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Foreword

Media Industries in the Middle East is a cooperative 

effort of two organizations, Northwestern University in 

Qatar (NU-Q) and Doha Film Institute (DFI). It is with 

mutual respect and interest that our institutions entered 

into a project, our second major collaborative research 

initiative, that attempts to better understand the media 

and communication landscape in the Arab world. The 

first, a region-wide survey titled Media Use in the Middle 

East, provides insights into how people consume and 

feel about media. (The report for the newest edition 

of this survey will be released later in the spring of this 

year – see mideastmedia.org.) This study builds on these 

surveys of media use by examining the “other side of the 

coin” – media production and distribution.  

 

DFI and NU-Q have different but complementary 

missions. One is a cultural institution with a mandate 

to nurture and promote a rising film industry for public 

benefit; the other is an academic institution concerned 

with learning and the advancement of knowledge in 

communication, journalism, and media. But both share 

a commitment to educating and supporting talented 

personnel for the media and communication industries. 

We agreed to join forces in developing this study to 

contribute again to Qatar’s cultural and economic 

trajectory, where modernity meets tradition.  

 

We are grateful to NU-Q colleagues Robb Wood and 

Klaus Schoenbach who have done the lion’s share of the 

work over the past months. Special thanks to Marium 

Saeed, an alumna of NU-Q’s class of 2015, who has been 

an invaluable research assistant to this project, and Lea 

Bowman, whose work with the data on independent film 

made that chapter possible.  

 

DFI’s working group members for this project have been 

constructive and engaged in this enterprise throughout 

– contributing invaluable suggestions, feedback, and 

contacts, as well as challenges to, and interpretations 

of, the findings based on hands-on industry experience. 

They also made possible our use and spirited discussion 

of a truly unique dataset containing information about 

independent filmmaking in the region, resulting in some 

of our most original findings. Special thanks to Khalil 

Benkirane and Chadi Zeneddine for their consistent, 

collaborative efforts and spirit.  

 

We are ever grateful to our colleagues from Monitor 

Deloitte in Dubai, especially Emmanuel Durou, Gareth 

Pereira, and El Hassan Khalife. Not only did they do 

most of the data collection for this study, but they also 

inspired and engaged in discussions about which data 

to collect and how to report and interpret the findings. 

We are proud to have worked again with Column 

Five and its sister company Visage on the report’s 

website, charts, and print publication, all of which make 

our data accessible and useful for a wider audience. 

We thank each of our external commentators whose 

insights bring a richer understand of the findings. And 

as always, this research would not have gone forward 

without the interest and support of members of the 

NU-Q community – students, faculty, and staff. 

Given the paucity of studies of the scope reported here, 

it is our hope that this research will encourage more 

attention to the investigation of Arab media, and it is 

our own commitment to continue these studies beyond 

the data offered here. We feel privileged to engage with 

this research and make it widely available to students 

and scholars, policymakers, institutional leaders, media 

professionals, and interested readers everywhere. 

Everette E. Dennis 

Dean and CEO  

Northwestern University in Qatar

Fatma Al Remaihi 
CEO  

Doha Film Institute  
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Introduction

Introduction

For a university preparing its students for careers in 

communication and journalism, little is more important 

than understanding the institutions students will likely 

work for, or with, after graduation. Such intelligence 

has to chart the current state and probable future 

of the media and communication industries in the 

region where Northwestern University in Qatar (NU-

Q) is at home. However, the utility and importance of 

such information stretches well beyond our university 

and its particular interests. It is valuable to industry 

professionals, academics, policymakers, and other 

interested readers. This report aims to provide them 

with systematic and comprehensive information 

about the dynamics of the media and communication 

industries in the Middle East and North Africa – 

the MENA region – and its key characteristics. 

In 2013, NU-Q started its institutional research program 

on media and their audiences in MENA countries. 

So far, the program has produced authoritative data 

on media audiences in the region, data previously 

either unknown or inaccessible to the public. Three 

large-scale surveys have already served to analyze 

annually how people use and think about media and 

other means of communication in the Middle East 

and North Africa (see Media Use in the Middle East 

at mideastmedia.org). The results of a fourth survey 

are presently being prepared for release. Thousands 

of respondents, representing up to eight countries in 

the MENA region, have provided detailed information 

about which communication channels they use and how 

often, how they evaluate them, what they think about 

the available supply of media and communication, 

and the norms that media and their users should obey. 

These surveys have become a point of reference for 

professionals in the private and public sectors as well 

as academics, journalists, students, and the general 

public. This research serves to better know, appreciate, 

and work with vital institutions of our societies. 

What has been missing, though, is what the media and 

communication supply looks like in the MENA region, as 

our survey respondents talked to us about. If people tell 

us they read newspapers, watch movies, use websites 

– what exactly are they using in their countries? And in 

which languages? How many magazines can they choose 

from? Which TV offerings are available to them? What 

are the channels and devices that people are able to use 

for receiving media content of all sorts? But also, who 

owns these communication platforms? How concentrated 

is the media industry? Where do the revenues come 

from? So far, questions like these have been answered 

sporadically and selectively. We reviewed available 

studies, some public and others proprietary, but found 

that no study provided the comprehensive portrait of 

the media and communication landscape we desired. 

This report contains the collected, examined, and 

produced information on the fundamental characteristics 

of the media and communication industries, whenever 

possible, in the MENA region as a whole. It typically 

includes 14 countries from Mauritania on the Atlantic 

Ocean to Oman on the Arab Gulf. Five MENA countries 

have been selected for more detailed information: 

Egypt, Lebanon, Qatar, Saudi Arabia (KSA), and the 

United Arab Emirates (UAE). In probing the media 

landscape, we examine large and small countries from 

North Africa and the Gulf; some quite stable, some 

more turbulent; some media-rich and media-poor with 

different regimes and degrees of media regulation. This 

report finally complements our surveys of the media 

audience with a close and systematic look at the media 

content offering, its production, and distribution. 

This report consists of sections for each individual 

medium as traditionally defined: television, film, radio, 

magazines, newspapers, and recorded music. With the 

ongoing (but not total) migration of traditional media 

to digital platforms, digital has a section of its own. 

We found little comprehensive and reliable data on the 

state of the small but important book industry – a rich 

topic for focused research that we did not undertake 

here. Of course, the whole concept of media keeps 

changing. With the flurry of new social and digital media, 

in which any person can be a communicator, there is 

less “mediation” than ever of what they can do, see, 

and create. But we decided that each section should 

focus on one medium with supporting data about how 

traditionally defined borders are dissolving. In those 

sections, we describe as comprehensively as possible:

•   The Production of Media: Companies, institutions, 

economic forces, and competitive environment 

behind content creation in the region

•   The Content Offering: A description of the media 

content available to consumers by number of outlets, 

genres, language, and sources (e.g., produced 

domestically, regionally, or internationally)

•   Distribution: The methods, companies, and 

infrastructure used to connect content to audiences

•   Ownership and Origin of Media: Government 

vs. private, international vs. domestic, etc. 

•   Associated Revenues: Including a new and 

unique estimate of advertising markets

Of special interest in the Arab world are “Ramadan 

media” channels, particularly the deluge of television 

programs produced for release during the Holy Month 

of Ramadan. This is why Ramadan TV has a section of 

its own in our report. Separate sections are also devoted 

to religious TV channels. Thanks to our collaboration 

with Doha Film Institute, we were able to access and 

analyze unique data about independent film in the 

region, which we present here for the first time. 

We hope that this report presents a baseline for future 

research on media and communication in the region. As 

always, many questions are answered but others abound. 

Some findings pose hypotheses and only scratch the 

surface of concerns that deserve further exploration, 

which we hope will follow. Tracking the media and 

communication landscape in MENA is a systematic 

means of understanding the region that goes beyond 

extrapolating one piece of information or another and 

beyond guesswork and speculation. Moreover, what 

media and communication look like is a barometer for 

assessment with useful cues for charting change. Such 

intelligence is vital in an era of massive media disruption; 

an era in which the online world has challenged 

and surpassed what we now call legacy media.
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Executive Summary

Our results point to shifts in the supply of regional media 

in the Middle East. If the region’s media landscape was 

once associated with limited offerings and stagnation, 

these findings beg to differ. Our report shows that the 

number of media channels has increased and content 

offerings have not only expanded but diversified – across 

all sectors including broadcast, digital media, and print. 

This content has come from a wider range of sources, 

including new local and international players not typically 

associated with the industry in the Middle East.

Previous research had suggested that regional audiences 

are hungry for more media content reflecting their own 

culture and generally open to media from other parts of 

the world. However, people have often been limited by 

the mass-market options available to them. The recent 

expansion of media offerings may be softening the 

disconnect between what audiences in the Middle East 

want and the content available to them.

Within this general impression, however, we find a 

number of clear differences between the media and 

communication platforms investigated here:

Mainstream Cinema: Among modern media, movies and 

their production have a long tradition in MENA countries, 

together with cinema as their distribution platform. In 

two of the biggest MENA cinema markets – Lebanon 

and Egypt – Arabic films earn more at the box office per 

title than non-Arabic films. This is despite Arabic films 

claiming only a fraction of box office revenues overall 

throughout the region. While Egyptian films collected 

nearly all box office revenues among Arabic films in 

Egypt and UAE since 2012, Lebanese films have made 

nearly two-thirds of box office revenues in their own 

country over the same period. 

Independent Film: Our analysis of previously unreleased 

data compiled by the Doha Film Institute reveals a robust 

independent film scene in the Arab world, reflecting a 

far greater diversity than the relatively homogeneous 

mainstream cinema that has been the custom in the 

Middle East. In fact, independent films are twice as 

likely to have female directors and originate in a far 

wider range of countries than their mainstream cinema 

counterparts. Egypt is not only home to mainstream 

films, Egyptians are also the most common nationality 

overall among writers, directors, and producers 

of independent film. France plays a central role in 

independent Arab film – more than any other country 

outside the region. The most common nationality of 

writers and directors of higher budget independent films 

is Lebanese.

Television: Television remains a strong, growing, and 

increasingly dynamic industry in the Middle East. Today, 

more of the total advertising revenues in the region 

go to television than they did five years ago. The total 

number of channels has increased strongly. Pay TV and 

other on-demand services still constitute a small part 

of the industry compared to other parts of the world, 

but account for much of the recent growth. IPTV digital 

services provided by telecommunications companies 

have also become popular. Satellite remains the main 

method of transmission and reception. The relatively 

border-blind nature of satellite broadcasting, the limited 

number of locations creating high production-value 

content, and a common regional language create the 

conditions for a strongly Pan-Arab TV industry, especially 

when it comes to advertising. The leading channels in 

the region have increased the number of non-scripted 

programs such as reality and talent shows. Compared to 

only a few years ago, more of these non-scripted shows 

come from Arab countries.

