
involved extortion for money and the continuance of the in-person sexual
relationship. Section 875 may therefore be most useful in extreme
catfishing cases like the Birdman case, which involved an in-person
123
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encounter, extortion for money from Birdman, and extortion for a
continued relationship with Dunn (or least to prevent her from entering a
new relationship with a different basketball star).
ii.

The Interstate Stalking Act

Under the Interstate Stalking Act, a person who uses electronic
communication services or systems of interstate commerce with “intent to
kill, injure, harass, or intimidate” another person is criminally liable if the
conduct puts the victim in reasonable fear of serious bodily injury or if the
conduct would reasonably be expected to cause the victim substantial
emotional distress.131
In addition to being convicted under 18 U.S.C. § 875, the defendant
in Petrovic was also convicted under this federal stalking statute for his
threats to, and actual posting of, pornographic images and videos—both of
which caused substantial emotional distress to his ex-wife.132 There have
been several convictions under this statute that have involved romantic
relationships on the internet, or even more closely tied to catfishing: social
media.133 However, each of these cases involved the defendant harassing a
victim with whom he shared a prior in-person relationship by posting
sexual photos of the victim online. This is unlikely in most catfishing
situations, because the general purpose of catfishing is to trick someone
into a romantic or emotional relationship rather than harass a former lover
by posting sexual pictures. Therefore, like 18 U.S.C. § 875, this statute may
help criminally punish catfish predators in rare cases like the Birdman case,
involving in-person sexual relations and posting of sexual photos online.
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iii.

The Stored Communications Act

Section 2701 of the Stored Communications Act criminalizes
intentionally accessing electronic communication services, without
authorization, as well as intentionally exceeding authorization to access the
electronic communication services.134 While a plain-language reading of
the statute may suggest that impersonating a person on social media would
violate the statute, Doe v. Hofstetter made clear it would not.135 The court
in Doe found the statute to be an anti-hacking statute.136 Specifically, the
court was “[n]ot persuaded . . . that violating Twitter’s terms of service by
creating an account in Jane Doe’s name qualifie[d] as ‘exceed[ing] an
authorization to access Twitter . . . . Defendant did not, for instance, hack
into someone else’s account and obtain their stored communications.”137
So unless a catfish predator hacks into a victim’s account, rather than just
creating a fake account, 18 U.S.C. § 2701 would not apply.
iv.

The Computer Fraud and Abuse Act

The Computer Fraud and Abuse Act (CFAA) is codified as 18
U.S.C. § 1030.138 This is the Act prosecutors used to bring changes against
catfish predator Lori Drew from the Megan Meier story. 139 Among other
things, the CFAA criminalizes a person who “intentionally accesses a
computer without authorization or exceeds authorized access, and thereby
obtains . . . information from any protected computer.”140 The Act protects
computers used in interstate or foreign commerce or communication.141
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The prosecutors in Drew argued Drew intentionally accessed a
protected computer without, or in excess of, authorization when she
violated the Myspace terms of service to create the fake profile she used to
catfish Megan Meier.142 The court therefore faced the question whether
“intentional breach of an Internet website’s terms of service, without more,
is sufficient to constitute . . . violation of the CFAA.”143 The court
ultimately found that interpreting the CFAA in this way would violate the
two-prong void-for-vagueness doctrine, which requires notice as well as
minimal guidelines for law enforcement when enforcing the Act. 144 The
court found that individuals of common intelligence would not be put on
notice that violating terms of service contracts could be a criminal violation
of the CFAA.145 The court also found that there would be an absence of
minimal guidelines for law enforcement because it was unclear whether
every intentional violation of a website’s terms of service would violate
CFAA.146 Drew was therefore acquitted of her charges under the Act.147
Given the holding in Drew, it is unlikely that the CFAA can be used to
punish catfish predators.
v.

The Problem with the Current Federal Statutes

Given both the uniformity and potential jurisdictional issues of state
statutes aimed at catfishing, the catfishing phenomenon is likely better
addressed by federal law. However, the United States currently lacks a
federal statute specifically designed to address catfishing. While there are
a few federal statutes related to the ideas and harms behind catfishing, none
have been designed or interpreted to deter and punish catfish predators.
Courts have applied 18 U.S.C. §§ 875 and 2261A to address
extortion and stalking for prior in-person relationships; for instance, where
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someone intentionally posts sexually explicit photos of an ex-girlfriend to
harass her. These statutes are therefore viable in the rare cases like the
Birdman case. In comparison, 18 U.S.C. §§ 2701 and 1030 are unlikely
viable at all to address most catfishing situations. Furthermore, each of
these statutes focuses on the criminal prosecution of violators and do not
explicitly provide civil recourse to catfishing victims. A combination of
civil and criminal liability, however, would best deter and punish catfish
predators and provide redress to these victims.
V.

ADDRESSING THE CATFISHING PHENOMENON
Catfishing causes real harms, and the law has not yet adequately
addressed them. As demonstrated in Part IV of this Article, catfishing is
best addressed by federal law to ensure uniformity and to prevent potential
jurisdictional issues posed by state statutes, given the interstate nature of
the internet. This part of the Article explores potential federal solutions to
address catfishing and ultimately argues for the most effective solution to
deter and punish catfish predators: a federal anti-catfishing statute. Such a
statute would also provide redress to victims of catfishing schemes.
a. Holding Social Media Companies Liable Will Not Work
One possible solution to catfishing is to hold social media
companies, like Facebook, liable. This would require an amendment to 47
U.S.C. § 230 (Section 230). Currently, Section 230 provides broad
immunity to “interactive computer services” for user-generated content.148
Social media websites fall within the definition of “interactive computer
services” provided in Section 230.149
A recently published student article suggested amending Section
230 to assign liability to social media companies when they knew, or
should have known, that content was harmful.150 The article argues that
catfishing victims could then hold companies like Facebook liable when
148
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they do not remove known harmful content.151 The article analogizes to
federal copyright law as having similar provisions to hold internet service
providers liable for infringement when they knew, or should have known,
protected content was posted.152
The article’s argument to amend Section 230 to hold social media
companies liable for catfishing is unconvincing. Congress enacted Section
230 to grant immunity to these websites for harmful user-generated content
to encourage screening and removal of such content.153 This immunity
allows social media websites leeway to screen for fake or harmful profiles.
Without the full protection of Section 230, websites may choose to not
screen at all for harmful content, for fear of liability. This would result in
even more fake social media profiles and other harmful content being
posted online. Also, amending Section 230 to hold social media companies
liable for catfishing does little to deter or punish the real perpetrators
involved in catfishing schemes: the catfish predators. While holding social
media websites liable for catfishing may provide redress to catfishing
victims, the catfish predators are left with little incentive to stop catfishing.
Congress expressly provided in Section 230 a different solution to
regulating harmful content, other than holding websites liable: “Ensure
vigorous enforcement of Federal criminal laws to deter and punish
trafficking in obscenity, stalking, and harassment by means of
computer.”154 While Congress focused on obscene content in this
statement, the same could be said in the catfishing context if a federal anticatfishing law were put in place.
b. The Most Effective Solution: A Federal Anti-Catfishing Statute
Another potential solution to the catfishing phenomenon is to hold
catfish predators liable under a federal anti-catfishing statute. If structured
properly, a federal anti-catfishing statute would better deter and punish
151
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catfish predators than the existing piecemeal framework or than amending
Section 230 to hold social media websites liable for catfishing. Such a
statute would also provide adequate redress to both types of catfishing
victims: (1) the person, or people, whose photo or likeness is used, without
his or her consent, by a catfish predator to create a false identity on social
media; and (2) the person, or people, tricked into a romantic or emotional
relationship with the catfish predator based on the false social media
identity.
As seen in Part IV of this Article, while state statutes to address
catfishing are widely non-existent, a few states have enacted anti-catfishing
statutes. Congress should therefore draw upon the strong points of these
state statutes to develop and enact a uniform federal anti-catfishing statute,
such as the one provided below:
Proposed United States Catfishing Liability Act.
1. As used in this Act:
a. The term “benefit” means any property, any pecuniary
amount, any services, and any pecuniary amount sought
to be avoided; and
b. The term “injure” means causing substantial harm to,
including both pecuniary and non-pecuniary harm.
2. Notwithstanding any other provision of law, a person is
guilty of a public offense, punishable pursuant to Section 3
of this Act, if he uses an internet website to impersonate
another or assume a false identity with intent to injure,
defraud, threaten, or intimidate another person, or for the
purpose of fraudulently obtaining a benefit for himself or
another; except where the sole purpose of the impersonation
is for satire or parody.
3. A person guilty of an offense under this Act is liable to
imprisonment for a term not to exceed one year, or to a fine
not to exceed $1,000.00, or by both imprisonment and that
fine.
4. In addition to any other civil remedy available, a person who
suffers damage or loss by reason of violation of Section 2 of
this Act may bring a civil suit against the violator for
compensatory damages and injunctive relief or other
equitable relief. Punitive damages of no less than Five
Hundred Dollars ($500) per individual may be awarded to
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the injured party or parties. The prevailing party in any
action under this section shall be entitled to attorney fees and
costs.
5. This Act does not apply to law enforcement agencies, or
their employees acting within the scope of employment,
while investigating crimes.
6. Nothing in this Act shall be construed to impose liability on
interactive computer services, as defined in 47 U.S.C. 230,
for content provided by another person.
7. This Act does not preclude prosecution under any other law.
If conduct that constitutes an offense under this section also
constitutes an offense under any other law, the violator may
be prosecuted under this section, the other law, or both.
The federal anti-catfishing statute proposed above draws upon the
strong points of currents state statutes, but because it is federal, it provides
a uniform framework to enforce criminal and civil penalties for catfishing
throughout the nation. This framework is also free from the potential
jurisdictional issues states currently face.155
The proposed statute also has various other strong points. For
instance, the statute makes clear that it will not inhibit police investigations
or contradict Section 230 immunity for social media websites.
Furthermore, the proposed statute does not limit use of other laws in
conjunction with the statute. The criminal and civil components of the
statute work together to promote the seriousness of the crime. Even where
a catfish predator is judgment-proof from civil liability, she may still face
criminal liability. Finally, both types of catfishing victims are eligible to
receive compensatory, punitive, and injunctive relief under the statute
(both a victim whose photo or likeness was stolen and a victim who was
tricked into a relationship are eligible to bring a civil suit under the statute).
i.

