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Ayushi singh
New Delhi, 20 February

“Gaming isnot justahobby;
it is a skill.”
At “ParikshaPeCharcha”

2026,PrimeMinisterNar-
endraModi framedgaming
notasdistractionbutasdis-
cipline.Studentswereurged
tochoose“betterquality
gaming”,buildexpertiseand
create theirowntitles rooted
in Indiannarratives suchas
thePanchatantra. In the
sameexchange,hecau-
tionedbettingandagainst
wasting timeormoney
simplybecausedigital
accesshasbecomecheap.
Theendorsementat the

interactivesessionwithstu-
dentswasdeliberate.
Gamingwaspositionedas
something that, if
approachedwithmaturity,
couldsharpenfocusand
decision-making.
According to industry

estimates, Indiahasclose to
488milliongamers,pro-
jected tocross 517million
nextyear.Nearly40percent
arebetween15and24years
old, andaround90percent
accessgames throughsmart-
phones.Themarketwasesti-
matedat$5.9billion in2025
and isprojected to reach
$16.7billionby2034.
Globally, gaminggener-

ates$184-187billion
annually, according to
NewzooandPwC. InSouth
Korea,hometooneof the
mostdevelopedgamingeco-
systems, thesectorcon-
tributes roughly 1percent to
theGDP,according togov-
ernmentdata.Competitive
leagues, addictionclinics
andpublicdiscoursehave
evolved in theSoutheast
Asiannationalongsidecom-
mercial growth.
India’s expansion

hasbeenfaster,moremobile
andmoreprivate.Thesys-
temsaround itare still con-
solidating.

Gamingdisorder
Itwasagainst thisbackdrop
that thedeathsof three
minorsisters inGhaziabad
unsettled thepublicconver-
sation.According to initial
policeaccountsandfamily
statements, thesiblingsdied
bysuicide followinga
reporteddisputeathome
overaccess to theirmobile
phonesandonlineactivity,
prompting investigators to
examine their recentdigital
engagement.Nodirect
causal link toaspecificgame
hasbeenofficiallyestab-
lished.Yet thecircum-
stanceswereswiftly folded
intoabroaderanxietyabout
gamingandscreenexpo-
sure, illustratinghow, ina
mobile-first ecosystem,
gamingoftenbecomes the
firstexplanatory frame
throughwhichadolescent
behaviour is interpreted.
In2019, theWorldHealth

Organisationrecognised
GamingDisorderasadis-
ease,withsymptomssuchas
impairedcontrol,prioritisa-
tionoverotheractivitiesand
continuationdespiteharm
forat least 12months,while
cautioningagainstover-
diagnosis.Theclassification
applies toaminorityof
users.
Indiadoesnotcurrently

publishnationalprevalence
dataspecific togamingdis-
order; insightcomes largely
fromhospital-basedrepor-
ting rather thanpopulation-
level surveys.
“Digital addictioncannot

be treatedwithacategorical
approach,” saidYatanPal
SinghBalhara,professorof
psychiatryat theAll India
InstituteofMedicalSciences
Delhi.Warningsigns,he
noted,arebehavioural
rather thantechnological—
academicdecline, reduced
attentionspan, shifts inpeer
circles—withextremeout-
comesappearing later. “You
can’t completelyban itas it
mayhampergrowth.Steps
areneededto regularise the
usage.”
Clinicianssay the inci-

denceofgamingdisorder
has risensince thepan-
demic.
“Thecasesofdigital

addictionhavesharply risen
afterCovid, especially in the

last twoyears,” saidRajiv
Mehta,vice-chairperson
(psychiatry)atSirGanga
RamHospital.Hedescribed
aprogression thatoften
beginswithgradual
academicdecline,moves
tosocialwithdrawaland
anger issues, and insome
casesmanifests inphysical
healthchanges.
LikeBalhara, he didnot

advocate prohibitionbut
suggested age-linked
device restrictions and fea-
ture limitations.