Digital: Compared to the total population of Arabic 

speakers, there is a disproportionately low number of 

Arabic language websites. At the same time, Arabic 

claims a disproportionately high number of the world’s 

top 100 media Facebook pages, Twitter accounts, and 

YouTube channels. Broadband mobile use in the wealthy 

Gulf nations is as high as in other developed markets, and 

over-the-top IPTV services are a growth area. Television 

networks are increasing their premium online offerings, 

and major international digitally native services such 

as Netflix and Spotify are expanding into the region. 

Digital advertising is fast growing but still remains a small 

portion of advertising revenues, compared to many other 

parts of the world.

Newspapers: Newspapers (printed general and business 

dailies) have not lost as much of their circulation as in 

the West. They have, however, experienced a decline 

of advertising revenues overall and as a share of the 

total ad spend by more than a fifth since 2010 – with 

the exception of two of our focus countries: Qatar and 

Lebanon. But newspapers still account for a substantial 

share of overall ad spend in their respective countries 

because, compared to electronic and digital platforms, 

they can be used to narrowly target just one country.

Magazines: Magazines (appearing in print at least 

monthly), compared to international trends, seem to 

fare rather well in the Middle East. We find the most 

readers of magazines in the UAE and Lebanon, and 

almost two-thirds of all magazine titles, are produced 

in those two countries. Perhaps not surprisingly, the 

circulation of Consumer magazines is almost 3.5 times 

as high as Business & Trade magazines. For Consumer 

magazines, almost two-thirds of the circulation is 

in Arabic. For Business & Trade magazines, where 

English is more important, less than half are in Arabic. 

Additionally, almost half of the circulation of Business & 

Trade magazines goes to one category, Finance. Among 

Consumer magazines, Women’s Interest dominates 

together with Lifestyle. These two Consumer magazine 

categories, along with Cars, Bikes & Boats, Travel, and 

Property, have seen little growth in the last five years in 

the MENA region – both in terms of the number of titles 

and their circulation. A comparatively greater increase, 

however, can be stated for Business & Trade magazines 

– first in their most popular genre, Finance, but also on 

a lower level in the Health & Medicine and Construction 

& Engineering categories. Like everywhere else in the 

world, the share of advertising revenues for magazines 

has recently decreased somewhat in the Middle East. 

But still, almost 90 percent of the revenue of MENA 

magazines comes from ads, compared to only about a 

third in the U.S., for instance.

Radio: In all five of our focus countries, the number of 

radio stations has grown considerably since 2010, but 

attempts to expand cross-border broadcasting have 

been met by regulatory obstacles, especially in Qatar 

and Saudi Arabia. Many channels are now responding to 

these regulations by delivering content across the region 

via their online platforms. The UAE seems to be the radio 

country among our five focus countries: It has by far the 

most radio stations and broadcasts in more languages 

than any other country, with a weekly radio reach of 

four-fifths of its population. The radio ad revenues of the 

UAE and the KSA combined account for almost half of 

the MENA market as a whole. Radio’s share of ad spend 

is considerably lower in MENA than elsewhere. But, 

compared to other regions of the world, where radio’s 

percentage of ad revenues has decreased somewhat 

since 2010, it has remained relatively stable or even 

increased slightly in the MENA countries.
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Music: In MENA, live music contributes to the major 

share of industry revenues and is significantly more 

important than in other world regions, due in part to 

the pervasiveness of illegal downloads and piracy. 

Also, performance rights revenues, which constitute a 

significant share of revenues for record companies, are 

virtually non-existent. This is why large international 

record labels have difficulty justifying investments in 

local talent. Given these constraints, live performances in 

the Middle East constitute an even larger share of total 

music revenues than in many other regions of the world. 

But even there, the region seems to have a significant 

disadvantage. Worldwide, nearly a quarter of live music 

revenues come from event sponsorships, whereas in 

the Middle East this figure is estimated to be below 10 

percent.

Advertising: In 2015, the size of the advertising market 

in the MENA region was approximately USD 5.5 billion – 

an estimate that NU-Q calculated from different sources 

and introduces in this report for the first time. Television 

and newspapers are the most important advertising 

platforms. In fact, television – albeit on a very low level 

— and online advertising have grown. Newspapers have 

lost but remain the most important platform for national 

advertising, often paid for by governments and other 

non-commercial organizations. Pan-Arab advertising 

has increased significantly in the last five years. Most 

advertising agencies are located in Egypt and the UAE. 

But only a relatively small portion of advertising in MENA 

countries is administered by companies headquartered 

inside the region. More modern ways of marketing, such 

as branded content, mobile, and native advertising as 

well as programmatic buying of ads in the electronic 

media, are still in their infancy.

Ramadan TV: During Ramadan, Arabic TV channels are 

more popular than at other times of the year. At five 

major stations in our MENA focus countries, almost half 

of the programming consists of scripted material – that is 

about three times more than other months. In particular, 

the number of Arabic series, often produced in Lebanon 

and the KSA, grows on free-to-air (FTA) TV from almost 

zero to about 30 percent. Among the non-scripted 
programs, those with a religious theme become more 

important. During Ramadan, advertisers concentrate their 

commercials on specific primetime slots – e.g., after the 

typical Iftar meal in the evening.

Religious TV: The number of religious FTA television 

channels grew by 50 percent between 2011 and 2014, 

keeping pace with the increase in FTA channels overall. 

While the majority of religious channels in the region 

are Sunni-affiliated, much of the growth in recent years 

has been in Shia and Christian channels. Similarly, Arabic 

remains the primary language of religious television, but 

the number of non-Arabic religious channels more than 

tripled from 2011 to 2014.

 
These and other findings are presented in greater 
detail on the pages that follow. In addition, readers 
can examine the data more flexibly by visiting 
mideastmedia.org. 
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MAINSTREAM 
CINEMA

In both Egypt and Lebanon, domestically 
produced films generate the majority of box 
office revenues.

In this chapter:

• Overview 

• Cinema Revenues 

• Arabic Films vs. Non-Arabic Films 

• Production 

• Expert Commentary: 

 “Hollywood of the Orient Facing the  

  Challenge of Globalization”  

  By Noha Mellor 

 

Overview

Like many traditional media platforms in the region, 

mainstream cinema tends to target a wide range of 

audiences. But unlike other traditional media covered 

in this study, content from outside the region claims 

the majority of cinema revenues. Of the relatively small 

proportion of Arabic titles screened in regional cinemas, 

Egyptian films predominate, as they have for decades.  

While Egyptian films hold region-wide appeal, the 

national markets within the region have distinct 

preferences and behaviors. A look at the three largest 

cinema markets by number of screens – the UAE, Egypt, 

and Lebanon, which together constitute more than 

half of the cinemas in the region – indicates distinctive 

preferences and consumer patterns. For instance, in 

mideastmedia.org

the UAE, non-Arabic language films seem to be more 

profitable, making almost three times more at the box 

office than films in Arabic. This may be credited, in part, 

to the large proportion of non-Arabic speaking expats 

that reside in the country. In Egypt, it is the other way 

around, with Arabic films making four times as much box 

office revenue than non-Arabic titles – probably due to 

restrictive policies on foreign films, such as high taxes 

and quotas on the number of foreign films allowed into 

the country. 
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Cinema Revenues

UAE, Egypt, and Lebanon have the highest number of 

cinema screens in the region. Together, they account 

for more than half of all screens in MENA. Due in part to 

Egypt’s relatively dispersed and large population of 83 

million people, its screen-to-inhabitants ratio is one of 

the lowest in the region. Lebanon has one of the highest 

screen-per-capita ratios in the region due in part to its 

population density and consumer spending power.  

Ownership of cinema screens in MENA is highly 

concentrated, with the top three cinema operators in the 

UAE, Qatar, and Lebanon controlling 70 to 90 percent 

advanced UAE said they watch movies in the theater, 

much more than in Egypt (28 percent) and Lebanon (46 

percent). 

The popularity of cinema in the UAE is also reflected in 

the UAE’s total box office revenues, which are four to six 

times higher than in Egypt and Lebanon. In addition to 

screening far more films than Egypt and Lebanon overall, 

cinemas in the UAE earn more per title. On average, 

films screened there in 2015 made USD 444,000 per 

film, whereas films screened in Egypt and Lebanon 

only made USD 170,000 and USD 150,000 per film, 

respectively.

Pre-screening advertising revenues, like box office 

sales, are rising in the UAE and stagnant in Lebanon. 

Pre-roll advertisements generate about two times as 

much revenue in the UAE as they do in Lebanon, but 

on a per-screen basis. Lebanese cinemas earn twice 

as much as those in the UAE. 

 

of the screens in their respective countries. In Egypt, 

however, the top three cinema operators hold only a 

17-percent share of total screens.  

The number of titles screened and box office revenues 

in the UAE have grown steadily since 2012, while it has 

remained relatively even in Lebanon. Revenues in Egypt 

experienced a sharp drop during the politically volatile 

period around 2013, but have bounced back since. 

Box office sales seem to have resisted the trend toward 

more people watching films on television or digital 

screen than in the cinema. A 2014 media-use survey 

conducted by Northwestern University in Qatar (NU-Q) 

in partnership with Doha Film Institute (DFI) shows that, 

on average, 45 percent of respondents watch films in the 

cinema, but 75 percent on TV or online. One example 

of cinema’s resilience in the face of alternative viewing 

methods: 82 percent of respondents in the digitally 
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Arabic Films vs. Non-Arabic Films

Among the three largest cinema markets in the region 

– UAE, Egypt, and Lebanon – only Arabic films in Egypt 

earn as much as non-Arabic films. Elsewhere, Arabic films 

bring in only a fraction of box office sales. But in all three 

countries, Arabic films represent only a small portion of 

film titles screened.  

However, if we take into account the number of films 

screened, revenues of Arabic films versus non-Arabic 

films vary dramatically between countries. So, for 

instance, in Egypt, the 21 Arabic films screened in 

theaters in 2015 generated the same amount as the 238 

non-Arabic films shown that same year. The opposite 

seems to be true in the UAE, where non-Arabic films 

were more profitable than Arabic films. In Lebanon, 

both Arabic and non-Arabic films accounted for a similar 

amount of box office revenues per title.  

These differences may sometimes be attributed to 

external factors (e.g., quotas placed on foreign films 

in Egypt), but are also tied to viewer preferences and 

constraints. For example, NU-Q’s 2014 media-use survey 

shows that only 4 percent of respondents in Egypt 

watched films in English, as opposed to 80 percent of 

respondents in the UAE.  

