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ABSTRACT

In the algorithm-fuelled corridors of Instagram and YouTube, a new
economic actor has emerged—the influencer—whose currency spans
beyond cash, into brand collaborations, affiliate links, digital shoutouts, and
barter deals wrapped in hashtags. Yet, as the pixels profit, policy often lags
behind. India’s income tax framework, built for brick-and-mortar
professions, now finds itself grappling with monetised virality, intangible
transactions, and compensation that is as much about clout as it is about cash.

This article seeks to bridge the tax law with digital innovation in India’s
creator economy. It interrogates the treatment of influencer income under the
Income Tax Act, 1961, focusing on the doctrinal classification of earnings—
particularly under “Profits and Gains of Business or Profession”—and the
peculiarities of taxing non-monetary consideration, from gifted gadgets to
sponsored vacations. Special emphasis is placed on the valuation and timing
of barter income, as well as the interplay with withholding tax provisions
such as Sections 194J and 194C, often applied without clear contours to
influencer-brand relationships.

Adopting an interpretative and analytical lens, this study deconstructs the
legal opacity and procedural friction confronting both taxpayers and
administrators within the existing framework. It probes the compliance
burdens disproportionately borne by emerging influencers—many of whom
operate without formal business structures or adequate tax literacy—in
ascertaining liabilities, preserving financial trails, and navigating disclosure
mandates.

As India moves towards a more digitised economy and an increasingly
platform-centric workforce, the question is no longer whether such income
should be taxed, but how the law must evolve to accommodate the invisible
scaffolding of the creator economy. The article ultimately advances the case
for nuanced interpretative clarity and administrative symmetry, ensuring that
the tax regime reflects not just the current contours of the digital economy
but anticipates its rapid evolution. In doing so, it positions the law as a living
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instrument—capable of adapting to new realities without necessitating
radical overhaul.

Keywords: Influencer Taxation, digital economy compliance, barter
income, GST on content creation

INTRODUCTION

“When economies begin to run on algorithms and influence becomes income, the law must

learn not only to tax what it sees, but to see what it taxes.”

In the glitter-soaked world of curated reels and filtered realities, a new archetype of celebrity
has emerged—one that trades movie sets for smartphone screens and endorsement contracts
for affiliate links. The Indian social media influencer is not merely a content creator; they are
micro-enterprises wrapped in digital charisma, capable of shifting consumer behaviour with a
swipe-up, a story, or a sponsored skincare haul. Yet, for all the dazzling visibility they enjoy

online, one element has remained conspicuously dim: their relationship with the taxman.

As the digital economy pirouettes into the centre of India’s growth narrative, influencer
income—fluid, hybrid, and often intangible—poses an increasingly complex question: how
does one tax virality? More importantly, how does one do so under a legislative regime crafted
in an era of typewriters and telegrams? The Income Tax Act, 1961!, never imagined that free
iPhones, paid vacations, or shoutouts in exchange for skincare serums would someday be part
of the tax base. And yet, here we are—where clout has become currency, and hashtags may

hold more fiscal value than hard cash.

This paper charts the uneven terrain between India’s archaic tax framework and its digital-
native earners. With limited scholarly engagement on this issue—especially within the Indian
legal academic space—this work attempts to fill the void using a doctrinal and interpretative
approach. It critically examines the application of provisions like Sections 28 (Profits and
Gains of Business or Profession)?, 194] (Fees for Professional Services)?, and 194C (Payments
to Contractors)?, while also unpacking the valuation and tax treatment of non-monetary

compensation and barter deals, which are often the lifeblood of influencer-brand dynamics.

! The Income - Tax Act, 1961, Act No. 43, Acts of Parliament, 1961 (India).

2 Section 28, The Income - Tax Act, 1961, Act No. 43, Acts of Parliament, 1961 (India).

3 Section 194 J, The Income - Tax Act, 1961, Act No. 43, Acts of Parliament, 1961 (India).
4 Section 194 C, The Income - Tax Act, 1961, Act No. 43, Acts of Parliament, 1961 (India).

Page: 1802



Indian Journal of Integrated Research in Law Volume V Issue II | ISSN: 2583-0538

The article will explore key legal and procedural ambiguities, address compliance gaps
plaguing smaller creators unfamiliar with taxation obligations, and consider the real-world
friction between the law’s expectations and digital practice. Importantly, it resists the simplistic
call for a new legal regime and instead argues for a jurisprudential reimagination—one where

existing laws stretch to embrace the evolution of work, wealth, and worth.

