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The Wukong Effect 
Paving the Way for China’s Premium Gaming Future 
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Source: China Games & Streaming Tracker         Source: 2024 China Gamer Survey 

 

Over the past decade, China’s video games industry has been predominantly driven by free-to-play (F2P) live service 
titles such as League of Legends and Genshin Impact, with F2P games accounting for approximately 90% of all player 
spending in 2023. However, when it comes to single-player AAA premium games, China has tended to lag behind its 
Western and Japanese peers. Chinese game developers have seen value in this market, primarily due to the popularity 
of consoles overseas, but had yet to develop a true hit. Korean developers most recently found success in this space 
with Lies of P being a breakout success in 2023, nominated for multiple awards, and Stellar Blade also making waves 
earlier this year.      
 
China is also a mobile first country with mobile games accounting for an estimated 68.7% of all player spending and 90% 

of all gamers in the country last year.  Because of this mobile dynamic and a market that has historically been driven by 

F2P titles, the success of Black Myth: Wukong, a title by a relatively unknown game developer that set multiple global 

video game records, has captured the attention of the gaming world. The title achieved more than 3 million peak 

concurrent players across all platforms in its first week, with 2.4 million from Steam alone. Black Myth: Wukong is now 

the most-played single-player game in Steam history. More than 37 million people were logged into Steam on August 

25, a record high that can be attributed to the swath of players jumping into Game Science’s first AAA game.  Black 

Myth: Wukong’s sales also reached 18 million copies across all platforms globally in two weeks, according to this 

Bloomberg interview, and Niko Partners estimates that 75% of that total is from China. China's premium game market, 
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though still relatively small, has grown to become a multibillion-dollar market and the success of Black Myth: Wukong 

could act as a blueprint for other emerging and established developers in China and overseas that are looking at 

entering the premium games market.   

 
 

Source:  Niko Partners China Games and Streaming Tracker 

 

According to Niko Partners’ China Games & Streaming Tracker, Black Myth: Wukong dominated the game live streaming 

landscape in China, debuting as the #1 most-watched game on its launch day, dethroning all other titles and rivalling 

Honor of Kings over a two-week period. In fact, since Niko began tracking China games streaming data, going back as far 

as July 2020, Black Myth: Wukong is the only new title launch to receive more views and viewers than one of either 

League of Legends, Honor of Kings, or Genshin Impact just to put in perspective how monumental the launch has been. 

On its launch day, the game drew 29 million viewers across the 3 major streaming platforms of Bilibili, Douyu, and Huya. 

By August 22, the game reached a peak daily viewership of over 37 million, with 26.6 million (72%) of viewers on Bilibili 

alone. 

 

Inside the Rise of China's Blockbuster Game Black Myth: Wukong 
 
The game's success can be attributed to several key factors. 

 
1. A strong reveal: Black Myth: Wukong was first unveiled in August 2020 with its debut trailer earning more than 

50 million views on Bilibili. Its virality was driven by its uncompromising approach towards high quality graphics 

and RPG gameplay, with many gamers pointing out that it looked like a next-generation game. The strong reveal 

had built hype around the game’s release, with additional trailers and teasers over the next 4 years helping 

drive pre-orders.  

 
2. Familiarity with story: The game is based on Journey to the West by Wu Cheng’en, one of the Four Great Classic 

Novels of China that everyone in the country is intimately aware of. While there have been plenty of games 

based on Journey to the West in the past, this is the first one to provide a true high-fidelity experience with 

locations and characters painstakingly recreated in the game. Black Myth: Wukong builds on this rich legacy and 

serves as a sequel to Journey to the West, fulfilling the imagination of many Journey to the West fans who have 

Top 5 Games Ranked by Streaming Hours Across 2-week Period (Aug 20- Sep 3, China) 

 Daily average 
Streamers 

Streamed 
Hours 

Cumulative 
Viewership 

Tips/USD 

Black Myth: Wukong 42k 3.8M 230M $12M 

League of Legends 15K 1.2M 220M $7.7M 

Genshin Impact 9.3K 810K 39M $2.5M 

Honor of Kings 11.4K 690K 240M $8.8M 

Valorant 6.7K 570K 98M $3.3M 
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wondered what will happen next. This adaptation breathes new life into the beloved novel while staying true to 

its essence. Strong cultural pride and identity has been instrumental in driving the success of the game in China.  

3. Availability on Steam: While the game was officially approved by the NPPA for distribution in China, and 

launched on Tencent’s WeGame, most sales came from the international version of Steam. This is because 

Steam is the most popular PC game distribution platform in the country, used by 79.5% of PC gamers that 

purchase premium games. The platform operates in a grey area, but as of today it’s fully accessible without a 

VPN and provides access to both games that have been approved and those that are unapproved.   