Constitutionality of the Proposed Federal Anti-Catfishing
Statute

Like the federal statutes surveyed in Part IV, Congress would have
the constitutional authority to enact the anti-catfishing statute under the
155
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Commerce Clause, which gives Congress the ability to regulate commerce
among the states.156 “The internet is an instrumentality and channel of
interstate commerce,” and use of internet websites is thus within the power
of Congress to regulate under the Commerce Clause.157
Furthermore, like the well-crafted state statutes, the federal anticatfishing statute proposed in this Article will likely survive facial
constitutional challenges. For instance, in Ex Parte Bradshaw, Bradshaw
challenged his prosecution under Texas’s online-impersonation statute.158
Specifically, Bradshaw argued that the statute was unconstitutional on its
face, violating the First, Fifth, and Fourteenth Amendments.159 The Texas
intermediate appellate court ultimately disagreed with Bradshaw in each of
his arguments and upheld the constitutionality of the Texas statute.160
Bradshaw argued that under the First Amendment, Texas’s statute
was unconstitutional because it was facially overbroad. 161 There were
conceivable applications of the statute that would implicate speech
protected by the First Amendment.162 Bradshaw provided examples such
as comedians impersonating politicians for entertainment at the subjects’
expense or to hurt the subjects’ feelings.163 The court found that the statute
served a significant government interest in “protecting citizens from crime,
fraud, defamation, and threats from online impersonation.”164 Further, the
court found that the statute also served a “significant First Amendment
interest in regulating false and compelled speech on the part of the
156
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individual whose identity has been appropriated.”165 The court ultimately
rejected Bradshaw’s First Amendment challenge because the
“hypothetical” examples Bradshaw provided “fail[ed] to establish that any
such impermissible applications [were] substantial in comparison to the
statute’s plainly legitimate sweep over unprotected speech and conduct.”166
In regard to the Fifth and Fourteenth Amendment violations,
Bradshaw argued that Texas’s statute was unconstitutionally vague
because it used an “all encompassing ‘harm’ standard that would cause
potential speakers to steer much further away from the ‘unlawful zone of
conduct’ than would a more narrow statute aimed squarely at unprotected
speech.”167 The court rejected this argument as well, concluding that the
definition of “harm” provided in relevant penal codes would “sufficiently
provide a person of ordinary intelligence fair notice of what the statute
prohibits . . . .”168
Ex Parte Bradshaw illustrates that carefully crafted anti-catfishing
statutes can survive constitutional challenges.169 The federal anti-catfishing
statute proposed in this Article serves the same significant governmental
and First Amendment interests in protecting citizens from threats of online
impersonation and false speech, as did the Texas statute in Ex Parte
Bradshaw. Furthermore, the proposed federal statute is more limited than
the challenged Texas statute, because it explicitly allows for the satire and
parody that Bradshaw argued the Texas statute unconstitutionally
precluded.170
The proposed statute will also avoid vagueness challenges, as did
the statute in Ex Parte Bradshaw. The proposed statute clearly defines the
term “benefit,” for instance, and as seen in Ex Parte Bradshaw, the term
165
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“harm” was not unconstitutionally vague when included in an anticatfishing statute.171 Given the court’s findings in Ex Parte Bradshaw, the
federal anti-catfishing statute proposed in this Article will likely survive
facial challenges to its constitutionality.172
ii.

Potential Disadvantages to the Proposed Statute

Although a federal anti-catfishing statute is the most effective way
to deter and punish catfish predators, and provide redress to catfishing
victims, with any solution comes both advantages and disadvantages. One
potential downside to a federal anti-catfishing statute is the risk of nonenforcement. Congress enacting a statute does not guarantee that
prosecutors will actually use the statute to go after those violating it.173
However, presence alone of a federal criminal anti-catfishing statute may
be enough to deter catfish predators. Even those catfish predators not
deterred by a current state statute in their jurisdiction may be deterred by a
federal statute because of a greater fear of federal prosecution than state
prosecution. Also, because the proposed statute allows for civil claims in
addition to criminal charges, claims from catfishing victims may also
indirectly help enforce the statute.
Another issue related to a federal anti-catfishing statute is ensuring
removal of content after it is deemed harmful in court. Clearly the mere
conviction of a catfish predator does not magically remove the harmful
content from social media. However, social media websites have policies
in place that allow users to request harmful content to be removed.174
171
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Federal injunctions will only make determinations of whether to remove
content reported as harmful easier for these websites.175
As with any solution, a federal anti-catfishing statute comes with
potential downside. Still, the statute proposed in this Article is the most
effective way to deter and punish catfish predators, while also providing
redress to catfishing victims.
VI.

CONCLUSION
Catfishing is a pervasive problem that has the potential to cause
severe financial, social, and emotional harms to its victims. Yet the law has
not adequately addressed the harms it causes.
The current legal framework surrounding catfishing is comprised
of piecemeal laws and claims that ineffectively deter and punish catfish
predators. Furthermore, victims of catfishing are often without adequate
redress. While a few states have enacted statutes specifically aimed at
addressing catfishing, most states still lack legislation addressing the
phenomenon. The few state statutes that have been adopted are ineffective
due to the lack of uniformity across states, as well as potential jurisdictional
challenges that come with the interstate use of the internet in catfishing
schemes.
A carefully crafted federal statute designed specifically to address
catfishing will best deter and punish catfish predators and provide redress
to catfishing victims. This Article thus provides a model federal statute
designed to hold catfish predators criminally and civilly liable. The
proposed federal statute provides a uniform way to deal with catfishing free
from jurisdictional challenges faced by state statutes. Thus, this Article
argues that Congress should adopt the proposed statute as a means to
address the catfishing phenomenon.
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DRONES IN CONSTRUCTION
Caroline Loveless
Use of drone technology has rapidly increased in the last few
decades. Enhanced capabilities and newfound affordability have allowed
drone use to evolve. Drone use is rapidly influencing industries--from
agriculture to energy, and environmental to entertainment. Much of the
promise of drone technology lies in its potential for use in the construction
industry; however, regulations found in 14 C.F.R. § 107 must be relaxed
before drones can provide true efficiency in the construction industry and
significantly impact the economy.
Similar to regulations of other emerging technologies, federal and
state drone regulations are restrictive, reflecting a limited understanding
of the technology. Drones enable construction companies to increase
productivity, efficiency, worker safety, and OSHA compliance by gathering
images, collecting data, reconstructing work schedules, and identifying
construction defects. While drones provide inherent benefit to the
construction industry, inexperienced operators, faulty mechanics, and
limited insurance policies combine to create some risk. However, this risk
does not outweigh the benefit that drones provide, and current regulation
can be more effectively balanced to reflect the broad benefits of drone
operation within the construction industry.
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I.

INTRODUCTION

Drones provide many versatile uses that would be of benefit to the
construction industry. Drones may be employed at various stages of
construction, from land surveying to project completion. Drones provide
quick, efficient, and safe acquisition of evidence and data that could help
solve many issues plaguing the construction industry. As a generalization,
the construction industry strives to complete projects in the quickest
amount of time, with the most skill, in the safest manner, and at the lowest
cost. Drones can be an effective tool in completing these goals.
Construction is a dangerous business, with hundreds of deaths
resulting each year. Companies, managers, and employees constantly strive
to promote workplace safety. Safety regulations provide mandates that
companies must follow, and penalties are severe if these regulations are
violated. Due to their maneuverability and high-quality cameras, drones
have incredible monitoring capabilities that can easily identify habitual
safety offenders on a construction site. A satisfactory work schedule is
critical on a construction site, but delays are inevitable. Drones could
document progress and provide relevant parties with pertinent information
about the construction site as often as necessary.
Perhaps drones’ most attractive qualities are their affordability and
their ability to reduce risk in documenting construction sites. While a
helicopter or small airplane could be used to gather aerial shots of a
construction site, these methods are extremely expensive and costly over
time. Additionally, helicopters and small airplanes can be dangerous in
downtown areas. These aircraft are too large to navigate in small, confined
areas. On the other hand, drones are maneuverable in small spaces and
provide the ability for operators to gather extremely detailed information.
Drones are proving to be great assets to many construction sites.
Imagine that a large, state-of-the-art hospital is being built in a populous
downtown area. The project requires demolition of an old building and
construction of the new building. A general contractor, who employs many
different subcontractors, is leading the construction of the hospital. As soon
as the concrete is poured for the building, heavy rain hits the area for a
week. Site inspections cannot be performed because the ground is too
muddy for an employer to walk. A drone could be employed to circle the
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construction site, collecting information to deliver to the general manager
and owner.
Imagine you are in a college town, where large apartment
complexes are constantly being built. The owner of a substantial
commercial real estate group has started building a new property. Because
leases have already been signed and housing promised, it is of utmost
importance that the project be completed before the fall semester begins.
A drone could conduct weekly, or even daily, site inspections to monitor
progress and make necessary adjustments to the work schedule.
Picture the installation of new HVAC equipment in a congested
downtown area. To install the piece of equipment, a well-developed plan
is necessary to reduce risk of delay and injury. A drone could survey the
area pre-installation and provide an aerial overview, which could be used
to formulate a plan for installation that minimizes the risk of injury to
people and properties.
While they possess all these great features, drones are still an
emerging technology and therefore come with a small amount of
uncertainty. However, these uncertainties, such as potential equipment
malfunctions, risk of human injury, or lack of structured drone insurance
policies, do not outweigh the substantial benefits that drones provide to the
construction industry. As drone technology develops, these weaknesses
will become stronger, and the risk of injury and malfunction will be
reduced. For example, crash detection and radius sensor technology are
quickly becoming standard features on drones.
Currently, the full potential impact of drones on the commercial
construction industry is limited by strict regulation and overbroad
protections outlined in 14 C.F.R. § 107, which is the Code of Federal
Regulations regarding Small Unmanned Aircraft Systems. Drone
technology is not so inherently dangerous as to require the amount of
protective regulations in place. While the current rules still control, the
current administration has signaled a push for deregulation in the drone
industry through various statements and proposals. Less strict requirements
may be on the horizon.

91
This paper serves to highlight the ways in which drones will benefit
the commercial construction industry. Section II outlines a brief history of
the drone and details the relevant differences in drone terminology. Section
III depicts the impact of drone technology in other commercial industries,
providing insight into the possible applications of these devices in the
construction industry. These use-cases also provide a safety and business
model for the construction industry to follow. Section IV further describes
the unique advantages of drone technology to the construction industry and
includes predictions for future construction-drone use. Section V outlines
considerations construction companies should review before implementing
the technology. Section VI provides an argument for the relaxation of 14
C.F.R. 107, which would enable drones to monitor construction sites
efficiently and safely. Finally, Section VII presents a brief conclusion.
II.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF SMALL UNMANNED AIRCRAFT
Drones are far from a new phenomenon and were initially
introduced as a “vital predecessor” to manned aircraft.1 Commonly known
as “drones,” these unmanned aircraft have been in use for centuries—even
before the Wright Brothers took their first flight. One of the first recorded
instances of the unmanned aircraft was in 425 B.C., when Greek
philosopher Archytas used a self-propelling flying device, Flying Pigeon,
to understand how birds fly.2 Although there is much debate about the first
actual use of unmanned aircraft, there is a consensus in scholars
recognizing their use in battle during the Spanish American War, WWI,
the Cold War, and the War on Terror.3 Drone uses have ranged from aerial
1

DONNA A. DULO, UNMANNED AIRCRAFT IN THE NATIONAL AIRSPACE: CRITICAL ISSUES,
TECHNOLOGY, AND THE LAW 9 (2015) [hereinafter DULO].
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BENJAMYN I. SCOTT, THE LAW OF UNMANNED AIRCRAFT SYSTEMS: AN INTRODUCTION
CURRENT AND FUTURE REGULATION UNDER NATIONAL, REGIONAL AND
INTERNATIONAL LAW 3 (2016) [hereinafter SCOTT] (citing KONSTANTINOS
DALAMAGKIDIS ET AL., ON INTEGRATING UNMANNED AIRCRAFT SYSTEMS INTO THE
NATIONAL AIRSPACE SYSTEM 12 (Springer 2d ed., 2012)).
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surveillance in the Spanish-American War, jet-propelled surveillance
drones during the Cold War, and remote-piloted target strike drones in the
War on Terror.4
As advances in technology enabled drones to perform a wide
variety of functions, a diverse lexicon of terms emerged. Today, there is
not consistent agreement on what terms should be used to describe the
device. Commonly-used terms include: unmanned aircraft, unmanned
aerial vehicle, remote-piloted aircraft, remote-piloted aircraft system, and
the catch-all term, drone.5 The U.S. has referenced commercial drones in
its regulations as “unmanned aircraft system[s]” (UAS).6 It is likely
policymakers’ choice to refer to the drone as an unmanned aircraft system
is related to negative connotations surrounding the use of military drones.7
Terminology used is dependent on the drone type and function.
Different legal frameworks apply to different drone types and uses. The
Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) regulates three primary categories
of use: (1) hobbyist and recreational use, (2) governmental and public use,
and (3) commercial or civil use.8 Drones are then further categorized
depending on the mechanism of control (unmanned vs. manned) and
weight of the machine.9 For the purposes of this paper, the term “drone”
references a commercial-use, unmanned aerial system weighing less than
fifty-five pounds.10
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SCOTT, supra note 2, at 9.
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SCOTT, supra note 2, at 9.
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https://www.faa.gov/uas/faqs (last visited Nov. 22, 2018).
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III.