Ultimately, this paper asks a fundamental question: Can an income tax law built for landlords
and shopkeepers evolve to recognise the fiscal fingerprints of those who earn in likes, leverage

algorithms, and generate value in the clouds of cyberspace?

THE INCOME BEHIND THE INFLUENCE AND HASHTAG HUSTLE: DISSECTING
THE REVENUE STREAMS OF A DIGITAL CREATOR

In an economy increasingly shaped by virality, influence has become a monetizable asset, and
the digital creator, its newest entrepreneur. While traditional professions hinge on tangible
goods or defined services, the influencer’s métier lies in relatability, resonance, and reach. In
this context, income emerges not from conventional employment contracts but from a web of
brand collaborations, barter-based campaigns, promotional linkages, and platform-driven
monetisation. Yet, this income—though digital in form—is real in economic value, and

increasingly substantial in scale.

At the heart of the influencer economy is a mosaic of revenue streams. Brand partnerships—
arguably the most visible—range from long-term ambassadorships to one-off promotional
posts, negotiated in cash, kind, or both. Equally ubiquitous are barter arrangements, where
influencers receive high-value products or services® (think luxury skincare, smartphones,
international travel) in exchange for publicity—a transaction that may lack cash flow but is not
devoid of economic consideration. Affiliate marketing opens yet another channel, with
influencers earning a commission for driving consumer engagement through personalised

links®. Others diversify through merchandise lines, subscription platforms, and sponsored

5 Libai, B., Rosario, A. B., Beichert, M., Donkers, B., Haenlein, M., Hofstetter, R., Kannan, P. K., van der Lans,
R., Lanz, A., Li, H. A., Mayzlin, D., Muller, E., Shapira, D., Yang, J., & Zhang, L. (2025). Influencer marketing
unlocked: Understanding the value chains driving the creator economy. Journal of the Academy of Marketing
Science, 53(1), 4-28. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11747-024-01073-2

® Edelman, B., & Brandi, W. (2015). Risk, information, and incentives in online affiliate marketing. Journal of
Marketing Research, 52(1), 1-12. https://doi.org/10.1509/jmr.13.0472
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livestreams’, all reflecting a shift from content creation to personal brand entrepreneurship.
g p Y p

What complicates this terrain is the hybrid nature of compensation. While some collaborations
are straightforward monetary payments, others blur the line between gifts and income,
challenging both influencers and tax authorities in determining what constitutes taxable
receipts. The result is a complex tapestry of monetary and non-monetary income, where

economic value is not always mirrored by financial documentation.

This layered reality sets the stage for an urgent doctrinal inquiry: how does the Income Tax
Act, 1961, interpret and engage with such novel income streams? As we transition into the next
section, this paper critically examines the legal characterisation, classification, and treatment
of influencer earnings under India’s prevailing tax laws—revealing a framework that, while

evolving, remains outpaced by digital enterprise.
THE LAW’S LENS

When the IT Department Slides into DMs: Applying the Income Tax Act, 1961 to Virtual

Fame

In the digital age, the legal apparatus often finds itself lagging behind the cultural and economic
realities it is tasked with regulating. The rise of the influencer economy in India—fluid,
boundaryless, and algorithmically propelled—poses a formidable challenge to a taxation
regime that still adheres to frameworks carved out for traditional professions. Yet, in the
absence of bespoke legislative measures, the Income Tax Act, 1961, offers interpretative levers

that can be stretched, retrofitted, and cautiously maneuvered to bring influencer income within

its fold.

The primary provisions that lend themselves to such interpretative application include Section
2(24), which defines ‘income’® in a broad and inclusive manner, and Section 28°, which taxes

‘profits and gains from business or profession’. For influencers who engage in sustained

7 Gu, X., Zhang, X., & Kannan, P. K. (2024). Influencer mix strategies in livestream commerce: Impact on
product sales. Journal of Marketing, 88(4), 64—83.

8 Section 2(24), The Income - Tax Act, 1961, Act No. 43, Acts of Parliament, 1961 (India).

The inclusive nature of Section 2(24) of the Income Tax Act, 1961 allows for the interpretation of ‘income’ to
extend to modern, unconventional sources such as influencer earnings, particularly when such receipts possess
the characteristics of revenue.