In terms of genres, comedy, drama, and horror seem to 

dominate in all three markets and among both Arabic 

and non-Arabic titles. These top three genres make up an 

even larger piece of the pie in Arabic titles.
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Production

As with other media platforms across the region, the 

production of mainstream film is concentrated on a small 

number of countries. Although the UAE has outpaced 

Egypt in terms of mainstream film distribution in cinemas, 

Egypt still remains the top country for the production of 

mainstream film. Almost 80 percent of all films screened 

in the UAE, Lebanon, and Egypt – three of the biggest 

markets – are produced in Egypt. These films made  

close to 90 percent of total box office revenues in the 

three countries.  

Film offerings in Egyptian theaters are far less diverse 

compared to the UAE and Lebanon, in terms of 

languages available and the countries from which those 

films originate. Almost all (99 percent) films screened in 

Egypt were also produced in Egypt and are very rarely 

co-produced with another country. A wider range of 

films is shown in Lebanese theaters, although Lebanese 

and Egyptian films combined still account for  

90 percent of all films screened in Lebanon. In both Egypt 

and Lebanon, domestically produced films generate the 

majority of box office revenues. This is not the case in 

the UAE, however, where Emirati films make up only 3 

percent of total box office revenues in the country.
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Expert Commentary

The Egyptian cinema, historically dubbed “Hollywood of 

the Orient,” has faced difficult financial hurdles since the 

withdrawal of state subsidies in the 1970s. The industry 

had its peak during the 1930s and 1940s at the hands 

of Egyptian entrepreneurs who invested in building 

several studios and helped to make hundreds of films. 

The current decline in the local market and the political 

turmoil in the region since 2011 are some of the reasons 

for the falling production of around 25 films a year; film 

producers generally feel reluctant to embark on new 

output due to rising film piracy and the inability of the 

state machinery to protect intellectual property. The 

industry is dominated by a few companies, of which the 

largest are Albatros, owned by the businessman, Kamel 

Abou Ali, and Al Arabiya, owned by the veteran actress, 

Isaad Younes. The majority of box office revenue is from 

Arabic films – or more than USD 26 million in 2014 – and 

about 40 percent of the films are low-budget comedies,  

which attract a large slice of the viewing audience. 

The number of film theaters has increased, despite the 

sharp decline in local film production, particularly with 

the rise of hyper-malls with air-conditioned cinemas; but 

distributors, who are often screen owners, tend to resort 

to American film imports to boost their earnings. For 

them, the increase in imported films may save many jobs 

in the existing 295 film theaters struggling to find enough 

Arabic films to screen. Egypt has a higher number of 

film theaters compared to other Arab states, although 

the quantity per capita is only four per one million 

inhabitants, compared to 40 in the UAE. Furthermore, the 

Egyptian state requires film financiers to fund one Arabic 

film for every two foreign films they import, in addition 

to imposing a high sales tax on them. The state protects 

its import monopoly by limiting the quota to 300 foreign 

films a year and 10 copies of each foreign film. The 

importation of additional copies means a reduction of 

unit price and, therefore, an increase in the profit margin 

for film distributors; they are now demanding an increase 

to 30 copies per foreign film. 

The competition of satellite film channels, together with 

the DVD industry, has contributed to squeezing profit 

margins in the film industry. The television industry 

also benefits from the flow of American output, with 

many stations importing American films and series to 

fill the empty programing slots, especially with the 

popularity of syndicated programs such as “Who Wants 

to Be a Millionaire.” Commentators fear what they call 

an “American cultural incursion,” however, as more and 

more Egyptian youth adopt a seemingly “Western” 

lifestyle. The concern regarding local culture erosion 

has been exacerbated by the spread of consumerism 

and multinational corporations such as Coca-Cola and 

McDonald’s. Globalization for these commentators has 

become another name for Americanization.

By Noha Mellor  
Professor of Media and Deputy Director of the  

Research Institute for Media, Arts and Performance,  

University of Bedfordshire

Hollywood of the Orient Facing the Challenge of Globalization  
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INDEPENDENT 
FILM

Independent Arab films and filmmakers are 
poised to benefit from the rapidly increasing 
number of channels, content services, and 
Internet bandwidth that are breaking down 
the disconnect between what audiences want 
and what audiences can access. 

In this chapter:

• Overview 

• Budgets 

• Countries of Production 

• Authorship 

• Expert Commentary: 

 “Shifting Infrastructures of Support    

      for Independent Film” 

     By Kaveh Askari

Overview

In the MENA region, Hollywood and “popular” Egyptian 

independent films dominate box office sales. This could 

be mistakenly interpreted as a sign of a limited and 

homogeneous filmmaking environment in the Arab world. 

But, on the contrary, a diverse field of filmmakers produce 

films reflecting the wide range of nationalities, socially 

relevant subject matters, and perspectives present across 

the region. This chapter draws on previously unreleased 

data compiled by Doha Film Institute over the past 

five years, providing a unique view into independent 

filmmaking in the Arab world. 

While independent films are typically underrepresented 

or excluded from the offerings in mainstream cinemas, 

taken as a whole they more closely represent the 

demographics and cultures of the region. Survey research 

mideastmedia.org

undertaken in another collaborative effort between NU-Q 

and DFI (see www.mideastmedia.org/2014) suggests 

audiences are open to content from other parts of the 

world and hungry for more content that represents their 

own culture. Independent Arab films and filmmakers are 

poised to benefit from the rapidly increasing number 

of channels, content services, and Internet bandwidth 

that are breaking down the disconnect between what 

audiences want and what audiences can access. 

For the purposes of this chapter, independent films 

can be considered films that are funded and produced 

outside a studio system so far dominated by Egypt. More 

creative and overall control of the film tends to remain 

with the authors of the work. 

While there is some overlap between mainstream cinema 

and independent film in the region, the two categories 

are distinct. Independent filmmakers and their films 

tend to be more varied and cosmopolitan. Production 

countries are more evenly spread across the region and 

are far more likely to be multi-national efforts. Nearly 

30 percent of independent films name more than one 

country of production. Independent films are twice as 

likely to be directed by a woman. In fact, 26 percent of 

independent film directors are female, much more than of 

studio films in the Middle East or the West.
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Doha Film Institute began accepting applications for 

film grants in 2011, and by 2012 had become one of 

the region’s major granting organizations in terms 

of total grants awarded. As one of the only granting 

organizations in the region that accepts applications 

and awards films from outside its own national borders, 

DFI quickly became known to filmmakers around the 

region and the world seeking to fund their projects 

independently. With so few organizations in the region 

to turn to, many filmmakers apply to all grants. Thus, DFI 

has received thousands of applications, including the 

majority of independent films that have been made in 

the region in recent years. All of the applications were 

recorded in an extensive master database. The films 

considered in this report are drawn from applications 

submitted from 2011 through the end of 2015. 

The dataset contains extremely detailed information. 

Taken together, it describes the contours of independent 

filmmaking in the region – including types of films, 

countries, budgeting patterns, gender and nationality of 

writers, directors, and producers, genres and topics, and 

where the most multi-national filmmaking is taking place. 

From the thousands of projects contained in the 

database, we attempted to distill a well-defined sample 

representative of independent filmmaking in the region. 

For that purpose, only the films and the associated 

writers, directors, and producers who met the following 

criteria were considered:

•   Feature narrative films; no documentaries, shorts, or 

other film types

NOTES FOR THIS CHAPTER 
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•  Arabic was one of the film’s primary languages.

•   Seeking funding for the production or post-production 

stages. Films applying for development funds (the 

stage before pre-production) are, by definition, not as 

clearly or fully planned, and have a far lower chance of 

being completed.

Finally, we eliminated any budget outliers from our 

sample – i.e., any film with a stated total budget less than 

USD 1,000 or more than USD 5,000,000. 

These criteria excluded many films worthy of 

consideration in other studies. However, for our purposes 

it produced a meaningful sample of serious film proposals 

with a high likelihood of completion, whether or not they 

were awarded funds by Doha Film Institute. The final 

sample consisted of 262 films, with 512 unique filmmakers 

including writers, directors, and producers. 

Because the data used for this chapter were collected 

and recorded by a single entity, it is critical that when 

viewing the results one bears in mind the method and 

context from which they came, including:

•  Representativeness of Sample: Those familiar with the 

data, applications, and Arab film in general estimate 

that the sample includes approximately 70 percent of 

all independent Arab films that meet the above criteria 

and have entered production or been completed since 

2012. In the remaining 30 percent of applications, 

no significant deviations from our sample have been 

detected, but there were two less severe ones than 

one might expect: 1) an over-representation of films 

associated with or claiming association with Qatar, due 

to the fact that the data are based on applications to a 

funding body based in Qatar. Though this may have the 

effect of exaggerating Qatar’s role as a leading country 

of production in the region, it is also true that Doha Film 

Institute grants an average of 43 films per year – more 

than any other regional granting body that accepts 

applications from across the Arab world; 2) a possible 

under-representation of films that would name the 

UAE as a country of production, given the sometimes 

competitive climate between the neighboring countries. 

•  Self-Reported Data: Unlike most information used to 

describe a film market, the data for this chapter are  

self-reported by the filmmakers themselves. All 

applications are submitted by either a producer 

or director of the project. Therefore the figures 

contained in this section do not reflect measures and 

characteristics typically used after a film’s release – they 

describe the film as viewed by (one of) its creators 

either before or during production.

Budget Quartile  

We occasionally examine differences between higher and 

lower-budget films. For example, a look at films in the top 

quartile will include films with total budgets in the top 25 

percent of our sample.

Countries of Production  

Filmmakers applying for funding identify the countries 

of production associated with their films. This can 

include shooting locations or, in some cases, production 

companies based in that country.

Genres/Topics 
Applicants for funding are asked to identify genres or 

topics that describe their film from a list of more than 50 

possibilities. They usually choose more than one.

Nationality 
Applicants are asked to identify the nationality of the 

writer(s), director(s), and producer(s) attached to their 

films. Many individuals have dual or multiple nationalities. 

They all are counted in our analysis. For example, a 

person who is French-Lebanese would be categorized as 

a French and Lebanese national, respectively.

TERMS USED IN THIS CHAPTER 

Budgets

This section looks at budgets of narrative feature Arab 

films. Figures were reported by the director or producer 

of the film while applying for funding to Doha Film 

Institute. More than half of all independent films report 

total budgets of well under USD 900,000. High-budget 

independent films – the 25 percent reporting total 

budgets more than USD 1.2 million – tend to spend 

relatively less of their total budget on development than 

less expensive films. 

Among high-budget films, France is the most commonly 

cited country of production as well as the most common 

nationality of producers. However, these high-budget 

films are rarely written or directed by French nationals – 

Lebanon is the most common nationality of both writers 

and directors of high-budget films. Among films with 

total budgets in the lowest 25 percent, Egyptians are 

the most common nationality of writers, directors, and 

producers.
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Countries of Production

This section looks at the countries of production as 

identified by filmmakers who applied for funding. 