CURRENT APPLICATIONS OF DRONES IN COMMERCIAL INDUSTRIES
While drone technology has existed for centuries, its appeal to
commercial industries and hobbyists is largely due to the affordability and
range of drone capabilities. In Drones: Reporting for Work, Goldman
Sachs predicted that the total global spending on drones in the commercial
markets would be approximately $100 billion over the next five years.11
Driving this surge, developments in drone technology have given
commercial entities opportunities to collect data in a cost-effective,
efficient and safe manner. Commercial drone use is surging both in the U.S.
and worldwide.
a. Monitoring Capabilities
One common feature of commercial drones is a high-quality
camera, which provides drone owners unprecedented monitoring
capabilities. Camera quality ranges with price, but most drones come
equipped with a camera capable of producing high-resolution imagery.
Drones capture photos and videos at an angle above the subject area, which
are stored on a Secure Digital (SD) card, and can be transferred to a
computer to analyze and observe.
These photos and videos can be used to monitor aspects of
commercial industries that are unique to each sector. For example, data
collected from aerial photographs can be used for measuring work quality,
detecting problems, solving inefficiencies, monitoring large areas, or even
for advertising purposes. The implications stemming from drone
videography touch many different commercial industries.
The agricultural industry has already experienced the benefits of
drone inspection capabilities. Drones are primarily used to monitor crops
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and reduce the manpower needed in crop production.12 Specifically,
farmers and crop managers are using the aerial shots to reduce the
inefficiency that comes with multiple farm hands monitoring crops with
the “naked eye.”13 The advanced data collection from drones will help
detect large areas where crop production has stalled or failed. The visual
images that are taken from a couple hundred feet over crops can detect
irrigation leaks or identify a waste of resources.14 Farmers, as well as drone
industry specialists, agree that drones “allow for increased production,
more efficient management, and lower input costs for chemicals applied to
fields.”15 Drones in the agricultural industry can even be used for livestock
management by monitoring patterns and habits of the livestock over large
areas of land.16
The ability of drones to capture high-quality photos and videos has
also proven essential to the broadcasting industry, professional sports
teams, and the real estate industry. Photos captured can be used to generate
income from photography, correct mistakes on the playing field, and

12

See Sally French, This is How Most of the World’s Businesses Will Use Drones,
MARKETWATCH (Mar. 18, 2016), http://www.marketwatch.com/story/this-is-how-mostof-the-worlds-businesses-will-use-drones-2016-03-18 (discussing the use of drones “to
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15
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advertise properties. NFL teams have used drones to film practices, and
FIFA officials have used drones to help referees call plays.17
Photos and live-stream video from drones are also used for
architectural purposes. Drones are being used in construction of the
Sagrada Familia in Barcelona to complete Gaudi’s vision and preserve the
architectural integrity of the church.18 As progress on the church is made,
the drone captures images and ensures architects that work is being
completed properly and in a timely fashion. Photography taken from
drones has been used to compile books tracing Moscow’s history of
architecture.19
Another area that could benefit from drone use is wildlife
preservation. Drones could be used by park rangers at national parks in
Africa to catch rhino poachers.20 Wildlife biologists have started using
drones to follow polar bears in the Arctic, eliminating the need for humans
to enter these extreme weather conditions and reducing the helicopters’
disturbance of animals.21 Drones have provided these biologists with more
accurate data about the behavior of the polar bears, such as their breeding,

17

Zehra Betul Ayranci, Use of Drones in Sports Broadcasting, 33.2 ENT. & SPORTS L.
79, 93 (2017).
18
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feeding, and migration patterns.22 These special devices are also helping
indigenous communities around the world to preserve their land, keeping
it free from deforestation and encroachment.23
b. Use of Drones in Environmental Management and Emergency
Response
Taking advantage of the unique benefits of drone technology, the
oil and gas industry has begun using drones to manage projects and respond
to emergencies. With their ability to quickly gather visual information,
drones are becoming a cost-efficient supplement to, or even replacement
for, human monitoring. For example, natural gas companies have
employed drones to conduct their monthly inspections of equipment. With
the ability to fly at speeds up to 40 miles per hour, drones can collect data
for over 150 miles in one day.24 These inspections have previously been
conducted using helicopters, which cost up to $2K per hour. 25 At a much
cheaper price, drones do not lose any credibility in inspecting equipment
either, as they have proven successful in detecting leaks.26
Environmentalists have also suggested that drones could be used to
detect greenhouse gases and other airborne pollutants.27 The New York
Department of Environmental Conservation began using 22 drones across
22
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the State of New York to “enhance environmental management,
conservation, and emergency response efforts.”28 Since the program’s
inception in September 2017, drones have proven successful in identifying
and mapping an oil spill off Staten Island and an eroding coastline on Lake
Ontario.29
Not only will drones play a role in environmental management,
they will also lend a hand for emergency response and crisis management.
Richard Patrick, senior advisor of first responder policy for the Department
of Homeland Security, while recognizing that more research is needed on
drones, commented that drones pose a “definite utility . . . in a broad
spectrum of the first responder and homeland security responsibilities.”30
The specific tasks will vary regionally, but drones could be easily sent out
to gauge the destruction after a hurricane or predict the path of a raging
wildfire.31 After the devastating Hurricane Irma, 132 drones were deployed
for use in the emergency response.32 Michael Huerta, FAA Administrator,
even went as far to say that “hurricane response will be looked back upon
as a landmark in the evolution of drone usage in this country.” 33 Drones
have also been suggested for use in response to landslides and flooding.34
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The devices have already been used to fight wildfires, as drones can give a
helicopter the best coordinates for a water drop.35
c. Delivery System
In December 2016, Amazon Prime began testing a drone delivery
system in the United Kingdom and successfully completed a delivery
within 13 minutes.36 The delivery capability of drones has the potential to
influence the healthcare industry in many beneficial ways. Medicine and
medical supplies could be delivered to rural areas or developing countries.
Researchers at Johns Hopkins Hospital are in the process of testing drones
to deliver and carry medical specimens like blood and urine samples.37 The
United Nations has employed drones to drop contraceptives over regions
in Ghana.38 Researchers at the William Carey University of Osteopathic
Medicine are in the process of developing a drone to carry quick response
medical kits to areas affected by natural disasters or terrorist attacks.39
d. Commercial Entertainment
Drones have even begun challenging the presence of fireworks in
major cities. Many commercial groups and cities around the world are
substituting drones for fireworks, pointing to cost efficiency and safety as
35
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the two primary reasons.40 Walt Disney World is incorporating drones in a
“Starbright Holiday” celebration, where drones light up the night sky as an
alternative to fireworks.41 Likewise, in Guangzhou, China, almost 1,200
drones recently performed a light show as part of the global economic
forum event.42
IV.

APPLICATION TO THE CONSTRUCTION INDUSTRY
In 2016, Goldman Sachs predicted about $11.2 billion will be spent
on drones in the construction industry.”43 The report predicted the
construction industry would become the highest addressable market for
drone job opportunities, followed by the agriculture industry. 44 The most
beneficial contribution that drones will make on the construction industry
is likely “under the broad heading of project support,” which includes
investigating, monitoring, and documenting a construction site throughout
the course of its development.45 Drones provide “near-real-time aerial
images and software analysis…[and] provide a more comprehensive
picture on what’s going on,” allowing problematic designs or actions to be
40
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caught with improved accuracy.46 With daily drone monitoring, owners
and general contractors can identify improper installation or fault work
from the moment the mistake occurs. The owner and general contractor
may avoid future litigation by identifying problems early in the life of the
property.
Drones will also benefit the construction industry by reducing the
risk of accidents. Some large-scale construction projects, such as a regional
hospital or professional sports stadium, are already using aerial
photography as a means of obtaining a progress report.47 However, in the
past, aerial photography required an aircraft or helicopter. The use of
drones for some high-risk construction projects, such as a project in a large
downtown area, is a safer alternative to using larger aircraft. Wind turbines,
which require routine maintenance inspections, serve as another example.48
Traditionally, these have been accomplished using a three-person team of
experienced rope climbers.49 However, the use of drones can eliminate the
health and safety risks to these climbers and decrease the amount of time
spent on inspections.50 The maneuverability, low cost, and quality
performance make drones a more desirable option for inspecting cooling
towers, bridges, and other structures than would a helicopter or small
airplane.51
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The following section will enumerate specific areas in which
drones will provide clear, real-time documentation of job sites and, in turn,
will create more efficient construction practices and reduce ligation.
a. Use of Drones Can Increase Safety Compliance, Reduce Worker
Injuries, and Enable Effective Allocation of Liability in
Construction Litigation
Regulations play an important role in ensuring safety on a jobsite.
Accidents are frequently occurring in the construction industry. In 2015,
the construction industry saw 937 fatal injuries.52 Although accidents are
not always preventable, construction companies and workers can use
drones to promote worker and site safety. Given the numerous safety
regulations imposed on the construction industry, commercial drone use
may also improve compliance with these laws -- and will likely do so in a
more cost-effective manner.
i.

Drones Help Increase Compliance with Occupational Safety
and Health Administration (OSHA) Construction Regulations

Construction companies must abide by the minimum standards
required by the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA).
OSHA dictates that the prime contractor is responsible for ensuring OSHA
compliance.53 OSHA inspectors enforce regulations and issue fines and
penalties for noncompliance.54 Liabilities stemming from OSHA can be
both civil and criminal in nature, with civil penalties ranging from $5,000
to $70,000 per violation.55 While the prime contractor is responsible, all
parties performing work on the construction site must comply with OSHA
regulations. Because general contractors are responsible for the jobsite
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compliance, they are secondarily liable for any noncompliance of
subcontractors or independent contractors.
The ten most frequently cited violations under OSHA are: 1) fall
protection, 2) hazard communication, 3) scaffolding, 4) respiratory
protection, 5) lockout/tagout, 6) powered industrial trucks, 7) ladders, 8)
electrical wiring methods, 9) machine guarding, 10) electrical general
requirements.56 Drones offer a quick and efficient way for contractors to
avoid several of these violations. The following are examples of ways in
which drones could aid in ensuring OSHA compliance:
A general contractor could use drones to verify subcontractor safety
compliance. Drones could easily spot a worker without proper fall
protection or a worker without a hardhat and allow the general contractor
to reprimand the subcontractor or its workers. By taking a snapshot of the
construction site once or twice a day, general contractors can identify
workers or subcontracting companies that habitually violate OSHA
regulations.
Job foremen are often tasked with performing safety and equipment
inspections. While drone use will not entirely relieve the foreman of site
inspection duties, the use of the drone will be a significant aid in spotting
problems and seeing the job site from a different angle will allow for a
more thorough view of the site. Foremen could create more detailed and
near-perfect documentation of a safety violation by shooting aerial
photographs and capturing the jobsite in real time using a drone. By helping
foremen, contractors, and owners identify risks quickly, drones encourage
safe, clean, and efficient worksites.
Beyond drone use in prevention, OSHA and other regulatory bodies
can utilize this technology post-violation to investigate accidents and
determine liability. For example, after an accident on a bridge project in
2017, OSHA fined a contractor $189,000 for improper fall protection and
lack of guardrail.57 In this accident, two employees were severely injured,
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luckily escaping death.58 Upon receiving notification of the accident,
OSHA could have flown a drone around the bridge to assess the project
site, gathering data and information that could be helpful in determining
penalties. By using a drone to take photos and videos, OSHA would have
saved on time and energy required to document all portions of the jobsite.
Aerial jobsite photos are an attractive source of evidence for
innocent contractors who have been wrongly accused of contributing to an
OSHA violation. If the contractor or subcontractor is wrongfully penalized
for a violation, the accused party could defend against OSHA’s claims with
these photos as evidence of its innocence. These photos, which could act
as daily reports, would identify which subcontractor or entity had been
working on the area in question prior to the violation.
Although OSHA does not have a specific regulation regarding
drone use,59 OSHA has identified drones as a potential tool in safety
regulation and promotion.60 In the future, OSHA may continue to refrain
from addressing the issue of drones, but another, more forward-looking
option would be to enact a new provision governing the use of drones on
construction sites. If this were to happen, OSHA may categorize the drone
as a tool.
ii.