 
4. Regional pricing and propensity to pay: Premium games have traditionally been a hard sell in China, with piracy 

playing a large role in the 2000s, and a lack of willingness to spend upfront in the 2010s. Indie games would 

typically need to be priced under RMB 100 ($14) and AAA games under RMB 200 ($28) for mass acceptance. 

With the average monthly salary of a gamer in China set to surpass $1,000, and an increased propensity to pay 

upfront for entertainment, more than 15 million in China were willing to pay RMB 268 ($38) for the game in its 

first month. The title is still priced lower than in the US where it costs $60 and we note that regional pricing is 

important in China given purchasing power parity considerations.   

 

5. Social media, streaming and broader spillover: Word of mouth has played a large role for the game, both prior 

to launch as new trailers dropped, and also post-launch on social media platforms. The game was also picked up 

by a high number of streamers, with the game accounting for 27% of all streamed gaming content (hours) 

across DouYu, Huya, and Bilibili in its first two weeks. This led to a spontaneous hardware upgrade cycle as 

gamers upgraded their PCs and purchased PS5s. Game Science also partnered with brands such as Luckin Coffee 

and even the Shanxi Tourism Board, as many of the real-world locations in the game are in Shanxi, which led to 

the game achieving its phenomenon status.   

 

The Wukong Effect: A Unique Phenomenon or Replicable Success by Other Games 
 

The key question then is: Is Black Myth: Wukong a one-off success story for the China market that only another 
domestic game developer could hope to replicate, or is this something that global game developers can learn from and 
take advantage of?  On the one hand, the game represents the growing capabilities and ambitions of Chinese game 
developers and their ability to compete on a global stage, but on the other hand the games overwhelming popularity 
reflects changing consumer preferences in China.  
 
Black Myth: Wukong presents a replicable model for success, offering valuable lessons for game companies. Here’s why: 
 

1. Chinese players are already on Steam: China is the #1 market for Steam users according to Niko Partners data 
and Steam’s very own hardware survey, with 35% of users accessing the platform in Simplified Chinese. 
According to our 2024 gamer survey, 53.1% of PC game spenders have purchased a premium game in the past 3 
months and they spend an average of $72.24 per year on all PC gaming content. Palworld is just one of many 
recently released premium games that has succeeded in China without a license, with the title selling over 5m 
copies in the country.   

mailto:sales@nikopartners.com


KNOWLEDGE BRIEF 

 

Knowledge Briefs are also available on NikoIQ, our online intelligence dashboard. Contact us at nikopartners.com for a free demo.  

This document is only for individual-user license. Reach out to sales@nikopartners.com for multi-user license.  

September 23, 2024  

© Niko Partners | All rights reserved. Reproduction and distribution of the document is prohibited 

 
2. Targeting streamers can yield success: 44% of gamers in China watch video game livestreams, with short video 

broadcasts and influencers being two of the top three most popular ways to obtain information about new 
games. Contrary to popular belief, unlicensed games can be streamed on Chinese platforms and influencers 
have helped drive the success of large titles such as Elden Ring, as well as smaller games such as Dark and 
Darker, and Dread Hunger.  
 

3. Premium games are a multibillion-dollar industry in China: The overturning of the console ban in 2014, access 
to the international version of Steam, the shift to digital distribution, increased propensity to pay for content, 
high quality singleplayer & multiplayer game offerings, online connection requirement (which prevents piracy), 
localized payment methods, and regional pricing have been key drivers of premium game adoption in China. 
The premium game market in China is expanding, with players increasingly willing to invest in high-quality titles. 
High end graphics were a major selling point for Wukong, along with the story, and our data shows that “high 
end graphics” is the leading factor behind gamers choosing a new game to play.  
 

4. There are other proven successes: The premium game market first showed signs of significant growth in 2017 
with the launch of PUBG, which went on to sell over 20 million units. While PUBG was a live service game, 
single-player games such as Elden Ring, Cyberpunk 2077, and Monster Hunter World are examples of unlicensed 
single-player focused AAA games that have found success in China. CD Projekt Red tailored Cyberpunk 2077 to 
the market with regional pricing, Chinese text and voice, as well as a social media strategy that focused on 
building a community of over 1 million fans on bilibili.  
 

5. Opportunities for collaborations are everywhere: Black Myth: Wukong’s success in establishing strong 
partnerships across various industries shows that collaborations with the right sectors can drive word of mouth. 
Partnering with tourism boards in China, to promote real world locations in-game, is a crossover marketing 
opportunity that can introduce the game to new audiences. Teaming up with food and beverage brands, 
especially those with strong ties to pop culture, has driven games to become lifestyle brands that resonate with 
younger consumers. 
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