This can include shooting locations or, in some cases, 

association with production companies based in that 

country. Since a funding body is often considered to be 

one of a film’s producers, countries with highly active 

funding bodies may tend to rank higher in the list of 

most common countries of production. Two cases of this 

are France, which is a non-Arab country most engaged in 

Arab film, and Qatar, home to Doha Film Institute, which 

is now one of the more prolific film-granting institutions 

in the region. Because figures are based on funding 

applications to Doha Film Institute, it is possible that the 

UAE is under-represented as a country of independent 

film production. See the notes in this chapter’s Overview 

section for more detail. 

Compared to mainstream cinema films, independent films 

are approximately four times more likely to have more 

than one country of production. This tendency toward 

multinational production and a cosmopolitan background 

of independent filmmakers could contribute to the need 

of fundraising, as more than a quarter of directors are 

expats – those living in a country other than that of their 

nationality. Organizations in Qatar and France fund films 

that are often shot in countries other than their own – 

one reason why they top the list of countries engaged in 

multi-national productions.  

The most common genres or topics of independent film 

are produced in a relatively even spread of countries. 

In independent film, Egypt is named as a country of 

production in only 16 percent of comedies despite the 

ubiquity of Egyptian comedies in mainstream cinema. 

Films about identity, one of the most common topics in 

independent film, are more likely to name France than 

any other country of production.
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Authorship

This section looks at the representation of nationalities 

and genders among independent filmmakers, as well 

as the range of topics covered by their films. Three-

quarters of these films are written and directed by the 

same person – one of the distinguishing characteristics of 

independent film. 

The diverse backgrounds of independent filmmakers 

correlate with a wide range of subject matter. While 

nearly three-quarters of independent films are 

considered to be dramas, less than one in five is 

considered a comedy. Social issues, women, identity, 

and politics all rank among the most common topics. 

See the Countries of Production section for a detailed 

chart showing which countries of production are most 

frequently associated with the top genres or subject 

matter. 

Compared to mainstream cinema offerings, independent 

films are created by people from countries far more 

evenly spread across the region. Egyptians are the 

most common nationality among writers, directors, and 

producers, but only slightly more common than Lebanese. 

Independent films are twice as likely to be directed 

by women than mainstream cinemas in the region. 

Approximately 30 percent of the writers and directors of 

independent films are female, which is high compared to 

their more commercial counterparts. Lebanon is home to 

more female filmmakers than any country in the region. 

(The absolute numbers of females from each nationality 

are drawn from our sample of 262 films and shown for 

proportionality, but do not represent a full count of all 

writers, producers, and directors in the region.)



Media Industries in the Middle East, 2016mideastmedia.org

4140

Independent Film: Authorship



Media Industries in the Middle East, 2016mideastmedia.org

4342

Independent Film: Authorship mideastmedia.org Media Industries in the Middle East, 2016

Expert Commentary

It is a rare archive that provides such an intimate glimpse 

into the contemporary scene of Arab independent 

cinema. Information about an industry is often more 

readily available when pursued from the top down. 

The less hierarchical, more dispersed domains of film 

production can present challenges for researchers. Here 

we are given access not to the operations of a single 

organization, but to the infrastructure of a network 

of independent filmmakers, and this access comes in 

the form of the filmmakers’ own detailed proposals for 

support. A dataset like this would have been a dream-

come-true to Georges Sadoul back when he was writing 

the pioneering works that brought Arab cinema to the 

attention of scholars around the world. 

Right from the start, these findings illustrate that 

independent cinema in the region is anything but naively 

independent. The definition of independent cinema, 

particularly now, is hotly debated as it relies on a kind 

of paradox. One of the most enduring definitions of 

independence emphasizes the vision of a single author, 

perhaps a writer-director (as in 76 percent of the cases 

here), who either operates on the periphery of the 

studio system or who presents a countercurrent to its 

mainstream. Thus, independence has often been cast 

against interdependence or codependence (a term used 

to describe major studio acquisition of independent film 

labels). This distinction has been unsettled as cinema 

increasingly becomes a medium directed, not to a single 

mass, but to different niche audiences. Commercial 

cinemas have long catered to multiple subgroups in 

a multi-screen format, and now even smaller venues 

are following suit. Arthouse cinemas, the typical pre-

streaming target venue for many of the films in this 

pool, have been adding screens and subtracting seats-

per-screen. This increases the number of films that move 

through each cinema, and it provides targeted content 

and programming flexibility. These changes, necessary to 

make small-scale film exhibition work in today’s media 

environment, have also redefined how filmmakers and 

audiences conceive of independent cinema. 

This study offers a clean, budget-driven definition of 

independent cinema, and in doing so it reveals the 

many interdependencies that researchers must consider, 

even as we track the careers and artistic choices of 

singular filmmakers. At first glance, it demonstrates 

the continuing influence of French co-production in the 

region. Historically, French companies have held a major 

stake in film production throughout North Africa and 

the Middle East. This has been particularly true with art 

films made for audiences who welcome subtitles and 

who notice when films receive attention at international 

festivals. But adding to this story, the study also suggests 

a shift brought about by the friendly competition, among 

institutions in the GCC, to build and support independent 

cinema in the region. Filmmakers historically excluded 

from commercial filmmaking are engaging with these 

shifting infrastructures of support – with some positive 

results. While there is still work to do, independent 

films are, for example, twice as likely to be directed by 

women than mainstream films in the region. Researchers 

have noted similar phenomena in nearby countries like 

Iran. The number of women behind the camera in Iran 

grew tremendously during the art cinema boom there 

in the 1990s. The hope is that by understanding the 

interdependencies within these growing networks of 

filmmakers, we will be better able to advocate for stable, 

inclusive infrastructures of support and better able to 

identify the processes by which truly remarkable work 

can emerge.

By Kaveh Askari 
Associate Professor in Residence, Communication 

Program, Northwestern University in Qatar

Shifting Infrastructures of Support for Independent Film
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TELEVISION

Between 2012 and 2014, the number of  
free-to-air channels jumped from 565 to 724.

In this chapter:

• Overview 

• Industry Dynamics 

• Production 

• Distribution 

• Ad Revenues 

• Expert Commentary:  

   “The Blurring Line Between      

   Government and Commercial TV” 

    By Joe Khalil

Overview

Television remains a resilient, growing, and increasingly 

dynamic platform in the Middle East. The region’s TV 

market base currently stands at just 50 million TV 

households, and is dominated by satellite television. 

Other channels of distribution, including cable and 

digital terrestrial television (DTT), remain relatively small, 

although Internet protocol television (IPTV) is growing 

faster than the global average. But IPTV is still largely a 

GCC phenomenon focused on high-bandwidth markets 

such as the UAE and Qatar. 

MENA’s traditional TV industry was worth more than 

USD 3.37 billion in revenues in 2015, composed of more 

than USD 2.39 billion in free-to-air (FTA) advertising and 

USD 0.75 billion in pay TV subscription revenues. To a 

greater extent than many other international markets, TV 

mideastmedia.org

is still largely driven by FTA, representing 71 percent of 

MENA TV revenues. Further, with 43 percent of total net 

ad spend, TV in the Middle East has one of the highest 

shares of media ad spend in the world (compared to 37 

percent in Asia-Pacific, 36 percent in North America, and 

29 percent in Western Europe). This share has increased 

from 37 percent in 2010 to 43 percent in 2015. 

Local TV production is largely concentrated on Lebanon, 

Egypt, and the UAE. Along the TV value chain and 

segments, the local market is becoming distributed 

among fewer players, yet with more intense competition. 

Scripted content such as international movies and 

Arabic-language TV series – especially Egyptian dramas – 

remains the Arab preference, retaining a significant share 

of local TV productions and audience. Comedies and 

thrillers have started to gain better traction, accounting 

for more local productions. However, the rise in the 

production and popularity of talk shows, talent shows, 
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TV households in the MENA region have been increasing 

in line with other developing markets, with a compound 

annual growth rate (CAGR) of 2.6 percent (3.7 percent in 

Latin America; 2.2 percent in Asia-Pacific) between 2010 

and 2015. 

While cable remains the largest TV platform globally 

with a share of 37 percent, satellite accounts for almost 

80 percent of the region’s TV households. However, 

IPTV and DTT are the fastest-growing platforms from 

2010 to 2014, with CAGRs of 25 percent and 35 percent 

respectively. These platforms are outpacing the global 

growth rate, but from a much smaller base. Poor Internet 

infrastructure in non-GCC MENA countries has also 

hindered the adoption of IPTV in the region. 

Television is defined as the media platform on which 

audio and video are transmitted to the viewer. This 

definition also encompasses online video services 

including video on demand (VoD) and online video 

streaming (e.g., YouTube).  

NOTES FOR THIS CHAPTER 

Television content consists of non-scripted content and 

scripted content.  

• Non-scripted content includes talk shows, game 

shows, reality shows, talent shows, children’s 

programs, sports, news, and business.  

• Scripted content includes TV series (drama, comedy, 

thriller, historical, biography), movies (international 

movies, Arabic movies), music, and documentaries.

game shows, and reality shows over the past few years 

has tilted the balance somewhat in favour of non-scripted 

material. 

In 2014, FTA offered 724 channels. Although they are 

highly dispersed and headquartered in more than 35 

locations, Egypt, the UAE, and the KSA continue to be 

the primary countries for FTA stations. In terms of share 

of audience (SoA), entertainment channels are by far 

the most popular. Due to their often Pan-Arab nature, 

they are driving Pan-Arab’s almost 90 percent share of 

advertising revenues. 

Pay TV and online video (online streaming and on-

demand services) still constitute a small part of the 

industry compared to other parts of the world, but 

account for much of the recent growth. TV players along 

the value chain (from producers to distributors) are 

increasingly engaging with digital possibilities, opening 

up new revenue streams. YouTube’s impact in the region 

has been impressive. The recent entry of international 

players into the region, such as STARZ Play and 

heavyweight Netflix, will benefit consumers through more 

nonlinear programming at lower prices.

MENA’s adoption of these types of TV distribution has 

been driven by the richer GCC countries, due to more 

high-speed broadband penetration and regulations (e.g., 

bans of satellite dishes in new developments). As a result, 

IPTV accounts for more than a 50-percent share of TV 

households, while UAE accounts for a 40-percent share 

of TV households. 

In contrast, in countries such as Egypt, IPTV is virtually 

non-existent, and terrestrial TV is declining as satellite TV 

gains a larger share. This is mainly due to the wider multi-

channel choice proposed by satellites and the delays in 

DTT roll-out. 

The region boasted more than 700 FTA channels in 

2014 and has seen a CAGR of 13 percent since 2012. FTA 

channels in the MENA region are headquartered in more 

than 35 locations, with Egypt, the UAE, and Saudi Arabia 

as the primary headquarters for FTA channels. In most 

markets, free direct-to-home (DTH) continues to be the 

dominant form of TV distribution. 
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Pay TV subscriptions continue to show significant growth 

despite the ubiquity of free content on offer. In markets 

like the UAE and Qatar, pay TV was present in more than 

80 percent of the TV households in 2015.