Drones Help Avoid Construction Delays

Delays are inevitable in the construction industry. Reasons for
construction delays are varied, but some delays are the result of factors
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within the control of the general contractor. One common cause for
construction delay is having to rework a section of the project because of
faulty workmanship. Other causes include: differing site conditions,
changes in requirements or design, inclement weather, defective plans and
specifications, and owner interference.61 One of the most critical elements
of a construction contract is the work schedule. In fact, most contracts even
provide that if a contractor is delayed in finishing the work, the contractor
will have to pay liquidated damages for each day past the deadline. 62 One
of the most effective ways to stay on track with a construction project’s
completion schedule is to manage the jobsite and adjust the schedule
according to delays.
Drones with aerial photography and video recording capabilities
can provide real-time documentation that will allow owners and
contractors to adjust a work schedule to accommodate congested work
areas. A virtual design team member of Brasfield & Gorrie, a large
construction company in the U.S., commented that “[design teams] can
plan workflows and develop . . . site logistics plans that identify high-traffic
areas, crane clearances, and areas where materials will move in and out.”63
Consider the effect that photos of immense water pileup from a heavy
rainstorm could have on an owner. The owner might become more
understanding and acknowledge that the work schedule should be adjusted.
Furthermore, there is a possibility that owners would interfere less if they
have aerial updates of the work progress.64
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iii.

Drone Imaging Can Provide Useful Evidence in Construction
Litigation Matters

Drones can be used in a variety of ways to prevent construction
defect claims, which is one of the largest areas of construction litigation.
These legal claims arise in many different contexts, but typically involve a
negligent party. For example, a contractor may fail to follow plans and
specifications and incur liability.65
Drones with thermal energy technology could show the presence of
technical constructive anomalies, which would put builders on alert.66
Drones would be extremely beneficial when there is a heavy downpour to
show which areas of the site are still passable. Videography from drones
could monitor erosion silt fences, which are used to block mud washing
away from the jobsite after a heavy downpour, to make sure they are still
functioning and in place.
Catching construction defects early is important.67 Defects can
harm the environment, lead to bad business practices, create cash-flow
issues, cause accidents, delay projects, and, of course, cost more money.68
Most states have a strict statute of limitations that restricts the amount of
time in which a lawsuit alleging defective claims can be brought. 69 With
65
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the help of constant monitoring by drones, these problems can be caught
during operations, instead of after completion of the project. Settlements
of construction defect claims can be extremely costly. For example,
improper installation of window and door flashing on a 300-unit housing
complex in Newport, California led to a settlement of over eight figures.70
While the project was completed in 2006, the construction defects were not
recognized until 2015.
Detailed and full documentation of a construction project is
essential to successfully defending or asserting construction claims. Often,
construction concepts are complex and unique. This presents a hurdle for
lawyers who must explain the issue at hand to jurors or judges unfamiliar
with construction terminology. Similarly, photos taken on mid-sized
construction sites are often taken by a camera without a wide-angle lens,
making it difficult to discern specific issues the photos depict and where
the snapshots were taken.71 A high-quality drone camera would eliminate
the issue of shoddy photography, and the wide-angle shots from the drone
would put the issue into perspective.72 Aerial photographs will soon
become essential in construction litigation because they “can clarify or
explain oral testimony or documentary narrative in concrete terms.”73
b. Drones Provide More Effective Mapping Pre-Construction
As the technology continues to develop, drones will be essential to
land surveying. A recent survey found that 52% of the respondents in the
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construction industry have considered using drones for land surveying,
thermal imaging, or scanning.74 The primary attraction for companies using
drones to survey land is the reduction of time spent in the early stages of
construction.75
Traditional land surveys could take weeks, but a drone can
complete a land survey in a matter of hours.76 Mapping with a drone will
speed up specific stages of production time. One commenter notes that “in
a recent exercise to verify site work for a 61-acre Florida Hospital Apopka
project, [he] estimates that surveying a site with a drone helped provide
nearly a 75 percent time savings.”77 Likewise, another construction
company used drones to produce 3D maps of terrain and cut the time spent
surveying a property by 98%.78
In addition to surveying, drones are also used to find the proposed
grade on a construction site. This has been done by measuring distance
through a cloud of data points and converting the information into an
elevation map and a 3D model.79 Ultimately, enabling land surveyors and
construction operators to get a full picture of the property before
construction begins will allow for more effective and efficient job
completion. Therefore, the use of drones in the construction industry will
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improve the entire lifecycle of the industry, from pre-build to postcompletion.80
V.

POTENTIAL DRONE LIABILITIES TO CONSIDER
Although drones will provide substantial benefits to the
construction industry, these benefits do not come without a cost. If
improperly operated, drones have the potential to injure construction
workers or damage expensive machinery on the job site. Like any new
technology, drones can be subject to malfunction. However, there are a
substantial number of ways for this risk to be calculated and allocated.
While these risks are inherent in the use of drones, they do not outweigh
the benefits of drone use in the construction world.
a. Injury to Person or Property
One of the most critical concerns for drone use on the construction
site is the potential for injury to a construction worker or damage to
expensive equipment or finished work. This concern alone may be the
reason for the strict guidelines and regulations governing commercial
drone use.
The following examples present real-world situations where a
drone could produce an exponential number of liabilities on a construction
site. Imagine a general contractor flying a drone over a large construction
site, gathering images to show to the property owner. The drone
malfunctions and suddenly strikes a subcontractor’s construction worker,
propelling him off his elevated position on scaffolding. The man is
seriously injured as a result of the drone striking him, and his injuries are
potentially fatal. In this scenario, it is uncertain whether liability falls to the
owner, general contractor, operator, or employer. Imagine a similar
situation where a drone operator loses control or sight of his drone, and the
drone subsequently crashes into a large glass window or someone making
deliveries to the construction site.
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As drones are being used more frequently in commercialized
settings, accidents are becoming more prevalent.81 A couple of high-profile
incidents have recently occurred. Although no one was injured, the crowd
at an MLB game was quickly placed on guard when a drone flew into the
stands.82 In another incident, a cyclist flipped over his handlebars in a bike
race after a drone crashed into his front wheel.83
Not only will the owner or operator of the drone possibly face
personal liability to the injured, he or she will also have a duty to report the
accident to the FAA.84 A severe accident could potentially lead to the
revocation of a license to operate.85 Likewise, the FAA and New Jersey
both have penalties of their own for flying under the influence of alcohol.86
b. Products Liability
Like any new technology, drone manufacturers will likely incur
products liability claims in the future. Product liability claims can arise
81
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through economic losses and human injury.87 “A drone is a tool, much like
a dozer or a crane, and like those vital pieces of equipment, it must be
continually evaluated for operational and job safety.”88 One way for drone
owners to limit potential future liability is through proactive planning and
risk management. Drone manufacturers follow standard risk-management
processes. Two examples of management processes include ISO 31000
Risk Management–Guidelines and the International Electrotechnical
Commission’s IEC 61508 on functional safety of electrical, electronic, and
programmable safety-related systems.89 These processes are industry
standards that certify high quality, well-made drones.90 Drone owners
should consider whether their drones follow these guidelines and evaluate
the pros and cons for each system.91 By doing so, commercial companies
can ensure that drones meet industry standards, thereby eliminating the risk
of ill-equipped drones.
However, not all drone manufacturers will follow common industry
standards or best practices. Owners and operators of drones should be
aware of the potential for product malfunction. For construction parties
interested in purchasing a drone and training management to operate it, best
practices and industry standards for drone manufacturing should be
evaluated. By proactively determining the best practices and industry
standards, construction companies may choose a drone with less potential
to injure a construction employee or cause property damage.
c. Risk Allocation and Mitigation
Construction companies that plan on purchasing a drone should
consider ways to allocate their risk. A general contractor could allocate the
87
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risks to subcontractors through indemnification and insurance provisions
in a contract.
Another way for construction companies to mitigate liability when
using drones is to contract with a third-party drone firm that has its own
insurance. Drone firms are rapidly popping up throughout the country and
are becoming essential to many large construction companies.92 In this
way, instead of conducting the drone surveillance in-house, a construction
company would hire a third-party to operate the drone and provide the data
required for the construction project. As such, the typical construction
insurance schema would not be interrupted. The drone company, acting as
the subcontractor, could list the general contractor as an additional insured
on its insurance policy if the contract so provides.
Construction companies could also rent drones and maintain
insurance on the drone through a rental company, like they do with other
equipment rentals. Although costlier, the construction company would be
able to avoid the inherent risks that come with drone ownership. Most
construction equipment is rented and insured through the rental company.
This schema could provide guidance for drone use.
d. Insurance
The current drone regulations do not require an insurance policy for
commercial drone use. This is not unique for the FAA, as manned aircraft
are not mandated to have insurance either.93 While there is no requirement
for manned aircraft to be insured, it would be foolish for aircraft companies
to neglect to insure their aircraft. In the same sense, construction entities
should obtain insurance before placing drones into flight. The risk of
monetary liability that comes with the risk for injury to person and property
is entirely too substantial for construction entities to not have insurance on
the device.
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Many supporters of drone integration into the commercial industry
have advocated for required drone liability insurance. Industry consultants
have gone so far as to say that “insurability is a necessary event before
businesses can successfully use UAS in the National Airspace System.” 94
Specific arguments for mandatory insurance include: (1) other countries
require drone insurance, (2) liability insurance encourages safe operation
of drone equipment, and (3) drone operations are analogous to automobile
operations, which require liability insurance.95 In response, the FAA has
declared that it does not possess the authority to mandate insurance for
drone operators.96
Insurance coverage for drone owners and operators is still in its
infancy.97 However, insurance is an adaptive industry, meaning that
companies will begin to develop more drone-specific policies in the
context of liability insurance as drone use increases. For example, cranes,
excavators, and forklifts create a substantial risk on the construction site
that requires insurance, much like drones would. The cost of securing
adequate insurance coverage may preclude some mid-market and small
construction companies from using drones, which may in turn incentivize
the use of drone firms mentioned above.
Whether the construction company chooses to operate drones inhouse or by hiring a drone firm, they should not operate without some form
of insurance. While insurance companies currently have an offering of
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drone coverage, as time progresses and drones continue to enter
commercial markets, insurance policies will become more drone friendly.98
VI.