9 Section 28, The Income - Tax Act, 1961, Act No. 43, Acts of Parliament, 1961 (India).
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promotional activities, endorsements, and content creation as their principal occupation, their
earnings may be classified as business income under Section 28. However, where these
activities are irregular, sporadic, or secondary to other professional work, income may
alternatively be taxed under Section 56'°, which deals with income from other sources. Herein
lies the first interpretative dilemma: is digital influence a ‘business’ by default, or must it meet

specific criteria of continuity, organization, and profit motive?

The CBDT Circular No. 12/2022, issued on 16th June 2022!!, attempts to offer guidance by
clarifying that any benefit or perquisite arising from a business or profession—including barter
collaborations—shall be taxed under Section 28(iv). However, this circular has only scratched
the surface, leaving open several questions about valuation, classification, and enforceability.
Furthermore, the obligation to deduct TDS under Section 194R!? on such non-monetary
benefits have imposed an additional layer of compliance, especially for brands collaborating

with micro and nano influencers, where monetary value is often marginal but volume is high.

Simultaneously, GST implications compound the legal conundrum. Influencers earning over
%20 lakh annually are required to register under GST, and their services—whether rendered
through video promotions, live sessions, or barter deals—are classified as taxable supplies
under the GST Act!3. The applicable rate of 18% GST further burdens creators who may lack
the legal literacy or infrastructure to navigate such complexities'®. Moreover, GST law
mandates taxability even for free services if there is a quid pro quo, pushing barter deals—so
common in influencer marketing—into taxable territory. The valuation of such barter
transactions becomes critical, and yet, no standard mechanism exists to quantify the fair market

value of Instagram posts, YouTube mentions, or live-streamed product placements.

10 Section 56, The Income - Tax Act, 1961, Act No. 43, Acts of Parliament, 1961 (India).

1" Circular No. 12 of 2022, F. No. 370 I 42/27/2022-TPL Government of India Ministry of Finance Department
of Revenue (Central Board of Direct Taxes), https://cag.gov.in/uploads/media/circular-no-12-2022-
062fe002fcd64e9-62818365.pdf

12 Section 194R mandates a 10% TDS deduction on any benefit or perquisite arising from business or profession,
regardless of whether it is convertible into money. This has created a compliance challenge for brands engaging
in mass-scale, low-value barter deals, especially where the fair market value is subjective or disputed

13 Section 22(1), The Central Goods and Services Tax Act, 2017, , Act No. 12, Acts of Parliament, 1961 (India).
4 While the Central Goods and Services Tax Act, 2017 does not explicitly mention "influencers," their
promotional activities—whether remunerated in cash or kind—are generally categorized under "advertising and
market research services" (SAC 9983). As per Notification No. 11/2017 — Central Tax (Rate) dated 28th June
2017, issued under Section 9(1) of the CGST Act, such services attract an 18% GST rate (9% CGST + 9% SGST
or 18% IGST)
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In light of these fragmented regulatory guidelines, the absence of a dedicated statutory
framework for influencer income has inevitably led to interpretative ambiguity, giving rise to
numerous grey areas that challenge both regulators and digital creators alike. One of the
foremost challenges lies in the classification of income—whether such income constitutes
‘profits and gains from business or profession’ or falls under the broader residual category of
‘income from other sources’. While full-time influencers engaged in systematic brand
promotion may clearly fall under Section 28, casual or irregular earners may find themselves

being taxed under Section 56, leading to inconsistent tax treatment.

Furthermore, the valuation of non-monetary benefits, particularly in barter collaborations, adds
a further layer of complexity. In the absence of a fixed monetary transaction, influencers must
assign a fair market value to products and services received in exchange for promotion—an
exercise that is not only inherently subjective but also susceptible to underreporting or
misclassification. The recent clarifications under Section 194R make it mandatory for
companies to deduct TDS even on non-cash benefits, highlighting the urgency for accurate
valuation and compliance. Additionally, the GST implications cannot be overlooked;
influencers exceeding the 20 lakh threshold are liable to register under GST and charge 18%
for services rendered, including paid promotions and barter transactions. Non-compliance in
this area could result in penalties and audits, especially as tax authorities become increasingly

vigilant.

