Online gambling market set to soar past $213 billion by 2028 as sports cancellations fuel growth
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In recent years, the online gaming software industry has experienced unprecedented growth, driven largely by the cancellation of live sporting events. This shift in consumer behaviour has transformed the landscape of entertainment, with many sports fans seeking alternatives during prolonged periods without their favourite games. As a result, the global online gambling market is projected to surge from $58.9 billion in 2023 to an estimated $114.7 billion by 2028, according to a Statista report. This trend underscores the significant influence that sports cancellations have had on consumer engagement and the broader gaming ecosystem.
The rise of online casinos has been part of a larger trend within the gaming industry. Unlike traditional brick-and-mortar establishments, online platforms provide a level of accessibility and convenience that appeals to a growing demographic of players. No longer constrained by time-consuming queues and high-stakes environments, users can explore a diverse array of gaming options—from classic poker and slots to interactive and immersive experiences that simulate the thrills of a physical casino. The integration of live dealer games, which allow players to interact with real dealers via video streams, bridges the gap between online and offline gaming, offering a social element that enhances the overall experience.
Mobile gaming has particularly transformed this landscape, empowering users to partake in casino games from virtually anywhere, whether on a smartphone, tablet, or desktop. This has given online casinos a distinct edge, especially at a time when live sports events have been scarce. The seamless access to entertainment has turned online gaming into a necessity for many, rather than merely an option, effectively capturing the interest of die-hard sports fans craving excitement.
The pandemic, in particular, catalysed a significant shift in entertainment preferences. With numerous live sports events postponed or cancelled, audiences were left searching for new forms of engagement. The dramatic shift in leisure activities has seen many individuals—particularly those who had never previously gambled—dabble in online casino games, as evidenced by a report from the UK Gambling Commission, which noted that 35% of online gamblers had increased their gaming activity during the periods of restricted sports viewership.
The changing dynamics of player engagement have not only revitalised the online gaming industry but also highlighted a demand for competitive experiences. Many players find solace in the competitive nature of casino games, such as poker and blackjack, where they can pit their skills against others rather than merely against a machine. This distinct social aspect, enhanced by multiplayer and live dealer features, has shown to be a compelling substitute for the thrill associated with live sports.
As the landscape continues to evolve, the economic implications are becoming increasingly evident. A comprehensive report from ResearchAndMarkets.com predicts the global online gambling market could reach a staggering $213.58 billion by 2028, buoyed by a compound annual growth rate (CAGR) of 12.56%. This growth trajectory is further supported by the increasing integration of innovative technologies, including augmented and virtual reality, which are set to redefine user engagement in gambling. 
Despite numerous opportunities for growth, the online gambling sector is rife with challenges, particularly concerning player protection. An investigation by Reuters indicated that while companies like Flutter and Entain have implemented measures in the UK to safeguard consumers, such as capping betting limits, these practices have been less stringent in markets like the U.S. Compounding the issues, concerns around gambling addiction are rising, prompting calls for clearer regulations to mitigate harm within the rapidly expanding market.
As online casinos continue to redefine the gambling landscape, particularly in the wake of significant disruptions caused by the pandemic, the rate of growth suggests a compelling future for this segment. The convergence of accessibility, social interaction, and innovative technology positions online gambling not just as a temporary alternative, but as a staple in the entertainment industry’s future fabric.
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