LEGAL RESTRICTIONS PREVENTING DRONES FROM REACHING THEIR
FULL POTENTIAL
a. Need for Deregulation of Drones
Recognizing the need for incorporating drones into the national
airspace, the FAA has worked towards integration since 2008.99 Prior to
2016, individuals and companies seeking to use drones for commercial
purposes had to apply for an exception under the Section 333 provision of
the FAA Modernization and Reform Act of 2012.100 In June 2016, the FAA
released final rules for civil small unmanned aircraft systems within the
U.S.101 The rules took effect on August 29, 2016.102 The new rules
substantially relax the FAA’s previous rules on commercial drone use.103
In its notice of proposed rulemaking, the FAA claimed that the restrictions
placed on operation were “in order to maintain the safety of the [National
Airspace System] and ensure that [small unmanned aircraft systems] do not
pose a threat to national security.”104 Section 107 includes regulations
98
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governing registration, airman certification, and operation of civil small
unmanned aircraft systems within the U.S.105 While 14 C.F.R. § 107 allows
commercial drone operation, the regulations are too strict and far from
ideal. The rapid development of drones as a new technology has sparked
government attention across the world. A balance must be struck between
ensuring safety and health and utilizing the powerful benefits of drones.
Obtaining this balance has proven tricky for policymakers and regulators
worldwide.
Technology and regulation are constantly in conflict. Many
scholars have commented that technology represents growth and progress,
while regulation represents bureaucracy and government. 106 However,
scholars also agree that “[t]he influence of regulation on technology is
critically dependent on the technology of regulation.”107 Eli Dourado,
director of the Technology Policy Program at George Mason University,
noted that “at a micro level…individual regulations are holding back future
technology.”108
Advocates for allowing new technology to immediately enter
interstate commerce have coined the term “permissionless innovation,”
which encourages free experimentation without public official blessing.
Basically, the permission to experiment with new technology should be
“permitted by default.”109 Permissionless innovation means that “unless a
compelling case can be made that a new invention will bring serious harm
to society, innovation should be allowed to continue unabated and
105
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problems, if they develop at all, can be addressed later.”110 This idea is in
direct competition with the “precautionary principle,” which refers to the
idea that innovations should wait to be released until the manufacturers can
illustrate to policy makers that no harm will be caused to the public.111
Permissionless innovation supporters argue that innovation with a
precautionary mindset results in a decline in the overall standard of living
through less services, inferior goods at increased prices, and diminished
economic growth.112 Specifically applied to drones, permissionless
innovation will do no harm, because commercial drones are not inherently
dangerous.113 One researcher predicted that “a drone is likely to collide
with other aircraft about once every 374,000 years of continuous
operation.”114 With such low likelihood of a catastrophic accident, the tight
regulations surrounding commercial drones should be relaxed to allow for
economic growth and efficiency in business.
b. Why Relaxation of 14 C.F.R. § 107 is Necessary and How to Do
It
The current commercial drone regulation, 14 C.F.R. § 107, severely
limits the positive impact drones could have on the construction industry.
For example, 14 C.F.R. § 107 requires that the visual observer and the
drone operator must view the unmanned aircraft throughout the entirety of
the flight.115 Although the current regulation provides a list of waivable
110
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requirements for the drone operator, the option for waiver has the effect of
allowing the FAA to consider the applicability of regulations on an ad hoc
basis.116 As commercial drone use continues to expand, constantly
addressing waiver will become an administrative burden on the FAA and
a high-cost activity for construction companies. While most of these
provisions will likely be subject to less regulation in the future due to the
waiver option,117 I argue that there are three specific elements of the current
regulation that should be adapted to reflect the extensive benefits that
drones will have on the construction industry. Specifically, the law should
be adapted to allow for: (1) the drone to fly outside of the visual sight of
the operator, (2) the ability to fly drones over people, and (3) expanding
the allowed distance between a drone and operator beyond three miles.
i.

Drones Should Be Allowed to Fly Beyond Line of Sight

For drones to fully serve commercial industries, regulations must
allow flight operation beyond the line of sight. This would enable
agricultural parties to fly drones for miles over crops, inspecting for
irrigation or growth problems. Likewise, oil and gas industries would
benefit from the increased ability to fly long-distances. On large
construction sites it may not be practical for the drone to stay in the line of
sight of the operator. If a drone is inspecting a tower or bridge, the drone
may need to get into a tight space that is blocked from view. The line of
sight restriction prevents the drone from acting as a safer inspection
mechanism. For example, a drone could be used to conduct bridge
inspections instead of a helicopter. However, if the drone is limited to
staying within the visual sight line, the drone’s full potential is squashed.
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ii.

Drones Should Be Allowed to Fly Over Humans

Current drone regulations also prohibit drone operation over human
beings unless the person is located under a covered structure or inside a
stationary vehicle.118 Effectively, this requirement limits drone use on
construction sites to times when employees are not on site. While the FAA
is an agency designed to promote safety, the inability to fly over people
effectively prevents drone use in the construction industry. In doing so, the
regulations hinder the ability for drones to carry out safety and
environmental regulation compliance. While FAA’s waiver provision may
grant a construction company the ability to employ a drone,119 this step
creates inefficiency for the FAA and proves burdensome for commercial
industries with a desire to use a drone. Allowing flight over people will
benefit other commercial industries as well as construction. Sports
journalism and mass media would have the opportunity to capture
incredible aerial shots of events with fans present.
iii.

The Permissible Distance Between Operator and Drone
Should Be Expanded

Currently, drone operators are allowed no less than 3 miles between
the physical operator and the drone while in flight.120 Road construction
entities would see significant benefits with the relaxation of this provision.
The Oregon Department of Transportation recognizes the benefit that
drones would provide in improving the “precision and accuracy of
construction projects” and is currently investigating the possibility of using
a drone to survey road projects.121
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While further relaxation to this drone regulation will only provide
minimal benefits to the construction industry, increased distance would
allow other industries to thrive on drone technology. Specifically, the
ability to monitor pipeline without such tight distance limits would
significantly benefit the oil and gas industry. Likewise, the agricultural
sector would benefit if a farmer could monitor 1,000 acres a day, without
having to maintain visual sight on the drone. Environmental groups and
city planners could also substantially benefit from flying a drone outside a
three-mile radius of the operator. Section 107’s limit on distance is the
provision that disables companies like Amazon from using drones as
delivery vehicles.122 For this reason, Amazon has chosen to test its drone
technology in the United Kingdom.123 Likewise, this provision also
prevents a clinic in Southwest Virginia from delivering medication to rural
Americans.124 In the future, the FAA should eliminate the regulations that
require a certificate of waiver.
Currently, there are no standards regarding the manufacturing and
production of drones. The FAA’s focus should be on developing and
mandating uniform standards that require every drone to be equipped with
certain safeguards. The use of safeguards will eliminate the need for strict
operational regulations. For example, collision avoidance mechanisms
could detect objects in the path of the drone and either change the flight

122

Andrew Meola, Shop Online and Get Your Item Delivery by a Drone Delivery Service,
BUS. INSIDER (Jul. 18, 2017), https://www.businessinsider.com/delivery-drones-marketservice-2017-7
123

Christina Mercer & Margi Murphy, Best uses of drones: How 24 companies are using
drones, TECHWORLD (Sept. 6, 2017), https://www.techworld.com/picture-gallery/appswearables/best-uses-of-drones-in-business-3605145/;
Michael
Laris,
Trump
administration to allow quick and dramatic expansion of drone use, WASH. POST (Oct.
25,
2017),
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/trafficandcommuting/trumpadministration-establishing-innovation-zones-for-widespread-droneuse/2017/10/25/a004b400-b990-11e7-9e58-e6288544af98_story.html?
utm_term=.37d98ef42c77.
124

Teresa Gardner, Drone-delivered health care in rural Appalachia, CLINICAL ADVISOR
(Dec. 6, 2016), http://www.clinicaladvisor.com/practice-management-informationcenter/drone-delivered-health-care-in-rural-appalachia/article/576891/.

119
pattern of the drone to avoid the objects, or cause the drone to brake. 125
Also, increased use of optical flow sensors will allow more drones to
operate autonomously.126
c. Preemption Issues
Once a new technology has been introduced, competition between
state law and federal law typically ensues. Past examples of the complex
interaction between state and federal law governing new technology
include factories, railroads, television, telephones, the internet, and
biotechnology.127 The confusion surrounding the interplay between
federal, state, and local drone law is not a new phenomenon. One argument
is that federal law should control drone laws, since drone usage in the
aggregate will affect interstate commerce.128 However, another argument
is that state and local law should have precedent over federal law in
governing drones because privacy law affects local constituents.129
Aviation is primarily governed by federal law, since Congress gave
the FAA the authority to regulate airspace use, management and efficiency,
air traffic control, safety, navigational facilities, and aircraft noise.130 The
purpose of the FAA holding sole authority on this matter is to maintain a
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safe and sound air transportation system.131 Part 107 does not include a
preemption provision in its framework. Congress has vested with the FAA
the power to regulate airspace.132 However, many states and municipalities
have enacted drone legislation. This federal, state, and local web of rules
and regulations surrounding drone usage has left drone users and courts
uncertain of which laws apply.
Part 107 does not prevent states or municipalities from enacting
legislation governing drones. However, there are some provisions in Part
107 that give complete authority to the FAA. First, the FAA’s requirement
for federal regulation in registration of a drone are the only means for
registering.133 This means no states may advance more strict rules without
first obtaining FAA approval. Secondly, the FAA has complete control
over regulating the federal airspace. The FAA has produced a Fact Sheet
detailing the regulatory framework for use by states and localities when
considering laws affecting drones. The Fact Sheet mandates that states and
localities should be consistent with the FAA regulations when creating
rules and policies for the use of drones. The FAA does not claim field
preemption for UAS laws, meaning the FAA allows state and localities to
produce certain drone laws. When conflict arises between the state and
federal laws, the federal government has noted that preemption will be
dealt with in a case-specific analysis.
While the FAA has preemption over a couple specific issues, the
agency encourages state and local consultation with the FAA. The use of
drones intersects with legal areas typically reserved for the state police
power—including land use, zoning, privacy, trespass, and law enforcement
operations. Drone issues in these fields are generally subject to state and
local regulation.134 Examples of situations where state and local law would
control include the following: requiring police forces to obtain a warrant
when using drones as surveillance, prohibiting the use of drones for hunting
131
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and fishing, and prohibiting the attachment of a firearm or weapon to a
drone.135 The following are examples promulgated by the FAA where
consultation would be encouraged: 1) cities wanting to ban UAS operation
within city limits or within certain distances of landmarks; and 2)
mandating equipment or training for UAS operation.136
In Singer v. City of Newton, the first federal court decision
concerning drone preemption, the court held that a city ordinance requiring
drone registration with the city were preempted by federal laws. 137 In its
September 2017 decision, the court held that Part 107 is the sole authority
with the ability to require registration. The decision also declared that
federal airspace limits are entirely federal. Specifically, the FAA has
authority to “prescribe air traffic regulations on the flight of aircraft.”138
Therefore, states and cities may not restrict the altitude of drone flights to
anything above federally regulated altitudes.139
The effect of this decision by a federal district court judge grants a
large amount of deference to the FAA in authority and decision-making.
However, it is still unclear whether this authority will remain with the FAA.
In October 2017, just one month after the court’s decision in Singer,
President Trump declared a new vision concerning the future of drone law
in the United States.140 Specifically, Trump’s memorandum granted the
Transportation Secretary the ability to administer a pilot program for
drones, which allows state, local and tribal governments to create
135
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innovation zones.141 This program will push forward the permissionless
innovation many technology policy makers desire, and will open the door
to unprecedented economic benefits.
In response to this proposal, Michael Kratsios, Deputy Assistant to
the President at the White House Office of Science and Technology Policy,
notes that “opening American skies to infrastructure inspections and
emergency management operations, and enabling commerce will be
broadly beneficial and provide the government with data for rewriting
regulations.”142 The FAA is hopeful that the program will help create
regulations that balance local and national interests as well as address
security and privacy risks.143 Specifically, the program is designed to speed
up the current process for approving waivers for operations that require
special permission from the FAA.144
VII.