Against this backdrop, the importance of rigorous compliance and meticulous record-keeping
becomes paramount. Influencers must maintain comprehensive documentation of their
income—both monetary and in-kind—to ensure alignment with legal expectations and pre-
empt scrutiny from tax authorities. While the law remains silent on several influencer-specific
nuances, the current legal apparatus offers enough interpretative leeway to bring such earnings
within the tax net. The key, however, lies in developing a unified compliance standard that

mirrors the professionalism expected of any traditional business enterprise.

BARTERS, GIFTING AND THE INVICIBLE MONEY

Freebies Aren’t Free: The Legal Fiction of Bartered Promotions

The monetization of influence does not always come in the form of visible currency. In fact,

the architecture of influencer marketing often leans heavily on non-monetary consideration—
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from complimentary hotel stays and high-end apparel to gifted gadgets, meals, and even
international vacations. These seemingly innocuous ‘freebies’ form a significant part of the
economic ecosystem that sustains digital influence, though they remain legally obscure and
financially opaque. The question thus arises—how should the law treat what appears to be

invisible income but results in very tangible economic benefit?

The Income Tax Act, 1961, offers a legal fiction that can be stretched to address such
intangibles. Most notably, Section 28(iv) comes into focus. It includes within the scope of
taxable income “the value of any benefit or perquisite, whether convertible into money or not,
arising from the business or the exercise of a profession.”'® This provision has long served as
a catch-all mechanism to tax non-cash benefits. Its application to influencers, though not
formally codified, is conceptually consistent with its intended function—treating bartered

promotions and gifted luxuries as perquisites arising from a professional engagement.

Consider, for instance, an influencer with 300,000 followers on Instagram who receives a
%2,00,000 designer handbag in exchange for a promotional reel. Despite the absence of a formal
invoice or cash transaction, the influencer receives a direct, quantifiable economic benefit. In
the eyes of the law, this handbag is not a gift—it is a professional perquisite, and therefore
taxable. Similarly, a sponsored stay at a luxury resort, offered in lieu of an Instagram post,
constitutes a service-for-service exchange that should, in theory, be brought under the purview
of Section 28(iv). The real challenge, however, lies in valuation—what constitutes fair market

value, and who determines it?

Parallelly, Section 56(2)(x)!¢ adds another layer of scrutiny. While originally designed to tax
gifts received by individuals exceeding 350,000 in aggregate in a year (from non-relatives), it
can be interpreted in cases involving influencers where the line between gift and professional
benefit blurs. If a company sends a luxury item to an influencer without explicit promotional
terms, it could still be construed as a benefit intended to elicit content, thereby attracting tax
liability. The distinction between gratuitous gift and indirect compensation is thin, and often

rests on the nature of the relationship and the pattern of conduct between the parties.

15 Section 28(iv), The Income - Tax Act, 1961, Act No. 43, Acts of Parliament, 1961 (India).
16 Section 56(2)(x), The Income - Tax Act, 1961, Act No. 43, Acts of Parliament, 1961 (India).
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Moreover, CBDT Circular No. 12/2022!7 and Section 194R now obligate businesses to deduct
TDS at 10% before providing any benefit or perquisite to a resident, whether in cash or in kind.
This significantly alters the operational landscape for both brands and influencers. Even when
a transaction lacks monetary exchange, tax liability persists—thus reinforcing the notion that
freebies are not free. However, this compliance framework has introduced enormous
uncertainty: questions the tax regime must now confront—such as the taxability of luxury gifts
absent a formal service contract, the deductibility of non-monetary tools of trade, or the
applicability of GST in barter scenarios where no invoice is raised; are not merely

technicalities, but are pivotal concerns the tax regime must now confront.

From a regulatory standpoint, the fiction of non-cash neutrality is collapsing. As the influencer
economy evolves into a robust and lucrative industry, regulators cannot afford to overlook the
fiscal consequences of its barter-based backbone. Yet, the law remains outpaced by the
innovation of the market. Unlike traditional businesses, influencer arrangements are often
informal, unrecorded, and deeply contextual—raising questions about enforceability,
valuation, and consistency. The law's reliance on self-disclosure, without any standardised

method to track barter deals, further complicates the scenario.

This legal limbo also imposes a compliance burden that many influencers are unprepared for.
While established content creators may engage accountants and legal advisors, the vast
majority—particularly in Tier II and Tier III cities—lack the awareness or resources to interpret
their obligations under Section 28(iv) or 56(2)(x). As a result, underreporting and non-
compliance remain widespread, not necessarily as a form of tax evasion, but as a consequence

of the system’s failure to communicate clearly.