Regulatoryterrain
Onlinegaming is regulated
throughamendments to the
InformationTechnology
Act, 2000and its subordi-
nate rules rather thanunder
aconsolidatedstatute. In
April 2023, theMinistryof
ElectronicsandInformation
Technology formally
broughtonlinegaming
intermediarieswithin its
due-diligence framework,
defining“online realmoney
games”,mandatinguser
verificationandgrievance
redressal, andenabling the
recognitionof self-regula-
torybodies tocertifypermis-
sible formats.Platforms
hosting impermissible
wagering-stylegamescanbe
blockedunderSection69A.
Separately, theGST

Council in2023 imposeda28

percent taxonthe full face
valueofonlinegaming, casi-
nosandhorse racing, signifi-
cantlyaltering the
economicsof real-money
formats.Theregulatory
focushas thereforebeen
mostdecisivewherefinan-
cial riskandtaxationare
involved.
States retainconstitu-

tionalpowersoverbetting
andgambling,producinga
patchwork landscape.
TamilNaduenacted the

ProhibitionofOnlineGamb-
lingandRegulationof
OnlineGamesAct in
October2022, lateramended
in2023 to introduce time
safeguardsandage-linked
provisions.Karnataka
amended itspolice laws in
2021 toeffectivelybanonline
real-moneygames, includ-
ingskill-based formats such
as rummy,before theHigh
Court struckdownkeyprovi-
sions.Telanganaremoved
the“gameof skill” exemp-
tion fromitsgaming law.
Courtscontinue to relyon
the long-standingdistinc-
tionbetweengamesof skill
andgamesofchance.
Theresult is a layered

regulatory terrainwhere
classificationmaybe
national, enforcementmay
beexecutiveandpermissi-
bilitymayvarybystate.
Forglobalpublishers,

thatvariabilitycarries
material consequences.
SouthKoreangamingmajor
Krafton—creatorof the
PUBG franchise—restruc-
tured its India strategyafter
PUBGMobilewasbanned in

September2020amid
national securityanddata
concerns linkedto its then
Chinesepublishingpartner,
Tencent. In response, the
company launchedBattle-
groundsMobileIndia (BGMI)
in2021asa locallypub-
lished, India-specificversion
withrevisedcomplianceand
data localisationmeasures.
Yet regulatoryexposure

didnotdisappear. In2022,
BGMIwas temporarily
removedfromappstores
beforebeingreinstated in
2023after furthercom-
plianceengagementwith
authorities—illustrating
howmarketaccess ina
mobile-first ecosystemcan
remaincontingentongov-
ernmentdecisionsevenafter
structuraladjustments.
“Regulatoryclarityand

predictable implementation
arecritical for sustainable
growth,” saidSeanHyunil
Sohn,chiefexecutiveof
Krafton India.Thecompany
has investedover$250mil-
lion in Indiasince2021and
committedadditional capi-
tal througha~6,000crore
India-focused investment
fund.Sohnaddedthata
stable frameworkwould
require transparentclassifi-
cationmechanisms, consist-
encyacross statesandclear
jurisdictionalboundaries.

Disciplineinpockets
Part of the political comfort
with ‘gaming as a skill’
rests on esports, where
competition resembles
organised sport.
Companies suchas

NODWINGaming frame
intellectualpropertynot
simplyas softwarebutas
‘communityandarena’.
Throughtournamentcir-
cuits, festivalsandbroadcast
ecosystems—including
DreamHackIndia,Comic
ConIndiaandstakes in the
EvolutionChampionship
Series—thecompanyhas
built recurring formats
designedtoendurebeyond
individual titles.
Globally, this layer is

more institutionalised.The
NationalAssociationofCol-
legiateEsports represents
hundredsofAmericancol-
leges runningvarsity-level
programmes. InSouth
Korea, competitivegaming
operateswithinstructured
leaguesoverseenbythe
Koreae-SportsAssociation.
Kraftonsimilarlyargues

that structuredpathways—
including itsCollege
CampusTourandRising
Starprogramme—channel
participation into rules-
basedcompetitive formats
rather thanunstructured
play.WithinBGMI, thecom-
panysayssafeguards
includestructuredplaytime
reminders,parentalone
timepassword-basedverifi-
cation forunderageusers
andspendingcaps to reduce
overspending.Forofficial
tournaments,parental con-
sent ismandatory forplayers
under 18, andparticipants
below16arenotpermitted.
Forflagship tournaments
suchasBGIS2026, thecom-
panyhasalso introduced
enhanced integrity systems,
includingdeviceandsession
monitoring tools suchas
PlayShield, to strengthen
competitive transparency.
Thesemechanisms intro-