CONCLUSION
As drone technology improves, the positive impact on commercial
business will continue to expand. As an industry plagued by inefficiencies,
the construction sector will substantially benefit from the use of
commercial drones. Drones will increase productivity by detecting safety
violations, construction defects, and delays in the work schedule. Likewise,
drones can speed up specific stages of construction work, like site
surveying and regularly scheduled site inspections. Aerial images and
videos from drones will keep owners and general contractors informed of
the activities and progress on job sites.
Although the construction industry has the potential to
exponentially benefit from the use of drones, current regulations are too
141
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strict. These regulations, which require drones to fly inside the sight of the
operator, prohibit drones from flying over people, and mandate a maximum
distance of three miles between the operator and the drone, hinder the
construction industry from experiencing the full impact of drones. The
current administration’s recent memorandum ordering innovation zones
signals a transition from precautionary regulation making towards
permission-less innovation in the drone industry. Although the creation of
innovation zones will not repeal 14 C.F.R. § 107, or immediately relax the
current regulations, the zones signal a move towards less strict regulations.
In the near future, the commercial construction industry can expect
to see the decline of regulations concerning the use of drones. Specifically,
most waiver provisions in 14 C.F.R. § 107 will likely be repealed as
detection sensors emerge as a normal feature of drone technology. If these
regulations are relaxed, the construction industry will benefit from
increased efficiencies through monitoring, problem identification, crisis
response, and delivery.
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J.D., 2017, University of Texas School of Law. Very few cases have directly considered
many of the problems addressed in this paper. As a result, most of the analysis is based
primarily on future predictions and the various possibilities that developers might want to
consider when implementing payment systems in their games. This note attempts to give
horizontal advice across the industry for developers faced with this changing landscape of
payment processing.
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I.

INTRODUCTION

In the early 2000s, Bungie released an add-on for its blockbuster
game: Halo 2. This add-on consisted of additional maps the player could
download to his Xbox and use online with his friends. To acquire the addon, a player would likely drive to their local gaming store, pay $29.99 to
the cashier, receive the product, drive home, and insert the disc into the
Xbox. The player could also share the disc with his friends, allowing all of
them to download the add-on as well—reminiscent of early videogame
piracy.1 This type of exchange was preventable by the early 2000s,
illustrating several challenges facing the gaming industry at the time.
First, production costs. In this example, Bungie's profit-per-sale
would have been much higher if not for the additional costs of packaging,
shipping, and sales agreements with retailers. Second, the difficulty of
consumption. Consumers were forced to actively seek out the products they
desired, whether through an online portal or a traditional brick-and-mortar
store. Third, security. Developers faced constant adaptation by gamepirates attempting to find a way around paying for goods. Physical sale of
these goods made it more difficult for developers to protect their products.
Indeed, direct access for consumers might have led to lower overhead costs.
The surplus could have been utilized for a more robust content protection
system for developer’s games.
Enter online payment processing. Shifting payment processing from
physical to virtual attempts to solve these problems and creates a broader
stream of revenue for developers. Although online payment processing
comes with additional regulatory, legal, and economic hurdles, many
developers have opted to follow this model for enhanced security,
additional revenue, and longevity of their game. By forcing consumers to
purchase their goods online, developers lower production costs, make it
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easier for consumers to purchase their goods (and therefore more likely that
they will),2 and create a more robust paper trail to help discourage piracy.
League of Legends, a game produced by Riot Games, earned $624
million in revenue from its online transactions in 2013.3 In 2015 alone,
digital gaming sales hit a record $61 billion.4 In-game transactions make up
more than three-quarters of U.S. app store revenues.5 There is little doubt
that the future of the videogame industry is through in-game purchases.
Users are quick to shell out money for game additions if properly
incentivized.6 Developers will soon be scrambling to implement in-game
items, which users can quickly purchase and use. The virtual market itself
is booming, but this boom is not without legal and practical considerations.
To successfully counter security issues while implementing such a system,
many factors need to be considered. There is no consensus on how to
combat certain fraud in the virtual world. In order to have successful ingame purchasing, however, some preventative measures must be in place.
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The in-game purchasing model will, in all likelihood, continue to
grow. This growth presents lucrative business opportunities for
developers, as well as an increased risk of fraud and other deception by
criminals. To take advantage of the former without the latter hurting a
developer's business or customers, careful steps must be taken at two
stages: the implementation stage and the contractual stage. At the
implementation stage, developers will have to implement fraud-detection
services and design ironclad systems to fight against virtual crime, while
still providing an enjoyable user experience. During the contractual stage,
developers will have to navigate the tricky waters of electronic payments
with banks, payment systems, and their consumers. Both involve serious
legal and practical considerations and, without proper planning, can spell
disaster for a developer.
7

In using more modern payment systems, developers are faced with
new risks, legal and practical, that they will have to consider. They must
balance user-facing systems with payment systems concerns, with the
developer’s needs caught in the middle. This paper examines the various
hurdles developers will have to overcome in implementing their online
payment system, including the expected issues and ways to mitigate some
of those risks. In addition to payment processing, some agreements with
third parties are necessary. First, an internet merchant account or alternative
payment option to give developers the authority to perform online
transactions. Second, a payment system consisting of a payment processor
and payment gateway is needed in order to process the payment information
and pass that information to the bank. This paper will examine those
agreements, as well as agreements between the merchant and the consumer.
a. Background: Electronic Payment Processing
Understanding how electronic payment systems function requires a
preliminary understanding of the types of transactions that take place within

7
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130
the virtual sphere.8 Goods exchanged online generally fall into two
categories: consumable or non-consumable goods.

Figure 1. Types of In-App Purchases
Consumable goods refer to items that the developer wants the
consumer to use over time. These include items that the consumer’s ingame character uses to improve their character (e.g., clothing additions,
weapon attachments, etc.) and those they can replenish eventually, such as
tokens to purchase premium items. Non-consumable goods are items that
last forever, such as premium versions of the game, the elimination of ads,
or extra content.9 For the most part, these present similar legal and practical
considerations, although consumable goods might require a higher level of
protection against fraud and abuse due to their fungible nature.
II.

EXISTING MODELS FOR IN-GAME CURRENCY

Before developers can begin selling items, add-ons, or other ingame content, they must decide on the type of currency that will control in
their game. Three different models currently exist for establishing a

8
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payment-system in-game: the no in-game currency model, the single
currency model, and the multiple currency model.10
a. The No In-Game Currency Model
Perhaps the most familiar type of in-game transaction would simply
be having no in-game currency whatsoever. Developers who sell their
games through an online medium are likely already familiar with this
model. Wanting to sell a new weapon? Simply charge the user with a real
currency for that item, mimicking online purchases for real goods.
Foregoing in-game currency in favor of real-world currency allows
for effective discounting procedures and use of sales to encourage users to
purchase additional items or item bundles.11 Perhaps the most well-known
example of this type of structure is the Valve’s Mann Co. Online Store.12
In Team Fortress 2, a popular online game developed by Valve, users are
able to purchase various items, including certain hats for their character,
spending real world money to do so. These hats are simple cosmetic
changes for characters and do not add to the actual gameplay, although the
tongue-in-cheek Valve description might claim differently.13
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Whatever the purpose of cosmetic items within their games, the
Valve cosmetic item economy was valued at around $50 million in 2010.14
Developers can successfully implement in-game purchasing without any
additional currency creation. Despite the ease of access, most developers
opt for one of the other two models of in-game purchasing. While these
other models are more lucrative, their use creates additional legal hurdles
to be considered.
b. The Single-Currency Model
Perhaps the best-known game that uses the single currency model
is Blizzard's Hearthstone, which uses gold as its in-game currency.15 Users
can obtain gold through winning games or completing activities (often in
the form of “quests” or other in-game challenges), through non-gameplayrelated mechanisms such as daily drops.16 This gold allows players to
purchase new items (usually in the form of semi-randomized item packs)
for their game.17 However, players also have the option of purchasing some
of these items directly using real-world currency.18 Thus, players are
encouraged to exchange real-world money for virtual money to obtain
certain goods they would normally have to wait for, or in some cases be
virtually unable to obtain in the regular progression of the game, or use
money to complete many more activities not available in the standard
game.19 Where virtual currency can be exchanged for real currency, certain
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regulatory obligations under the Bank Secrecy Act, discussed later in this
article, could apply.20
c. The Multiple-Currency Model
The last currency model available to developers is the multiplecurrency model, which utilizes soft currency (currency that players can earn
in-game relatively easily by completing tasks and levels) and hard currency
(currency that, while given out by the game in some situations, is mostly
reserved for players who wish to purchase it with real currency).
Implementing this model triggers similar legal considerations to games that
employ the single currency model
Most of the top-grossing mobile games use this model,21 but it is
less prevalent in traditional console games. Some games, such as Bungie's
Destiny, utilize the multiple-currency system in unique ways, blending
soft- and hard-currency together to allow players to earn each in a
multitude of ways, such as earning hard currency by achieving certain
milestones in-game or by dismantling certain rare items acquired through
gameplay.22 One game, Battlefront 2, temporarily suspended its multiplecurrency system due to widespread player backlash.23 Many argued that
unlocking normal gameplay elements without utilizing hard currency
20
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would take such an exorbitant amount of time that it would put non-paying
players at an unfair disadvantage.24 However, the publisher later revealed
that removing the hard currency system had caused the game to miss sales
targets, and announced that it would eventually re-implement the hard
currency.25
III.