Looking ahead, the need for a codified interpretative framework, within the existing statutory
regime is pressing. Tailored guidelines could help establish valuation principles, exemption
criteria, and compliance thresholds specific to the influencer economy—ensuring predictability
and fairness without necessitating new legislation or stifling innovation. In the absence of
legislative clarity, judicial interpretation will play a critical role—though this too is reactive
and slow. Until then, professionals must operate in a regulatory twilight—interpreting analog

provisions for digital realities, navigating grey zones with intellectual rigor, and assuming

17 Supra Note 11
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compliance as a proactive obligation rather than a reactive burden.
THE COMPLIANCE CONUNDRUM
Influence, Income and Ignorance: Why the Creators Don’t File Returns

In the glittering ecosystem of influencer culture, financial compliance is often the invisible
casualty. Despite the substantial income many digital creators command, a significant number
remain outside the tax net!8. This dissonance is neither purely intentional nor purely
accidental—it arises at the intersection of ignorance, informality, and inadequate institutional

guidance.

A vast majority of influencers operate as sole proprietors without formal business structures,
often failing to distinguish between personal and professional income. The absence of tax
literacy, especially among creators from non-metropolitan regions or younger demographics,
exacerbates the problem. The digital economy thrives on immediacy, informality, and

decentralisation—traits fundamentally at odds with the rigidity of India’s tax machinery.

Misclassification is a recurring theme. Many influencers wrongly perceive bartered promotions
or gifts as ‘gratuitous’ rather than income, overlooking Section 28(iv) or Section 56(2)(x)
obligations. Others fail to register for GST despite exceeding the turnover threshold or offering
brand collaborations that qualify as taxable supplies. The concepts of TDS deductions, advance
tax payments, audit thresholds under Section 44AB, or even maintaining books of account

under Section 44AA !, are foreign to this creative demographic.

There is also a concerning lack of access to quality financial advisory services. While large-
scale influencers engage chartered accountants, micro and mid-tier creators are left adrift,

relying on fragmented advice—often from unqualified sources. The result is a culture where

18 Press Trust of India, “I-T dept launches tax-evasion probe against social media influencers,” The Economic
Times, June 29, 2023, Accessed April 14, 2025, 9:00 P.M. https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/india/i-t-
dept-launches-tax-evasion-probe-against-social-media-influencers/articleshow/101370970.cms.

19 Section 194R of the Income Tax Act, 1961, mandates deduction of tax at source (TDS) on benefits or perquisites
arising from business or profession. Section 208 requires advance tax payment if the estimated liability exceeds
210,000. Section 44AB deals with compulsory audit of accounts if total sales, turnover, or gross receipts exceed
prescribed limits (currently 1 crore for businesses and 350 lakh for professionals, subject to conditions). Section
44AA prescribes the obligation to maintain books of account for certain professionals and businesses based on
income or turnover thresholds.
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taxation becomes an afterthought, not a foundational responsibility.

Yet, the compliance gap is not without consequence. As the influencer economy gains scrutiny,
tax authorities are increasingly using digital trails—Instagram promotions, YouTube videos,
sponsored reels—as quasi-accounting evidence®’. The risk of audit, penalty, and prosecution
under Sections 271 and 276CC of the Act?! looms large. However, criminalising non-
compliance in such a nascent sector, without creating supportive infrastructure, only reinforces

institutional exclusion.

Moving forward, the solution lies in constructive institutional intervention—targeted
awareness campaigns, simplified filing mechanisms, and a rethinking of what financial literacy
means in a creator-driven economy. The onus, ultimately, is shared: regulators must innovate,
and creators must evolve. Compliance cannot be optional in a maturing digital marketplace. It

must be embedded in the very architecture of influence.
LAW v. PLATFORM: WHO OWES THE BURDEN OF CLARITY?
Between the Algorithm and the Assessment Officer: Who Should Educate the Influencer?

The modern influencer economy thrives on platforms—algorithmic empires like Instagram,
YouTube, and affiliate networks that monetise not only user-generated content but also the
creators themselves. Yet, in the taxation ecosystem, these platforms remain curiously passive.
As the income of influencers scales, the absence of structured compliance guidance creates an
accountability vacuum: should it fall upon platforms to educate the creators they empower, or

is this obligation tethered solely to the state?