TV Production – Location and Economics 
Most of the production houses for non-scripted programs 

are based in Lebanon (four companies with 70 shows) 

and the UAE (four production companies with 10 shows). 

TV production is split evenly between in-house channel 

production and independent studios. While low costs 

and the availability of talent make Lebanon the preferred 

regional production hub, the UAE is offering high-

quality facilities (e.g., Studio City), aggressive incentive 

mechanisms, and the presence of a leading anchor tenant 

(i.e., MBC). Other countries, such as the KSA, have a 

very limited potential for the production of local shows, 

although recent announcements to launch a new media 

city in the KSA might be changing the equation. In Qatar, 

production is limited to locally broadcast shows. Syria has 

historically played an important role for TV production, 

but current events have significantly slowed down the 

production of non-scripted shows in the country. 

The production of scripted programs (e.g., TV series) is 

more widespread across the MENA region. In Egypt and 

the UAE, 25 to 30 percent of TV series are produced 

locally. In Lebanon and Syria, this is 12 to 17 percent, and 

between 5 to 7 percent in Jordan, Kuwait, and Saudi 

Arabia. Over the last few years, political turbulence in 

Egypt and Syria has contributed to a smaller share of 

series production in the UAE and the KSA. Among the 

more prolific TV production companies, Cedars Art 

Production (Lebanon), King Tut for Media Production 

(Egypt). and Sabbah Pictures (UAE) are noteworthy. 

Actors and support staff account for 40 to 60 percent 

of the total TV series production cost. Egypt, the UAE, 

and Lebanon are major hubs for scripted content due 

to the availability of actors and technical crew and the 

relatively lower salaries in those countries. While the UAE 

has state-of-the-art facilities when it comes to production 

of TV series, it suffers from a lack of local talent and the 

higher salaries there. 

Competitive Dynamics and Key Players 
The TV market is competitive yet very concentrated on a 

few large players. While the FTA market has a wide range 

of companies with more than 700 channels, five major 

networks in the region (MBC, Rotana Group, Al-Hayat, 

DMI, and ADM) attract about 30 percent of the audience 

(SoA), with the other 70 percent scattered across a large 

number of smaller stations. All five major networks offer 

entertainment and series. MBC is the market leader by 

far, with more than 23 percent as SoA and close to 30 

percent of all revenues. Rotana is the closest competitor 

with almost 7 percent as SoA and about 13 percent of all 

revenues. Lebanon is considered the least concentrated 

market where the top 10 channels account for 21 percent 

as SoA. Saudi Arabia is the most concentrated with the 

top 10 channels accounting for as much as 59 percent as 

SoA. 

The pay TV market in the Middle East is divided into 

mainstream, multi-platform pay TV operators, and IPTV 

providers (i.e., mainly telecommunication companies). 

OSN is the region’s leading pay TV operator, both by 

revenue and growth, since 2010. beIN Sports has the 

most subscribers (58 percent of all subscribers) in 

the MENA market, thanks to the exclusive coverage 

of premium sports content and comparatively low 

subscription prices. IPTV primarily consists of GCC 

telecom operators – Etisalat and du in UAE, STC in the 

KSA, and Ooredoo in Qatar. They usually bundle an 

offering of largely FTA channels with add-on packages 

from the mainstream pay TV players and occasionally 

in-house developed channels (e.g., Etisalat’s e-masala). 

The pay TV market in the Middle East will face some 

significant changes in the next few months with the 

expansion of beIN into entertainment, beyond its core 

sports offerings. 

Online video has fewer players compared to other 

markets. Free, legal online video streaming in the region 

is dominated by YouTube. The video-on-demand (VoD) 

market in the Middle East consists of only 10 to 15 

players (compared to more than 3,600 in Europe) but no 

particular one has captured a large market share yet. This 

could change with international heavyweights, such as 

Netflix, expanding into the region.
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Production

Scripted content, largely consisting of Arabic TV series 

and international movies, reached approximately 75 

percent as share-of-audience (SoA) in 2012. In 2014, 

international movies and Arabic TV series still retained 

the lion’s share of the region’s audience. But the 

popularity of content has become more balanced, with  

a sizeable shift toward non-scripted content. It reached 

42 percent as SoA, compared to 25 percent in 2012. 

In just two years, non-scripted talent shows, such as 

“Arab Idol,” “Arab’s Got Talent,” and “The Voice,” almost 

doubled in their SoA. 

Talk shows are the most frequent non-scripted programs, 

but talent and game shows have been gaining popularity 

over the past few years in FTA channels. Talent shows are 

mainly licensed, but talk shows, reality shows, and game 

shows are mostly original formats. Reality shows in the 

region tend to be focused on celebrities from the MENA 

region, limiting the importance of international formats. 

The MBC Group, with 28 programs aired in 2014, is the 

dominant player across the MENA region in the non-

scripted TV shows genre. 

Drama remains the main genre with 61 percent of all 

TV series produced in MENA. It is mainly driven by 

Ramadan and Egyptian drama productions. Egyptian 

drama series have dominated the MENA region’s drama 

scene, consistently representing eight out of the top 

10 drama series. Although drama remains dominant, it 

has lost somewhat to comedy and thriller genres. Not 

only drama, but also Egyptian comedy belongs to the 

most watched comedy series in MENA – with almost all 

entries of the top 10 comedy series from Egypt.
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Distribution

The MENA region is largely an FTA market. As of 2014, 

the region is home to 724 FTA channels, up by almost 40 

percent since 2011. The region’s supply of FTA channels is 

rather evenly distributed across the different genres. Most 

of these genres have seen a double-digit CAGR growth 

between 2012 and 2014. As an exception, “general” 

content occupies the largest share at 33 percent of 

all FTA channels, but by its nature also contains all 

other genres. In our focus countries, except Egypt, 

entertainment channels constitute a major portion of the 

top channels with about 30 to 40 percent as SoA, mainly 

due to their Pan-Arab nature. 

Approximately 20 percent of the FTA TV channels in the 

GCC and Egypt are state-owned, much more compared 

to the Levant countries. By genre, governments – mostly 

the Saudi, Qatar, and UAE governments – own 71 percent 

of MENA sports channels. About 17 percent of news and 

current affairs channels are also state-owned, due to GCC 

and North African government regulations around news 

and content dissemination. 

Pay TV 

Compared to other world regions, MENA’s pay TV market 

is still very small. At only about 9 to 10 percent penetration 

of MENA TV households, the market is still far behind other 

markets, with penetration rates typically closer to 50 to 60 

percent and even as much as 86 percent in the U.S. 

However, despite a strong FTA offering and frequent 

piracy, subscriptions continued to grow in the region at a 

healthy CAGR of 8.4 percent from 2010 to 2015. IPTV in 

particular has taken off in the GCC countries. Its proportion 

of total pay TV subscriptions has more than doubled 

between 2010 and 2015, from 8.5 to 17.7 percent. 

There is still a large gap in pay TV penetration levels 

between the GCC and other sub-regions. Qatar and the 

UAE, with large expat populations, have about 80  

percent pay TV penetration, fairly split between IPTV and 

direct-to-home (DTH) pay TV operators. The KSA, with the 

second highest population base, has much fewer Pay TV 

subscribers (30 percent) with a focus on DTH. Levant and 

North Africa sub-regions are all more DTH-oriented, with 

very low penetration rates between 2 and 6 percent. Egypt 

in particular is an undersized market. With the largest 

population, it still has exceedingly low penetration levels.

Online Video 

Online video (e.g., YouTube) consumption in MENA is 

the second highest globally – with 510 million views per 

day (up from about 300 million views per day in 2013). 

YouTube reports a 50-percent growth per year in MENA’s 

online video views since about 2013. An analysis of the 

top 500 YouTube channels across key markets – the KSA, 

the UAE, Levant, and Egypt – also suggests a potential 

of about two billion monetizable monthly video views. 

Structurally, broadcaster-led online video platforms have 

a stronger presence in markets such as the UAE and 

Egypt, whereas regional and international multi-channel 

networks (MCNs) represent more than a 50-percent share 

of views in the KSA and the Levant. 

Video-on-demand (VoD) has also seen increasing traction 

across the region. The success of MBC’s Shahid.net, for 

instance, has led the platform to consider a subscription 

model targeted largely at Arabs in the diaspora. In 

Lebanon, several TV channel groups are discussing 

opportunities to develop a joint VoD platform to compete 

with major players like Shahid.net. Istikana and icflix are 

working on their own regional content productions to 

be distributed exclusively on their platforms – actually 

quite similar to global players such as Netflix, renowned 

for their proprietary popular TV shows (e.g., “House of 

Cards,” “Orange is the New Black”). IPTV companies 

(mainly telecom operators) in the GCC region have 

recently launched new subscription video-on-demand 

(SVoD) services of their own, and are expanding their 

VoD content libraries. Most significantly, global players 

such as Netflix and STARZ Play Arabia have recently 

entered the local SVoD market. 

While both short-form and long-form videos are 

assumed to be viewed on desktops or TV, interviews 

with major MCN and VoD players in the market suggest 

that 60 percent of viewers access content via a mobile 

device – much more than in other regions, where mobile 

streaming on YouTube is typically about 35 to 45 percent. 

This development is mainly driven by the increasing 

smartphone and tablet penetration in the MENA region as 

well as the increased broadband speed and bandwidth. 



Media Industries in the Middle East, 2016mideastmedia.org

5958

Television: Distribution



Media Industries in the Middle East, 2016mideastmedia.org

6160

Television: Distribution



Media Industries in the Middle East, 2016mideastmedia.org

6362

Television: Ad Revenues

Ad Revenues

Overall, the MENA region’s traditional TV industry is 

worth more than USD 3.37 billion in revenues (from FTA 

advertising and pay TV subscriptions). More than in other 

international markets, the region’s TV market is still largely 

driven by FTA, as opposed to pay TV, highlighting the 

region’s low propensity to pay for content in general and 

TV in particular. Of MENA’s total TV industry revenues, FTA 

net ad spend represents as much as 71 percent. 

Free-to-Air 
Everywhere in the world, TV is still the major advertising 

platform today. But in the Middle East, TV’s dominance 

over other media platforms in net ad spend is even 

clearer. It is valued at more than USD 2.3 billion, with an 

 

even higher share (43 percent) of net ad spend in 2015 

– among the largest globally, compared to 37 percent in 

Asia-Pacific, 36 percent in North America, and 29 percent 

in Western Europe. 