REGULATORY BARRIERS

Deciding the type of currency model to use is only the first step in
incorporating electronic purchasing into a game. Developers who choose to
create their own currency could run into a litany of regulatory requirements
that the Department of the Treasury demands traditional virtual currency
providers to follow.26 These guidelines were created primarily to address
the rise of Bitcoin as a virtual currency,27 but the advice is potentially
applicable to regular in-game currency creation as well. Developers need to
familiarize themselves with the general provisions to help avoid running
into legal trouble down the line.
a. Who Must Comply?
The Federal Crimes Enforcement Network (FinCEN) is responsible
for “safeguard[ing] the financial system from illicit use and combat[ting]
money laundering and promot[ing] national security through the collection,
24
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analysis, and dissemination of financial intelligence and strategic use of
financial authorities.”28 To that end, FinCEN is responsible for regulating
and monitoring major financial institutions to ensure adherence to
minimum security and fraud-prevention standards. FinCEN uses the Bank
Secrecy Act29 along with various anti-money laundering provisions to
regulate financial institutions.30
Under this Act, money transmitters are required to maintain certain
records and report certain transactions to FinCEN.31 The guidance makes it
clear that users purchasing virtual currencies are not subject to the
provisions of the Bank Secrecy Act, because purchasing alone does not
meet the definition of money transmitter under the Act.32 An entity engaged
in the business of exchanging virtual currency for real currency, funds, or
other virtual currency (an exchanger), or a person engaged in the business
of issuing (putting into circulation) a virtual currency, and who has the
authority to redeem (to withdraw from circulation) such virtual currency
(an administrator) would be considered money transmitters if they (1)
accept and transmit a convertible virtual currency or (2) buy or sell
convertible virtual currency for any reason.33 Game developers could be
considered administrators under this act, while the payment processors
(discussed in greater detail later) could be considered the exchangers.
Additionally, for an administrator to be considered a money transmitter, he
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must facilitate the movement of funds between different persons or
locations.34
An important legal debate arises at this point. The guideline defines
convertible virtual currency as virtual currency that (1) has an equivalent
value in real currency or (2) acts as a substitute for real currency. 35 While
FIN-2013-G001 was designed to regulate virtual currencies such as Bitcoin,
currencies that have less real-world exchange value present a question of
legitimate regulation.36 For example, from an administrator’s standpoint, a
virtual world that allows its players to purchase gold or coin to purchase
other user-generated cosmetic goods could fall under these regulations.
Imagine that one user creates an item for consumption and sells it for virtual
currency to another user. The seller then wishes to cash out his virtual
currency for real-world dollars. The game developer arguably could have
facilitated the movement of funds between the seller and buyer, and
eventually moved the funds from an online repository to a real-world one
(the seller’s bank account).37
What about games in which the virtual economy is the end-all of
the transaction? In some games, users can spend real-world currency to
purchase virtual currency, but are unable to cash out their virtual currency
for real-world currency later on. In this instance, FinCEN has left open
whether or not these regulations apply. Again, FinCEN only targets
convertible virtual currency, currency that has real-world value based on
real-world currency. This suggests that only virtual currency that can be
exchanged for real-world currency would be subject to the Bank Secrecy
Act’s regulations, although it does not directly say so. While it is possible
for game developers to fall outside of the regulatory scheme, forwardlooking developers should carefully structure their regime to avoid the
potential issues surrounding the regulations.
34
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An argument exists for FinCEN to intervene in fraud cases that arise
with solely in-game currency, including acts such as buying in-game
currency, using a more advantageous foreign currency, and reselling the ingame item to other users.38 The agency could argue that in-game currency
has real-world value, even though no traditional exchange medium exists
to convert the currency. The biggest issue developers should worry about,
however, is that FinCEN could begin regulating virtual currency through
additional guidelines once such currency is embraced in a more widespread
manner by developers. In any sense, it would be wise for developers to
protect themselves from liability at the onset, even if they believe such
regulations do not, or will not, apply to them.
b. What Does Compliance Mean?
If a developer is subject to complying with FinCEN’s regulations,
the next step is determining how these regulations affect the development
of the game. For starters, developers should refer to the Bank Secrecy Act
if they believe they will be subject to these regulations.39 The Act would
likely require developers to establish effective compliance programs,
establish customer due diligence and monitoring programs, keep diligent
records, file reports of certain transactions, and generally develop antimoney laundering programs—all standards of Bank Secrecy Act
compliance.40 These compliance issues can be costly to a developer and
could require additional overhead to run a successful game.41
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Instead, developers should attempt to shield their own liability and
communicate a clear boundary between themselves and their payment
processor, the bank who acts as the exchanger for virtual currencies. The
exchanger will, likely be subject the Bank Secrecy Act due to her role in
processing the payment, i.e. exchanging real world currency for virtual
one.42 However, recall that an administrator must be dealing with
convertible virtual currency for FinCEN’s regulations to apply. By avoiding
these types of exchanges, developers can distance themselves from the
payment processor, and take definite steps to ensure that compliance with
the Bank Secrecy Act is not necessary.
c. Protection from Liability
As discussed previously, it would be easy for FinCEN to claim
certain developers are subject to the Bank Secrecy Act as administrators.
Developers should take affirmative steps to ensure that they are not required
to comply, including adding certain language to their terms of service and
user agreements.
First, developers must make it clear that the virtual currency
represents a license to use certain features of a game.43 In that sense, more
currency only grants users a broader license rather than increased real-world
value. Making it clear that in-game currency does not represent any
property interest is a first step in backing away from currency
representation. This is tricky. Although the argument can be made that
“real” currency has the backing of a tangible commodity such as gold, this
is no longer the case in the United States.44 Despite this, claiming that ingame currency is a license for use versus a property interest will likely help
defeat an argument that the virtual currency has real-world value when
42
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supplemented by other language. For instance, stating clearly in the enduser license agreement or during purchases that in-game currency has no
value in real currency could help developers argue that their economy is
self-contained and therefore inapplicable to various regulatory regimes.45
Likewise, alerting users to the fact that the in-game currency does not
correspond to any real-world currency value could make the currency
appear less like real-world currency and more like in-game data.
The ability to arbitrarily change the purchase price of the in-game
currency is vital.46 Reserving the right to change the purchase price at any
time will make it clear that the currency does not depend on the value of
any existing real-world currency. If the value of the virtual currency is
relatable or dependent on a real-world currency, enforcers at FinCEN would
likely require compliance with the Bank Secrecy Act. Again, it should be
the goal of the developer to avoid compliance with this Act. Protecting
himself from liability at the onset is the first step in doing this.
Lastly, having cash-out and transfer restrictions can prevent the rise
of in-game or real-world trading markets.47 These types of markets can give
real-world value to your in-game currency through third-party gambling
markets.48 The response way is to prevent users from the ability to cash out
or transfer their virtual currency or in-game goods in any capacity, making
it clear to users that virtual currency is not traditional currency. This could
be achieved through a variety of methods, such as including these
restrictions in agreements with users, and banning users who violate the
policy. Likewise, developers could explore legal action against third-party
websites that trade in the virtual currency.
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These steps have one thing in common that developers should focus
on: attempting to make in-game currency have no real-world value. Any
steps a developer can take to reinforce this point could help reduce the
chance for that developer to be held liable under the various controlling
regulations. However, taking these steps might reduce a developer’s user
base or monetization options. After all, these markets for in-game currency
spring up because they can be popular with users and therefore lucrative. A
developer must weigh the risk of bearing the compliance costs against the
possibility of loss in user-base or monetization. Perhaps a developer will
find it more economically beneficial to deal with the costs associated with
compliance in order to facilitate a robust in-game economy. However,
attempting to avoid the costs of compliance while simultaneously
attempting to function as a Money Services Business by providing these
exchanges can have disastrous consequences.49
d. Next Steps
First, a developer must decide the type of goods to sell in-game
(consumables vs. non-consumables) and the type of currency structure to
use (none, single, multiple). Then, the developer must avoid falling under
the Bank Secrecy Act to avoid high compliance costs. Only then is the
developer ready to begin organizing payment systems and working out
contracts with the various actors. The legal implications and risks
associated with the contracts between each actor will be discussed in greater
detail in the next section, but it helps to have a basic understanding of the
relationship between the developer and the payment systems.
As illustrated by Figure 2, below, a basic transaction includes
the buyer of the good (in this case, the user), working with the merchant
(in this case, the developer), to complete the transaction. 50 The
merchant–developer then has a transaction take place with the payment
gateway, which processes the transaction through its own third-party
processor and banks. More often, the latter steps are packaged together
49
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as a payment system. Merchant–developers no longer have to piece
together their own system to process payments; instead they can
contract with companies like PayPal to handle much of the behind the
scenes transactions. This is good news in legal and regulatory-risk
calculations. Contracting with one company, instead of five, can help
reduce some of the liability faced by merchant–developers when things
go awry. Instead, merchant–developers can focus on two agreements:
the agreement with the user (often in the form of a terms of service or
end-user license agreement), and the agreement with the payment
system. The next section will focus on these two agreements by closely
examining the flow of the dollar between these actors and determining
how developers can best protect themselves from liability and risk
when faced with these agreements.
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IV.

CONTRACTING BETWEEN PARTIES
a. Between Developer and User

The first agreement developers should consider is the agreement
with their users. Developers need to carefully consider the terms under
which their game functions. In the previous sections, we discussed the
FinCEN regulations and how to draft user agreements that attempt to
disclaim liability. In addition to those clauses, a user agreement has to
address other questions that might arise when a user purchases virtual
goods. Specifically, the developer must consider the possibility of users
being defrauded by third parties, protection against fraudulent transactions
from users, avoiding liability for broken or unusable goods, and the
potential for a data breach. The user will have questions regarding the
ownership of goods in the virtual world, how to get a refund on those goods,
and how to recover from a data breach. Each developer will wrestle with
these questions if they want to protect themselves and cover their potential
costs.
When it comes to electronic payments for virtual goods, developers
should be concerned with three primary issues: fraud prevention, data
breaches, and ownership of goods. In writing their terms of service or user
agreements, developers should systematically attempt to deal with each of
these in order to minimize the potential liability that might flow from failure
to do this.
b. Preventing Fraud
First, a developer must take the necessary steps to prevent fraud.
Fraud can come through a variety of avenues, including multiple account
creation,52 stolen credit card purchases and chargebacks,53 or virtual
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economy scams.54 Prevention of each of these requires affirmative steps by
the developer. The agreement between the user and the developer will be
telling, but not enough. Take multiple account creation: A user might create
multiple accounts in order to complete certain tasks more quickly, obtain
consumable items that can be traded to their other accounts, or boost their
character stats. This behavior can imbalance a game and put other players
at an unfair disadvantage. To combat this, a developer might put a clause in
the user agreement banning the use of multiple accounts. While reasonable,
this is not very practical. Without actively preventing a user from creating
multiple accounts, the developer is still susceptible to fraud and, therefore,
additional cost that could be avoided at the onset. One potential way to
avoid this cost is email verification.55 This way, users wishing to create
multiple accounts will be limited by the number of email addresses to which
they have access. This is not a perfect way to prevent fraud since users are
able to create email addresses using free services without any real limits.
However, setting up a system in which a scammer must create both a new
email address and a new account might help reduce the number of potential
users committing fraud by increasing the time cost of such activity.
Reducing this type of fraud benefits the developer by assuring that certain
in-game items retain their value and are not nefariously created.56
Another type of fraud that can be prevented in development comes
in the form of stolen credit cards or chargebacks. Again, developers will not
be able to prevent this type of fraud simply by protecting themselves in the
user agreement. To prevent the use of stolen credit cards to pay for games
or in-game items, developers should take steps to verify customers’
payment methods. Discussed later, with their agreements with payment
systems, developers need to ensure that the payment gateway they chose to
use verifies the credit card payment in certain ways. Failure to do so will
result in potential liability for themselves. With regard to chargebacks,
54
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when the credit card provider cancels a pending transaction due to error or
fraud, developers must be willing to work with users. Many chargebacks
happen when children buy goods with a parent’s credit card.57 This mistake
can be mitigated if developers work closely with their users when these
mistakes happen. For instance, an email help account operated by the
developers could allow users to report and developers to detect improper
transactions before they are processed. Additionally, clearly identifying the
source of charges on users’ credit card statements is another way developers
can avoid chargebacks. Chargeback rates tend to be higher when companies
attempt to anonymize their information on a consumer’s bill. 58 Again, this
type of fraud is better addressed in agreements between the developer and
the payment gateway, but ensuring that users are aware of the steps
developers are taking in the background could greatly reduce the potential
for fraud.
c. Ownership of Goods
Lastly, developers should concern themselves with the ownership
of virtual goods. This is where the user agreement and terms of service will
come into play, communicating the ownership of the goods that the user
purchases can avoid liability further down the road. Developers should
communicate three things with regard to the virtual goods purchased in
their game: that the goods represent a limited, nontransferable, revocable
license to access certain portions of the game; a clearly stated refund policy;
and that the developer maintains full control of the virtual goods with the
ability to change or revoke the goods at any time.59
Developers are in a unique position that other sellers of property are
not in. Since virtual goods are made up entirely of code, developers
maintain a unique position of ownership after they have sold the goods. In
a normal buyer–seller relationship, the seller’s relationship with the goods
57
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ends after he has sold the goods to the buyer. The buyer is fully responsible
and able to control the goods, regardless of what the seller decides later on.
This is not the case with virtual goods. Once the developer has sold a virtual
good to the user, the developer is still able to completely revoke or change
the virtual good, either deliberately or by malfunction of the game.
However, this does not mean the items are without value. Users spent an
estimated $7.3 billion dollars on virtual goods alone in 2010,60 with that
number almost certainly increasing in later years. Users want their virtual
goods to be considered property because of their value. Developers want to
avoid this outcome at all costs; virtual goods being considered property
means they have to pay out when that property is compromised in some
way.
The first way in avoiding this liability is to sell the virtual good as
a license and not as a good. The license will allow the user to access extra
content within the game, but will not represent any real property. In this
way, developers are selling software and access to the software, not actual
goods. Many developers already take this route,61 which demonstrates that
this can be considered a reliable the first step in ensuring protection for the
developer.
The next step, although small, is determining whether to offer
refunds for the virtual goods. Doing so could, unfortunately, make the
goods appear less like a license and more like traditional goods. However,
offering refunds also instills a sense of security in the users. Regardless of
what developers choose to do, the policies should be clearly communicated
in the user agreements under the virtual goods section.
Lastly, and perhaps most importantly, is the concept of control.
Developers should maintain full control over a user's virtual goods and
communicate this control to avoid future liability.62 If a developer
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maintains that the virtual goods represent a non-transferable license, the
aspect of control should be easy to meet. A 2010 decision out of the 9th
Circuit held that non-transferable licenses could not be transferred in this
aspect,63 supporting the conclusion that a developer can sell the virtual good
as a license that cannot be transferred. How far a developer wishes to go in
order to prevent transfer or sale of the virtual good is a business decision,
but at least some restrictions must be in place to protect the developer's
interest. Developers have a legitimate interest in balancing gameplay for
their users, and virtual goods that are too powerful might require balance
from the developer's standpoint. Maintaining this sort of control over
virtual items is vital for ultimate enjoyment of the game. One author has
pointed out that this sort of balancing might be considered a “taking” by the
court.57 Developers should take the aforementioned steps in order to
maintain control over the virtual items.
d. Data Breaches
Next, developers need to think about their liability if a user’s data
is compromised. When a user conducts a transaction, the transaction falls
into one of two categories. The first, card-present transactions, occur when
the user and the card are physically present. 64 Credit card providers claim
that this is a more secure transaction and that the assignment of liability
reflects this security.65 Regardless of the technology used (chip reader or
magnetic slide reader), the merchant is typically66 not liable for fraudulent
https://www.pillsburylaw.com/images/content/1/0/v2/102373/FACTSHEETVirtualGood
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transactions because the payment system can verify the legitimacy of the
card through its terminals, and the merchant can verify the physical
presence of the user.67 Unfortunately, this type of transaction does not
describe the typical virtual good purchase: card-not-present transactions,
the type of transactions that typically occur online through websites. Game
developers cannot verify the physical presence of the customer and the
payment system cannot verify the legitimacy of the card through traditional
means. As a result, the liability for fraudulent payments shifts from the
issuer to the merchant.68 Not all hope is lost for developers, however.
Issuers are moving toward taking on this liability to help mitigate the costs
of issuing new credit cards for users who are victims of fraud and restore
faith in the ecommerce market.69 If issuers begin to assume this liability,
developers might find themselves in a better position. Until then, however,
developers must find ways to protect user data and reduce fraud.
There are several techniques to achieve these goals through
agreements with the payment system. Additionally, there are a few forwardfacing steps developers can take with their user agreements to help prevent
the liability at this stage. First, developers should take affirmative steps with
their users to verify user data. One way to do this is through data retention.
Communicating to the user how their data is stored can help a developer
alleviate the concerns users might have with handing over their data. Data
retention can help law enforcement track down fraudsters, help the
developer respond to breaches, and potentially track down fraudsters to
recover the goods or funds in question. The drawback of this approach is
the necessity to have a more robust data-security service and proper
safeguards when dealing with user data. Using tools like encryption, data
comply. For the purposes of this paper, this is irrelevant. The security is still theoretically
higher than in card-not-present transactions.
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retention policies, and in-house fraud-prevention services, developers can
secure the confidence of their users and help reduce the potential for
breaches to occur. Developers’ user agreements should communicate any
data retention, encryption, validation, or other security-related policies to
users and force them to agree to the terms. Communicating these policies
might help developers disclaim liability if there is a breach.
Taking these steps could help developers increase the value of their
online economy. With greater transaction security, users feel more
confident buying items and spending real-world money.70 When users are
prevented from fraudulently acquiring virtual goods, those goods could be
considered more valuable in-game and can generate more revenue for the
developer.
i.