The question is not theoretical—it is infrastructural. Most creators do not enter the industry as
tax-conscious professionals. They navigate monetisation via ads, affiliate links, and brand

partnerships often without understanding tax thresholds, TDS obligations, or GST registration

20 Press Trust of India, Income tax officials can read your emails and social media?, The Economic Times, March
17,2025, Accessed April 14, 2025, 9:10 P.M.
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/economy/policy/income-tax-officials-can-read-your-emails-and-
social-media-i-t-sources-reveal-the-true-plan/articleshow/118840589.cms

21 Section 271 of the Income Tax Act, 1961, empowers authorities to levy penalties for various defaults, including
failure to furnish returns, concealment of income, or inaccurate particulars. Section 276CC deals with prosecution
for willful failure to file income tax returns within the prescribed time, which may result in imprisonment and
fine, depending on the amount of tax evaded.
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mandates. In such a dynamic, platforms are not merely intermediaries; they are facilitators of
economic activity. Their role in enabling, organising, and even profiling monetizable behaviour
places them in a uniquely powerful—and arguably moral—position to ensure fiscal

transparency.

At the very least, digital platforms can operationalise compliance nudges: issuing quarterly
reminders, integrating dashboards showing gross earnings, and prompting disclosures when
payment thresholds breach 330,000 or ¥50,000. This is not far-fetched. Most platforms already
issue automated analytics, campaign trackers, and performance insights*?>. Adding basic tax
prompts would involve negligible infrastructure cost yet potentially elevate sector-wide
awareness. Affiliate marketplaces like Amazon Associates or influencer networks such as One
Impression could take the lead in creating standardised TDS slips or tax summaries, much like
banks do under Form 26AS?. While they may not carry legal compulsion to deduct tax at
source (unless payments are routed directly), they can still act as knowledge conduits—
disseminating clarity on what qualifies as income, when GST applies, and when registration is

triggered.

That stated, the burden cannot be outsourced to platforms entirely. The digital creator economy
is still being interpreted through legislation originally drafted for traditional professions. In this
regard, the state must adopt a forward-facing regulatory lens, drafting nuanced tax guidelines
tailored for influencers—just as it did for e-commerce operators under Sections 194-O and
206C(1H) of the Income Tax Act?*. Creating a separate notification or CBDT circular

specifically for content creators would be both appropriate and timely.

A hybrid model of responsibility emerges as the most tenable path forward: platforms as
voluntary educators, and the government as the formal enforcer and clarifier. What is needed
is not paternalism but partnership—collaborative compliance architecture that reflects the

evolving nature of the gig economy.

2Madila, S. S., Dida, M. A. and Kaijage, S. (2021). A Review of Usage and Applications of Social Media
Analytics. Journal of Information Systems Engineering and Management, 6(3).

23 Form 26AS is a consolidated annual tax statement issued under Section 203AA of the Income Tax Act,
reflecting details of tax deducted at source (TDS) and tax collected at source (TCS).

24 Section 1940 mandates e-commerce operators to deduct TDS at 0.1% (reduced from 1%) on payments made
to e-commerce participants, while Section 206C(1H) requires sellers to collect TCS at 0.1% on receipt of sale
consideration exceeding %50 lakh in a financial year. Both provisions reflect the government’s effort to regulate
digital and high-value commerce through tax oversight.
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Until such scaffolding exists, influencers will continue to earn in digital clarity but file in legal
confusion—caught between an algorithm that promotes them and an assessment officer who

penalises them.

TAXING FAME WITHOUT KILLING THE SPARK: A POLICY BLUEPRINT

The challenge of taxing digital creators lies not in enforcement, but in bridging the chasm
between law and lived reality. Any viable policy framework must preserve the entrepreneurial
spirit of the influencer economy while embedding fiscal responsibility into its architecture. To
that end, a multifaceted, pragmatic approach is essential—one that harmonises state machinery,

platform accountability, and creator literacy.

1. Targeted CBDT Guidelines for Digital Creators:

The Central Board of Direct Taxes (CBDT) must issue comprehensive, dedicated FAQs or
guidance notes—much like it did for e-commerce operators under Section 194-O—tailored
specifically to influencers. These must cover income classifications, tax treatment of barters,
GST triggers, and thresholds. The absence of authoritative clarity is no longer tenable in a

sector contributing exponentially to the digital GDP.