Television ad spend per capita in MENA, at USD 17 in 

2015, is on par with Asia-Pacific but lags significantly 

behind Western Europe (USD 80) and North America 

(USD 195). A major cause of MENA’s undersized TV ad 

market, as with that of other media platforms, is its 

relatively lower monetization levels. This is due in part 

to the problem of wide-beam technology that reaches a 

large population spread across multiple countries, while 

the core target market (that advertisers are willing to pay 

for) is essentially just one country. Monetization is even 

more difficult because credible audience measurement 

systems are missing. Television advertising spend is 

often based on artificially inflated rate cards resulting in 

huge gaps (often more than 80 percent) between gross 

advertising spend (based on rate cards) and net spend 

(after commission and discounts). 

Pan-Arab channels remain the main beneficiaries of ad 

spend in the MENA region, with almost a 90-percent 

share of FTA TV net ad spend. Egypt and Lebanon are 

the major markets for local TV, capturing more than 

half of the local (minus Pan-Arab) FTA TV net ad spend. 

Jordan and the UAE are the only markets with an ad 

spend increase on local TV stations. 

The top 10 FTA channels in the GCC account for a 50- to 

60-percent share of revenues, compared to a somewhat 

lower 40 to 50 percent in Egypt and Lebanon.

Pay TV 

In terms of revenue, MENA’s pay TV market is secondary 

to the one of FTA, representing only 29 percent of TV 

revenues. Globally, pay TV accounts for as much as 50 

percent of revenues. This difference is attributed to 

pay TV penetration rates and consumer spend: Pay TV 

penetration as a percentage of households in MENA is 

only 10 percent, far behind North America and Europe, 

with 80 to 85 and 55 to 60 percent each. A similar gap 

exists in terms of the spend on pay TV per household 

and per capita. In North America, pay TV subscriptions 

are shared by 1.7 people on average, especially among 

millennials who live outside their parents’ homes. On 

average, they spend around USD 26 per month. 

Although the region’s pay TV market is behind others on 

a number of fronts, it has developed markedly and fared 

much better than FTA in revenue growth. Between 2010 

and 2015, MENA’s pay TV revenues more than doubled 

from USD 438 million to USD 975 million (a 17.4-percent 

CAGR). This growth has been supported by increasing 

subscription rates. They rose by two-thirds over the past 

five years, particularly in the richer Gulf countries with 

their higher GDP per capita spend and more rapid IPTV 

adoption.

Online Video 

The Middle East is a small market for SVoD, with about 

ten service providers and less than 1 percent of the global 

revenues. Their MENA portion is worth less than USD 69 

million. This accounts for less than 10 percent of its total 

pay TV market, However, in line with other markets, the 

region’s SVoD market is expanding quickly. Local pure 

players (e.g., icflix), pay TV operators (e.g., GO OSN), 

broadcasters (e.g., MBC’s Shahid.net), IPTV telecom 

operators (e.g., STC’s Shashtri) and most recently global 

players, such as Netflix, have all entered the market. 

Experts estimate that the MENA revenues of short-form 

videos will be fairly small, despite the volume of their 

consumption: 545 million hours per month, compared 

to 23 billion hours for long-form videos. The market is 

fairly crowded, however, with global as well as regional 

multi-channel networks (MCNs) and broadcasters 

competing. A few homegrown MCNs currently generate 

modest revenues but have considerably grown in video 

consumption in the last few years: Diwan Videos, Alfan 

Group, UTurn, Kharabeesh, and Telfaz 11. 

Aside from SVoD and short-form video, traditional TV 

stations are also offering a number of online features 

to complement and enhance viewers’ experience and 

interaction with TV programs. Online TV scheduling, 

member registrations, and streaming are the most 

popular. Sixty-three percent of FTA Arabic-language 

channels now have an online presence, and a third of 

them generate online revenues. 
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Expert Commentary

In the early 1990s, the introduction of satellite television 

ushered an era of alternative and different choices. First 

broadcasting from outside the Arab world, commercially 

owned channels became symbols of individuality and 

choice, tools for expanding permissible entertainment 

and commercialization, promoters of liberal agendas 

with fresh and edgy programming. Today, it is becoming 

difficult to ignore the growing similarities between the 

state broadcasters and the commercially owned channels. 

Structurally, state-owned channels are emulating multi-

channels offering niche services based on geography, 

interests, demographics, or languages. In addition to 

the classic Western-oriented channel, they have sports, 

cultural, news, and other niche channels. 

Operationally, these channels are employing staff, on-air 

talent, production companies formerly associated with 

the commercial sector, and borrowing similar production, 

programming, and scheduling practices. And as a sign of 

the economic policies of the times, state broadcasters are 

increasingly seeking advertisement funding. 

As this study shows, the Arab countries are also 

witnessing growth in satellite DTT and IPTV offerings and 

are expected to complete a switch to the digital-video-

broadcasting-terrestrial (DVB-T). When completed, will 

additional spectrum be available for channels that could 

act as public service broadcasters, or should we expect 

more of the same channels? 

This growth and the increased digital and satellite 

penetration also reveal gaps in regulatory frameworks 

and channel licensing that push channels to seek satellite 

transmission to reach national audiences. In other words, 

these numbers reveal that technically these channels 

have a Pan-Arab reach but not necessarily a regional 

audience.

By Joe Khalil  
Associate Professor in Residence, Communication 

Program, Northwestern University in Qatar

The Blurring Line Between Government and Commercial TV
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DIGITAL

With its number of Internet users almost 
doubling in the last five years, MENA is  
one of the fastest-growing online markets  
in the world.

In this chapter:

• Overview 

• Industry Dynamics 

• Content 

• Ad Revenues 

• Expert Commentary:  

   “Closing the Digital Divide Benefits      

  Content Creators, Not Just Consumers” 

   By Damian Radcliffe

Overview

In the Middle East, important drivers for growth in the 

digital market appear to be in place. With its number of 

Internet users almost doubling in the last five years, MENA 

is one of the fastest-growing online markets in the world. 

Similarly, the number of Arabic-speaking Internet users 

has more than doubled since 2010, a much higher growth 

rate compared to other languages. As such, MENA’s share 

of global Internet users has grown by a factor of four 

in the past 15 years and is now on par with its share of 

the world population (about 4 percent). But there is a 

perceptible digital divide across the region, with Internet 

penetration in the GCC states at or near the levels of 

developed countries and parts of North Africa lagging 

behind. Also, smartphone penetration in the GCC 

mideastmedia.org

countries is one of the highest in the world, but it tapers 

off in Levant and North African markets. 

Despite a rapid increase in the number of Arabic-speaking 

Internet users, Arabic content remains one of the most 

under-represented languages online in terms of its share 

of the world’s websites. Even in predominantly Arabic-

speaking countries like Egypt, a third of the top 50 visited 

websites are either not available in Arabic or do not 

include Arabic as the “default” or primary language.  

Unlike other world regions where content consumption 

has migrated from desktop to mobile, the MENA region 

has seen a 60-percent increase in traffic in certain 

verticals like online video generated by mobile. Mobile 

has therefore been an integral part of the content delivery 

strategy of most providers across the region. 

The MENA region is also seeing an increasing trend 

toward verticalization of content, with an increasing 

number of dedicated online platforms targeting news, 

fashion and lifestyle, sports, and music. In addition, certain 

verticals such as online video are seeing the advent of 

home-grown, multi-channel networks with predominantly 

Arabic content, and which center around verticals such 

as comedy, music, religious, and general entertainment. 
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Digital media is media content provided via electronic 

means (e.g., media that can be created, viewed, modified, 

and stored on a computer). Digital media includes both 

digital content production (film production, TV and video 

series production, music and audio production, news and 

NOTES FOR THIS CHAPTER 

information production) and digital content distribution 

(short- and long-form video platforms, digital music 

streaming, podcasts, digital audiobooks, digital news 

platforms, digital magazine platforms, and social media).

These networks have witnessed an initial phase of 

aggressive growth, but they now face challenges in 

scaling their business models and expanding their content 

into new genres. 

From a distribution perspective, over-the-top (OTT) 

services are witnessing significant activity in high-

bandwidth Gulf states with the emergence of pure-play 

OTT providers. Major television networks are increasing 

their premium online offerings, while international digitally 

native services such as Netflix are expanding into the 

region. The advent of these different platforms is an 

important trend that will impact the type of content that 

gets produced and distributed in the region over the 

coming years. 

However, the growth of revenue streams from online 

content does not appear to keep pace with the growth 

in Internet penetration rates and improved digital 

infrastructure. Digital’s share of total advertising, albeit on 

an upward trajectory, still lags behind mature markets and 

accounts for roughly 10 percent of total advertising spend 

in 2015. 

Low rates of credit card use – a prerequisite for digital 

purchases – coupled with the ubiquity of free or pirated 

content, have continued to hinder the monetization of 

content for both traditional and digitally native media 

companies. While GCC countries like the KSA and the 

UAE command premium rate cards to the rest of the 

region, a large proportion of emerging traffic comes from 

countries in the region where the political and economic 

situation is relatively turbulent. This has impacted the 

ability to monetize traffic generated from these markets, 

but it could represent a potential growth area for digital 

advertising spend.
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Industry Dynamics

Over the past decade, the MENA region has undergone a 

marked technology transformation to improve its digital 

readiness. The region’s progress in Internet penetration is 

led by the GCC, which comes close to Western markets 

and other international benchmarks like Singapore. 

Despite modest growth, most other MENA countries have 

significantly lower Internet penetration rates.  

Although the number of unique mobile subscribers 

across the region is keeping with global trends, major 

disparities exist in the region, when considering mobile 

and smartphone uptake. While GCC countries have 

world-leading smartphone penetration levels, less than 

half the populations in Egypt, Lebanon, and Algeria have 

a mobile connection. 

Internet bandwidth – a key factor in the uptake of digital 

media – has improved significantly over the past several 

years for most countries in MENA. However, as a whole, 

the region is still far behind developed markets. 

Beyond the lack of connectivity, other impediments 

to the monetization of online content exist. Primarily, 

there is a large supply of free, good-quality content 

and a limited willingness to pay for digital content 

among MENA populations. Poverty rates and the low 

penetration of credit cards in some countries in the 

region also make it difficult to monetize content.
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Content

While Arabic Internet users constitute the fastest-

growing language segment in the world, a big gap exists 

between the share of Arabic-language websites online 

and the number of Arabic-speaking Internet users. Even 

in a majority of Arabic-speaking countries like Egypt, a 

third of the top websites are not produced locally or at 

least developed in Arabic. However, by some measures, 

Arabic content is more common on social media than on 

traditional websites. Given the relatively late development 

of Internet infrastructure in much of the region, this may 

suggest that much of the Arab world came online at a 

time during or after the emergence of the social Web. 

On Twitter, 6 percent of tweets in 2013 were in Arabic. 

Similarly, 4 percent of Facebook users are Arabic-speaking. 

Over the years, traditional media platforms have 

increasingly introduced digital versions of their content to 

engage with a wider consumer following. This has been 

taking place across most traditional media. 