Push-Back From Users

It is important to note here the role of the user in all of this. Up to
this point, this article has assumed that developers are creating the virtual
goods in question. As virtual worlds become more sophisticated,
developers can find themselves faced with users creating virtual goods—
such as costumes or housing for digital avatars—to sell in-game.71 As a
result, users are becoming more willing to fight against the ownership of
the goods belonging to the developer. These virtual goods, which in some
ways resemble user-generated intellectual property, can be important to
users. Users’ desire to protect their own creations will likely increase. There
is at least one case in which a user took out a mortgage on his house to
purchase in-game content.72 Users would likely be disappointed if they
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found out there was no ownership conferred in that purchase. In order to
prevent the stifling of innovation, developers need to find ways to work
with these users to protect their own interests while still allowing usergenerated virtual goods.
One example we see of this phenomenon is Evans v. Linden
Research, Inc.73 In Evans, plaintiffs were suing the developer of Second
Life, a game in which players can create characters called avatars to
represent themselves and interact with other avatars in a huge virtual world.
Users can buy and sell items, create homes, and buy virtual land from the
developer.74 In this case, users purchased items from the developer and,
soon thereafter, their accounts were suspended for unrelated reasons.75 The
users brought suit against the developer, claiming that their virtual goods
had real-world value and that they weren't compensated for that value.76
The case ultimately settled, with the developer having to pay out to the users
for their lost value.77
Second Life is one virtual world in which user-created goods are
important. Although this case is now several years old, it represents the
dilemma that developers face regarding virtual goods. The developers of
Second Life have an interest in both ensuring that ownership of the goods
remains in their hands, while also encouraging innovation among players
to create unique, valuable goods. This dilemma will continue to evolve, and
the solution is not entirely clear. One frequently discussed solution is the
separation user-generated goods from non-user-generated goods, allowing
users to own their virtual goods in-game as personal property, while
maintaining the license structure for non-user-generated goods.78 Another
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potential solution is granting limited property rights for user-generated
content to users through the terms-of-service agreement, potentially making
games more valuable.79
Developers must walk a fine line. The reality is that users can create
real, meaningful, virtual goods that are more akin to intellectual property
rights than traditional real property. Courts may be willing to accept an
expansive view of the traditional model of developer-owned virtual goods.
As a result, developers should consider getting ahead of the curve by
granting very limited property rights to their users to keep up with the
changing landscape.
e. Between the Developer and the Payment System
So far, we have only discussed agreements between the developer
and the user at length. Now we move to agreements between developers
and payment systems. These agreements are mostly out of the developers’
hands, though developers still have a responsibility to ensure that their
agreements with payment systems do not conflict with user terms-ofservice agreements. Although they are less able to modify their agreements
with payment systems, developers should closely examine the agreement to
guarantee the best contract possible. There are key contractual provisions
developers should scrutinize. First, developers should inspect the liability
of the payment system in the result of a data breach. Second, they should
examine the fee and price point using an interchange table. Third,
developers should review the indemnification clause in the agreement
between the parties.
i.

Data Breaches

The first item developers should look for is the protections that the
payment system offers for liability in the result of data breaches. There are
three main areas to inspect here: the liability of the payment system if a data
breach occurs, the storage of customer data, and the prevention of fraud.
The developer is typically held responsible in “card-not-present”
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transactions.80 Payment systems have started to consider bearing the
liability for these transactions. The developer should examine the contract
to see how much liability the payment system is prepared to accept. If none,
which is likely the case at the moment, developers should be concerned with
how their users’ data is stored and used in a typical transaction. If a user’s
data is compromised, the user will look first to the developer for recovery.
While the developer may not bear responsibility if the breach was the fault
of the payment system, examining the contract with the payment system
might help avoid future problems.
To protect user data, developers should consider features such as
the use of a Chip Authentication Program (CPA)/Dynamic Passcode
Authentication (DPA), 3D secure, and tokenization.81 MasterCard and Visa
employ CPA/DPA, respectively. These systems work similarly to an EMV
chip; when a transaction is processed a record of that transaction is created
through a readable cryptogram unique to the user. This program was
released in Sweden and the UK with limited success, though it was used
primarily by financial institutions rather than consumers.82 A more popular
data-security method is 3D Secure, which is a program originally deployed
by Visa83 that verifies users’ information through a database shared by
major card providers and helps eliminate some of the anonymity from cardnot-present transactions.84 Tokenization replaces the user's payment with a
token that is provided by the issuer, and requested at the time of purchase.
Tokenization is considered particularly secure because it substitutes secure
data during the transaction with data that has no exploitable value.85
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Deciding which payment system to use could depend largely on a
developer’s commitment to preventing data breaches. Although the
developer will likely be held responsible for any data breaches in the current
market, movement toward issuer liability might start emerging over the next
few years. Developers should carefully consider how much risk they are
comfortable accepting and carefully research the company with which they
are contracting.
ii.

Fees and Price Point

One area without much room for negotiation is fees. Each payment
system will likely charge some fee as a result of processing the transaction,
as well as a backend charge of processing the transaction by the payment
processor, discussed in what is called an interchange table. 86 The
interchange table refers to the fee that backend processors takes as their cut
of the transaction. This, coupled with the fee that the payment system
charges, can spell trouble for a developer. Major payment processors
typically charge customers a percentage of the transaction, plus a fixed
amount. Both of these figures can vary based on the customer’s agreement
with the payment processors and the details of the transaction—including
location and transaction total, among others.87
One major problem in implementing virtual goods is the microtransaction model common in video games.88 Some developers offer ingame virtual goods with narrow profit margins that can be eaten away by
processing fees. Many retailers impose a minimum charge for credit card
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transactions to address this same issue: Stores lose money based on
interchange fees and processing a credit card transaction under a certain
amount can erode, or even eliminate, their profits on small transactions.89
While virtual goods do not face the same production costs as real-world
goods, developers should still be aware of the risk of losing out on smaller
transaction. For this reason, a developer might choose to process payments
through a micro-transaction payment processor. Not all payment systems
offer this service,90 but some allow the bundling of micro-payments
together and processing them as a single, larger transaction. The drawback
to this is that providers sometimes charge larger fees to process microtransaction bundles. A savvy developer might use one payment system for
large transactions and another for micro-transactions.91 Whatever route
developers choose, they should carefully examine the agreements to obtain
the best fee arrangement for their particular business plans. Since
developers are likely to offer both lower-cost virtual goods that are
considered micro-transactions and high-cost goods that are not, they
should try to find a payment system that can handle both at a price that
meets their needs.
iii.

Indemnification

Another factor that developers should consider in payment
agreements is indemnification. In an indemnification clause, one party (the
indemnifier) agrees to hold harmless and defends another (the indemnified)
against third-party claims caused by the indemnifiers actions. In standard
indemnification agreements, the payment processor indemnifies the
customer against suits caused by its malfeasance.92 Nothing special needs
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to be added to traditional indemnification clauses, but developers will want
to guarantee that they are protected against suits prompted by the
processor’s actions. This is especially important when it comes to data
breaches. When users discover that their data has been breached, they will
likely come after the developer, even if the developer is not at fault. Here,
if a suit moves forward, an indemnification clause will ensure that the
developer is held harmless and defended by the payment processor for the
processor’s mistakes. An indemnification agreement should suffice, but it
is important for developers to conduct due diligence to prevent surprises
from happening later. There likely is not much room for negotiation in this
area, but most major payment systems should have some sort of
indemnification clause in their agreements, so it is not something a
developer should spend too much time worrying about so long as they are
indemnified from third-party claims arising from data breaches.
V.

CONCLUSION

When considering payment systems in a video game, developers are
faced with various legal, regulatory, and practical considerations. This
article serves as a primer to the types of issues developers should evaluate,
including their agreements with their users and payment processors.
Developers need to be certain that they are compliant with applicable
financial regulations, including careful steps to shift liability away from
them. Complex issues arise regarding the flow of the dollar from the user
to the developer's pockets, data breaches, ownership of the goods, and fraud
prevention. To have an in-game virtual goods system, steps need to be taken
to protect developers against liability.
Bungie made it simple to share Halo 2’s Multiplayer Map Pack, but
developers and users have come a long way since the release of that game.
Now, users are demanding more property interests over their in-game
goods, and developers are grappling with how to respond to these demands.
Developers must shift the risk of liability and protect themselves through
the terms of service and other agreements made with parties involved in the
processing of electronic payments. The coming years will likely see stricter
regulation of virtual currency, greater judicial crackdowns on virtual goods
ownership, and increased liability on the card issuer for fraud. Despite these
changes, developers should prepare for the changing landscape while
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drafting agreements that protect them in the current environment and those
to come.