2. Workshops and Outreach Campaigns:

The Income Tax Department should institutionalise quarterly or biannual compliance
workshops, in collaboration with regional chambers of commerce or digital incubators, to
simplify taxation for emerging creators. This can be modelled on existing MSME outreach

programs, with regionally adapted content and vernacular delivery.

3. Platform-Level Nudges:

Digital platforms—Instagram, YouTube, Moj, and affiliate marketplaces—should be
mandated, or at the very least incentivised, to integrate tax-compliance nudges. Drawing from
fintech UX strategies, these nudges can include GST reminders, annual earning summaries,
and default TDS alerts. A plug-and-play compliance module within creator dashboards could

go a long way in fostering proactive behaviour.

4. Strengthening AIS/TIS Visibility:
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The Annual Information Statement (AIS) and Taxpayer Information Summary (TIS) must be
augmented to reflect digital payouts, brand collaborations, barter valuations, and crypto-based
sponsorships with greater granularity. This will enhance voluntary compliance while reducing

the dependency on post-facto assessments.

5. Leverage Financial Influencers for Literacy:

In an era where creators trust creators, collaborating with credible financial influencers to
produce accurate, engaging content around tax norms will achieve more than government
circulars. Influencer-led compliance literacy campaigns—backed by the Income Tax

Department—can demystify taxation in a voice that is both relatable and reliable.

In sum, regulating the creator economy must not resemble retrofitting outdated laws into a
modern dynamic, but rather reimagining taxation as a collaborative, educative, and scalable

framework—one that recognises influence not just as content, but commerce.

CONCLUSION

Not All Glitter Is Deductible: The Road Ahead for India’s Digital Earners

In an era where virality is currency and content is commerce, the Indian influencer economy
has emerged not merely as a subculture but as a structural component of the digital marketplace.
This paper has sought to unravel the complex web of taxability that governs—often
ambiguously—the income, barter, and promotional practices of digital creators. Through a

layered analysis of statutory

provisions under the Income Tax Act, GST framework, and CBDT circulars, it becomes
patently evident that the legal architecture is not yet fully equipped to regulate this amorphous,
fast-evolving space. Yet, this is not a call for alarmist regulation, but a calibrated evolution of

existing legal doctrines.

Influencers are not aberrations on the periphery of economic legitimacy—they are
entrepreneurs, curators of digital identity, and in many ways, catalysts of consumption in the
21st-century economy. To treat them as outliers to fiscal policy is both economically unsound
and legally myopic. However, what remains equally precarious is the elasticity with which

current provisions—such as Section 28, 56(2)(x), and 28(iv)—are being stretched to
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accommodate digital incomes, often leading to inconsistent treatment, administrative
overreach, and taxpayer confusion. Similarly, the GST regime, while robust in commercial
sectors, struggles to delineate the scope of taxable supply where the “consideration” is a viral

hashtag or an Instagram reel.

This paper does not merely diagnose the legal and regulatory opacity but offers a direction—
one that is intellectually sustainable, pragmatically actionable, and socially inclusive. From
recommending targeted CBDT interventions and platform-integrated nudges to capacity-
building workshops and AIS transparency, the goal is not to extinguish the spark of digital
creativity, but to ensure it thrives within a legitimate fiscal framework. The burden of literacy
and compliance cannot lie solely on the creator; it must be symbiotic—shared among

platforms, regulators, and policymakers.

To this end, the law must abandon its reactive stance and begin engaging proactively with new
economic identities. The taxation of digital influence is not about punishing novelty but
legitimising it—about reinterpreting the canons of revenue law to meet a reality where content
is monetised, followers are assets, and fame itself can be fungible. A nuanced, principle-driven,
and technologically harmonised policy blueprint is not a luxury—it is a necessity. For if law
continues to lag behind innovation, it ceases to be a force of order and becomes instead a relic

of irrelevance.

As India stands at the intersection of digital expansion and fiscal consolidation, the need to
craft responsive, equitable tax jurisprudence for online creators is no longer optional—it is
imperative. The challenge now is not only to understand how these novel revenue streams
function but to embed them meaningfully within the architecture of public finance, without
stifling the innovation that fuels them. The choices made today will echo far beyond algorithms
and audits, shaping the broader legal recognition of new-age professions and the legitimacy of

digital labour itself.
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