duceguardrailswithin
definedcircuits.Yet struc-
turedcompetitionaccounts
foronlya fractionof India’s
gamingbase.Formostusers,
engagementunfolds
throughcontinuity rather
thancompetition.
“Asgamingbecomesan

everydaymedium,engage-
mentcanno longerbe
measuredonlyby time
spent,” saidRohitAgarwal,
founderanddirectorof
AlphaZegus, agaming-
focusedmarketingandstrat-
egyfirm.“The industry is
gradually shifting toward
healthiermetrics like
sessionquality, completion
ratesand long-termreten-
tionrather thanrawhours.”
Inamarketwhereaver-

age revenueperuser
remains just $6-$8annually
andonlyaminorityofusers
payretentionunderpinssus-
tainability.

Skill, scale andaddiction
India has embraced gaming as an industry
while the behavioural systems required to
manage addiction are still evolving

Agarwalargues that the
goal is todesignexperiences
thatare“engagingbutnot
extractive”,withplatforms
increasinglypushedto
embed“consent, transpar-
encyandprotectionby
default”. Sohndescribed
Krafton’s India strategyas
capability-ledrather than
expansionatanycost, stat-
ing thatuser-safety, regula-
toryalignmentand
competitive integritymust
evolvealongsidecapital
deployment.
Whether suchguardrails

meaningfullyalterbehav-
ioural intensityacross
hundredsofmillionsofusers
—mostofwhomoperate
outsidestructuredcompeti-

tiveecosystems—remains
harder todetermine.

Unevenresponse
UnlikeSouthKorea,where
addictionclinicsandpublic
discoursedeveloped in
tandemwithgaming’s com-
mercial rise, India’sbehav-
ioural response remains
uneven.Schools rarely inte-

gratedigitalbehaviour liter-
acy intocurricula.Parental
awarenessvarieswidely.
Clinical interventionoften
beginsonlyafterdistress
becomesvisible.
Gaming in Indianow

occupiesa layered intersec-
tion—politicallyendorsed
asskill, economically
embeddedasagrowth
sector, andclinically
debatedasbehavioural risk.
Regulationhas focused

mostdecisivelyonmoney
andclassification.
Industryspeaksof

healthierengagementmet-
ricsandembedssafeguards
withinflagship titles. Struc-
turedesportspathways for-
maliseparticipation fora

minority.Doctors report
risingcaseloadsamongado-
lescents.
Betweenendorsement

and intervention liesa
thinner institutional layerof
everyday literacy, supervis-
orysystems,anddesign
accountabilitycapableof
matching thescaleofpartici-
pation.
Indiahasdecided that

gamingbelongswithin its
digital andcreativeecon-
omy.Ensuring that thesys-
temssurrounding itmature
at thesamepaceas the
market itselfmayprove tobe
themoredemanding task.

(With inputs from
AnushkaBhardwaj)

Global
guardrails
WHO (2019): Gamingn
Disorder included in
International
Classification of Diseases
South Korea (2011):n
Shutdown Law bars
under-16s from online
gaming between
midnight and 6 am;
replaced in 2021 with
strengthened parental
control
China (2021): Minorsn
limited to one hour of
online gaming on
Fridays, weekends, and
public holidays —
effectively capped at 3
hours per week
United Kingdom (2023):n
Online Safety Act
requires platforms to
implement child-safety
risk assessments and
mitigation duties
Multiple countries,n
including Australia,
parts of the US and
India: Ongoing debates
on age-based digital
access restrictions,
parental consent
frameworks and
stronger youth online
protections

$184-187 bn
Annual global gaming
revenue

1-3%
Estimated global prevalence
of Gaming Disorder

India by
numbers

488mn
Gamers in India (2025
estimate)

517 mn
Projected Indian
gamers in 2026

40%
Indian gamers
aged 15-24

90%
Indian users accessing
games via smartphones

$5.9 bn
India’s gaming market
size (2025)

$16.7 bn
Projected India market
by 2034
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GaminG in india now
occupies a layered
intersection—
politically endorsed
as skill, economically
embedded as a
Growth sector, and
clinically debated as
behavioural risk
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