Most online newspapers provide key user-engagement 

features like social media support and the ability to post 

comments. Also, few online newspapers offer “ease of 

use” features like “most read’ lists and “advanced search.” 

However, a large number of those newspapers still have 

no online advertising, while slightly more than half offer 

membership – a critical first step in developing paywalls 

and freemiums. 

Although all top 10 newspapers in the five focus countries 

have a website version, only 64 percent have an app and 

none charge for content. This would suggest that news 

and information providers are missing out on a major 

opportunity by failing to develop highly usable and 

interactive online and mobile sites. 

While magazines in the UAE and Lebanon have 

developed a significant digital and social media presence, 

magazines in other markets like Saudi Arabia and Egypt 

have not kept pace. For example, only up to 60 percent 

of top 10 magazines across Saudi Arabia and Egypt are 

on social media, with well under half present on YouTube. 

Most of the top radio stations in the region do have some 

sort of online presence. However, the range of services 

offered (e.g., non-TuneIn streaming, app, podcast) is 

generally smaller than in advanced markets (e.g., only 20 

percent of radio stations in the UAE offer downloadable 

podcasts, and other countries do not offer this at all). 

In recent years, local and international music streaming 

services have entered the market, providing a new 

vehicle for music consumption. While some local music 

streaming sites have become popular over the past few 

years, competition is on the rise as major global brands 

enter the market (e.g., Deezer, Apple Music). Further, 

leading online music websites in the region generally 

focus on local and international music streaming and 

illegal mp3 file downloads. 

In terms of TV and video content, international video-

sharing platforms, such as YouTube, Dailymotion, 

and Vimeo, dominate the market. While social media 

connectivity is ubiquitous, other important online user 

engagement offerings (e.g., polls) are still missing 

among the top TV channels. Basic features like schedules 

and advertising also remain low across the market. 

Additionally, none of the top 10 TV stations surveyed 

in September 2015 had any paywalls or freemiums in 

place. While the global transition to short-form video is 

important, traditional TV programming continues to be 

a very important platform both in terms of amount of 

consumption and ad revenues. 

Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube are highly popular social 

media platforms across the Middle East, which has some 

of the highest use rates in the world. For instance, Saudi 

Arabia has the top Twitter penetration rate worldwide. 

While major social media sites like Facebook, YouTube, 

and Twitter all rank in the top 5 most popular sites, other 

major social media sites (e.g., Pinterest, Tumblr) have yet 

to gain popularity in the region. 

In terms of popular content in the region, brands, 

celebrities, and community pages have a much higher 

proportion of fans overall that other content categories. 

While media represent about a third of the top 50 Twitter 

sites in the UAE, the share is considerably smaller in our 

other focus countries, where celebrities are the dominant 

category. Media and entertainment show more presence 

on YouTube than other categories in most markets, 

mostly containing popular TV channels and shows. 

Traditional media platforms have integrated well with 

major social media across the region (e.g., TV is the most 

common type of platform among the top media sites 

on Facebook). Traditional media that have developed 

an online presence also dominate on Twitter, except 

in Saudi Arabia, which is dominated by digitally native 

media. General news sites are by far the most popular on 

Twitter. On YouTube, TV and entertainment are the most 

important segments, suggesting that the stations of the 

region have been able to capitalize on the opportunities 

of social media.
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Ad Revenues

Advertising on digital media is continuing to grow 

both globally and regionally. Worldwide, total digital 

advertising spend has sustained high growth over the 

past five years at an 18-percent CAGR. While MENA only 

represents 0.3 percent of global digital ad spend, it has 

grown at a phenomenal CAGR of 39 percent, by far the 

biggest growth rate in the world and almost double the 

rate of most other markets. Digital ad revenues were 

worth USD 550 million in 2015, contributing to about 

10 percent of the region’s total ad revenues. But while 

MENA’s digital share of ad spend is catching up, it is still 

far behind advanced markets, where digital ad spend 

typically holds a 30-percent share. 

At the moment, regional advertising spend is still heavily 

focused on traditional media, and when it comes to 

digital, ad spend is mostly funneled into websites. The 

relative share of mobile advertising, the fastest-growing 

advertising platform in other markets, is relatively small 

in the region, despite its popularity with consumers. 

However, digital content monetization models are 

evolving. While the Middle East has been moving away 

from fixed-time billing systems (a fixed price based on ad 

duration, regardless of traffic), the move is gradual and 

still far behind business models in developed markets. 

For example, most online news platforms currently use 

cost-per-impression (CPM, price per 1,000 “impressions” 

or views of an ad on a webpage), which gives every 

impression equal value. Developed markets have shifted 

toward cost-per-hour (CPH) billing, where brands pay 

a variable rate based on the time viewers spend on 
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The Middle East has been one of the fastest regions for 

mobile growth in the past decade. With just 19 million 

total mobile connections in 2002, the region now boasts 

202 million unique subscribers and 182 million mobile 

broadband connections.

This dramatic increase in mobile connectivity has 

changed the way mobile users work, rest, and play. Saudi 

Arabia leads the world for YouTube views on mobile (50 

percent of all videos consumed) with the UAE not too far 

behind (40 percent of total YouTube views).

The types of content being consumed on mobile include 

music, news, comedy, games, and user-generated 

content, with much of it originating from the region.

Content creators – including new entrants and more 

established entities – have benefitted from the new 

distribution models afforded by the Internet and the 

mobile Web, publishing directly to platforms like YouTube 

and social networks.

Meanwhile, users increasingly embrace opportunities to 

consume content on the move or via portable devices. 

As a result, in the home environment, it’s the TV – rather 

than the mobile or tablet – which is now seen as the 

“second screen.”

However, this explosion of content – and the devices 

available to consume it on – is not available to everyone. 

Back in 2014, the World Bank calculated that 60 percent 

of the people in Algeria, Djibouti, Morocco, Syria, 

Tunisia, and Yemen, “cannot afford fixed and/or mobile 

broadband services.”

Remedying this is important if the full socio-economic 

benefits afforded by mobile technology are to be 

unlocked. These benefits include access to online 

government services and educational content, as well 

as output found across social networks, news and 

information providers, and entertainment media.

The region’s mobile divide is already apparent. Closing  

it is in the interests of mobile providers, governments, 

and content providers, all of whom stand to benefit  

from a wider audience base and a greater digital-level 

playing field. 

Whether we’ll see this happen any time soon, of course, 

remains to be seen.

By Damian Radcliffe 
Carolyn S. Chambers Professor in Journalism,  

University of Oregon

Closing the Digital Divide Benefits Content Creators,  
Not Just Consumers

the page. This new metric values viewer engagement 

and rates quality over quantity, which in turn reduces 

the appeal of creating “clickbait” articles. Regional 

companies such as Al Arabiya, BBC Arabic, and Al 

Bawaba adopted CPM some time ago. Elaph and AMEInfo 

have also migrated toward the CPM model, while others 

are still following a fixed-time billing system. Although 

local players are changing their billing models, average 

online ad pricing trends have not shown any correlation 

with those trends so far. 

As for other Pan-Arab media such as TV, advertisers 

often try to target a specific geographic market. Based 

on industry interview, we estimate that 30 to 40 percent 

of digital ads in the region are targeted at the KSA, 20 

to 30 percent at the UAE. The rest is largely Pan-Arab or 

targeted at specific North African markets (e.g., Egypt).
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NEWSPAPERS

Despite the significant drop in advertising 
revenues, newspapers in MENA still account 
for a larger portion of total regional  
ad markets than in most other parts of  
the world. 

In this chapter:

• Overview 

• Industry Dynamics 

• Content 

• Ad Revenues 

• Expert Commentary:  

 “A Reflection of the Social  

    Order Persists” 

    By Rami G. Khouri

Overview

In this section, we look at general and business daily 

newspapers in the MENA region, where circulation has 

been more resilient than in the West. The region’s share 

of the total advertising market remains significant at 

32 percent, which is 2 to 3 times higher than in North 

America, Europe, and other regions. 

severe circulation erosion in the same timeframe.  

Despite having low reach and circulation per capita, 

Egypt has seen substantial growth in the number of 

newspaper titles and circulation overall. Even though 

in most local markets, such as Tunisia and the UAE, 

numerous titles have exited, the region’s newspaper 

industry has maintained a relatively strong position in the 

advertising market. 

There are a number of reasons explaining the relatively 

positive situation of newspapers in MENA:

•  In line with other developing or threshold countries, the 

increasing literacy of the population in the Middle East 

has made newspapers accessible to ever-larger parts of 

society. This new audience may compensate for the loss 

in readership of printed newspapers among traditional 

readers and Internet literates. 

•  Newspapers in the MENA region seem to benefit from 

their well-defined national (or even local) areas of 

distribution. Compared to digital platforms and TV, 

newspapers can be used to narrowly target audiences 

at the national, local, or community level. 

Given the lack of audited figures, the accuracy of 

newspaper circulation numbers remains a key concern 

in the region. However, newspapers in the Middle East 

have seemingly grown in overall circulation by 1.4 percent 

over the past five years. While other emerging markets 

experienced more significant growth, the West suffered a 

mideastmedia.org
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Newspapers in this report are defined as print media 

published at least twice a week, and either offer stories 

about a wide range of topics (“General News”—e.g., a 

combination of politics, economy, health, sports, etc.) 

Industry Dynamics

NOTES FOR THIS CHAPTER  

•  Newspapers still attract a particular category of ad 

buyers – namely governments. On average, as much  

as two-thirds of government ad spend goes to  

national newspapers.

Nevertheless, newspaper advertising revenues overall, 

and as a share of the region’s total ad market, have 

declined by more than a fifth since 2010, with the 

exception of two of our focus countries: Qatar and 

Lebanon. While the medium has defended itself well 

against digital erosion, it is inevitable that the observed 

trends of digital migration will continue to undermine 

newspapers’ share of ad spend. This will be covered more 

extensively in the digital section of this report. 

or focus on business news only (“Business News”). 

This definition excludes supplements as well as weekly, 

religious, and sports newspapers. 

Newspapers distributed in our five focus countries 

account for almost two-thirds of the newspaper 

circulation in the entire region. In our five focus countries, 

the top five newspaper owners account for 54 to 94 

percent of the total circulation in their respective 

markets/countries. This market concentration is even 

greater when looking at share of ad revenues. In the 

UAE, for instance, the top five titles collect more than 

80 percent of the total newspaper advertising revenues. 

While MENA is bucking the trend of declining circulation 

seen in the West, it is still far behind in terms of 

circulation per capita. With only 0.07 newspaper copies 

per capita on average, it is about three times lower than 

the average in the U.S. and Europe. Most Gulf countries 

have higher circulation rates than other countries in the 

region. In particular, readership in the UAE and Kuwait 

is far above the regional average. As these regional 

circulation figures are self-reported, they should be 

considered with caution. The regional gap in circulation 

is, however, echoed by newspaper reach. While reach is 

relatively high in the UAE, Saudi Arabia and Qatar, it is 

significantly lower in Egypt and Lebanon. 

The number of new titles launched per year in the region 

has dropped since its peak in 2011.
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Newspapers: Industry Dynamics

For charts in this section, change in circulation is based 

on the ratio of total circulation figures in 2015 and 2010 

for General News and Business News dailies. Titles 

published in 2010 that did not have available circulation 

data were excluded from our analysis. Only four 

NOTES FOR THIS SECTION – INDUSTRY DYNAMICS 

newspapers in MENA have audited circulation figures by 

BPA Worldwide. The majority of circulation figures are 

self-reported and unaudited. 

Reach is defined as the percentage of the population 

that claims to have read a newspaper since the previous 

day. 

 

Content

We looked at four key dimensions of content generation 

for newspapers: type of newspaper, origin (national  

or international), language, sources of news, and  

digital features. 

Within Daily Newspapers, audiences are mostly 

interested in following the local news in their country. 

This is why national titles have the largest self-reported 

circulation numbers and represent more than 75 percent 

of newspaper circulation across all MENA countries. While 

international papers – those created or headquartered 

outside MENA – make up a fair share of total newspaper 

circulation in the KSA and Lebanon, they sell limited 

numbers in other countries. 

Naturally, as most of the regional audience are native 

Arabic speakers, the overwhelming majority of 

newspapers consumed are in Arabic, with a higher 

circulation per title than those in any other language.  

For example, in Egypt, 96 percent of circulating 

newspapers are in Arabic. This figure is somewhat 

lower in Gulf countries, which have larger expatriate 

communities. The UAE has a majority expatriate 

population and, as a result, is the only focus country 

where most newspaper titles and circulation are in other 

(non-Arabic) languages. 
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Although MENA countries rely on different sources 

for news, the GCC depend more on government news 

agencies to cover local news than other countries in 

the region. Egypt and Tunisia have little coverage of 

international and regional news and the front page 

is mostly focused on local news, which may be a 

reason why most front-page stories are sourced from 

correspondent interviews. Lebanon and the UAE cover 

more regional and international news and are less 

dependent on local government news agencies. GCC 

countries offer more international and local news and 

tend to rely more on government news agencies for local 

news (e.g., official government publications). 

While the industry is experiencing significant changes 

as a result of digital migration, local newspaper content 

offerings are adapting to the increasing popularity of 

digital content. A number of digital features are now 

becoming the norm. All high-circulation newspapers in 

our five focus countries have digital editions and the 

majority offer readers the opportunity to comment 

on articles. Mobile newspaper apps are also becoming 

increasingly common. Almost three-quarters of online 

newspapers offer membership registration. This is 

a critical first step in developing paywalls, although 

only a small number of newspapers have been able to 

successfully introduce freemium models.
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Ad Revenues

Since 2010, newspaper advertising revenues overall and 

as a share of total regional ad revenues have declined in 

the MENA region by more than a fifth. With the exception 

of two of our focus countries, Qatar and Lebanon, all 

individual MENA countries have experienced a decline in 

ad revenues. The sharpest drops were seen in the UAE 

and Egypt, where overall advertising spend decreased 

by almost a quarter to a third over the same period. The 

region may be catching up to the global trend of rising 

digital ad revenues and declining print revenues – a trend 

that started more than 10 years ago in most mature 

markets. However, the region’s digital ad revenues, 

similar to other markets, is yet to offset the decline in 

print revenues. Interestingly, the region is yet to see the 

emergence of innovative advertising products from its 

leading newspapers, such as print and digital bundles, 

which have helped generate some revenue growth in 

other regions of the world.   

While accurate information about subscription revenues 

and single-copy sales is limited, it would appear that 

the region remains heavily dependent on advertising,  

compared to mature markets. More than 80 percent 

of revenues for key titles appear to be generated from 

advertising (versus 50 to 60 percent in the U.S.). 

Similar to trends in developed markets around 2008, 

revenues from classified advertisements are shifting  

from print to digital properties, such as the UAE’s 

Dubizzle platform. 

Despite a significant drop in advertising share, 

newspapers still account for a larger portion of total 

advertising spend in MENA than in other markets. 

In addition, national newspapers still account for a 

substantial share of overall ad spend in their respective 

countries. Newspapers are still used as a primary medium 

to reach local audiences, in particular by government 

advertising. Due to the logistics and content barriers 

to this medium, Pan-Arab advertising in newspapers is 

virtually non-existent.   

The distribution of advertising spend is fairly 

concentrated, with the top five newspapers accounting 

for more than half of the total newspaper print ad spend 

in each of our five focus countries. 

While ad revenues have declined over the past few years, 

the allocation of revenues by page position has remained 

constant. Approximately 70 to 80 percent of advertising 

revenues is on the “inside”  sections of newspapers. 
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Expert Commentary

Whenever I visit an Arab country, I buy several daily 

Arabic-language newspapers every morning and spend 

half an hour skimming through them. But I only look at 

headlines, photographs, and advertisements because 

these provide the most accurate, easily accessible 

window into that society’s prevailing political, social, 

and economic culture. This captures the special place 

that newspapers occupy in Arab countries, and that has 

remained consistent for over half a century now since the 

1960s. New and dynamic universes of Pan-Arab television, 

offshore publications, community radio, and digital and 

social media explode all around them, like supernovas, 

shooting stars, and hot new planets. But they all revolve 

around the constant and unchanging Arab sun that are 

the daily newspapers. 

The striking attributes of the newspaper industry in 

the Arab world that are captured in this study are the 

same ones that I have personally experienced during 

my 45-year-old (and ongoing) association with this 

sector. I have done this as a reporter, page editor, feature 

writer, editor-in-chief, columnist, trainer, gatekeeper, 

and lifelong cheerleader for this thrilling business – one 

that captures a society’s waking hours and disseminates 

its tales of those doings the next morning in a printed 

product that reaches all corners of the land. In this 

beloved world of mine, indigenous Arab newspapers still 

function as the guardians and mirrors of the prevailing 

political-economic order.  

The number, circulation, nature, and advertising revenues 

of newspapers all fluctuate slightly from decade to 

decade and country to country, but the fundamental role 

of newspapers remains, as the flag carriers of incumbent 

political power elites operating within the spaces 

designated by those elites. As some of the data in this 

study indicate, a small number of owners dominates the 

newspaper business in each country and enjoys the bulk 

of advertising revenues. A few new ventures are launched 

every year, despite the drop in newspapers’ absolute 

advertising revenues due to competition from flourishing 

digital media.  

This is because newspapers today, as since the 1960s, 

rely on three principal sources of patronage and financial 

revenues – governments, government-licensed political 

parties, or (mostly in the wealthier Gulf states) bountiful 

consumer advertising. These three sources seek to 

preserve the status quo; limited reforms and new players 

in the ruling elite are allowed within controlled parameters 

of behavior in the public sphere that newspapers faithfully 

disseminate to the public. So drama and innovation do 

happen throughout the Arab communications realm, 

mostly in offshore and virtual sectors that allow hundreds 

of millions of Arabs to explore new ideas and values, or 

challenge prevailing norms. But the newspaper business 

continues unchanged, anchored by two compelling and 

enduring forces: powerful public and private sectors in 

society that guard the status quo, and the never-ending 

thrill that millions of men and women experience when 

they open their morning paper, smell the ink, and start 

turning the pages to discover what happened yesterday 

in their world, and what is going on in their city today.  
 

By Rami G. Khouri 
Syndicated Columnist and Senior Public Policy Fellow, 

Issam Fares Institute for Public Policy and International 

Affairs, American University of Beirut

A Reflection of the Social Order Persists

Note: For details on NU-Q Ad Revenues Estimate, see the Advertising chapter.
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MAGAZINES

In contrast to markets in most other world 
regions, MENA still boasts a steady and 
slowly increasing average of 70 new  
titles per year. 

In this chapter:

• Overview 

• Industry Dynamics 

• Content & Categories 

• Ad Revenues 

• Expert Commentary:  

   “Arab Magazines: A Medium in  

  Search of an Anchor” 

  By Nabil Dajani

Overview

Magazines have fared better in the MENA region than 

in mature markets – at least as far as the total number 

of titles and their circulation are concerned. Magazine 

advertising revenues, however, have steadily declined, 

both in absolute value and share of the total MENA 

advertising market. Nevertheless, new magazine launches 

continue at a rate of approximately 70 per year. 

Overall, the industry is dominated by Consumer 

magazines, especially Arabic-language Women’s 

Interest magazines. However, Business & Trade 

magazines have seen much stronger growth than 

mideastmedia.org

Consumer magazines over the past several years. While 

magazine readership is high in most national markets, 

magazine production is still highly concentrated, with 

nearly two-thirds of magazines printed either in the UAE 

or Lebanon. The UAE in particular has a large share of 

the production market, with major publishers like ITP 

Publishing Group and Motivate Publishing located in 

Dubai’s Media City.



Media Industries in the Middle East, 2016Magazines: Overview mideastmedia.org

103102

For this chapter, we look at magazines printed at least twice a year. 

NOTES FOR THIS CHAPTER 

Consumer magazines are magazines aimed at the 

general public, focusing on topics of general interest 

and not on particular trades or types of business – e.g., 

Women’s Interest, Lifestyle, News & Politics, Consumer 

Goods (e.g., watches, jewelry, cars), Computers & 

Technology, Travel, Arts, etc.

Business & Trade magazines cover topics that are 

relevant to people working in a particular industry, trade, 

or on a career path – e.g., Business & Finance, Health 

& Medicine, Energy & Utilities, Architecture & Design, 

Construction & Engineering, Hospitality, etc. National 

figures account for ad spend on magazines distributed 

within a single country. Pan-Arab accounts for ad spend 

on magazines distributed in two or more MENA countries. 

Reach is defined as the percentage of the population 

claiming to have read a magazine within the past week 

(for weekly magazines) or the past month (for monthly 

magazines).

Industry Dynamics

In terms of its readership and diversity of offerings, 

the magazine market in MENA is relatively healthy. We 

estimate the total circulation of magazines in MENA in 

2015 to be more than 30 million. Although circulation 

audits are more common in the magazine sector 

than in the newspaper sector, it is important to note 

that self-reported circulation numbers lead to some 

overestimation of the market. 

According to available data, the readership of weekly 

magazines in four of our five focus countries is around 

50 percent (and as high as 61.5 percent in the UAE). The 

popularity of magazines is also evident when considering 

circulation per capita, which is higher than U.S. figures in 

both the UAE and Lebanon. 

With more than 1,200 titles currently available, MENA is 

comparable to mid-size Western markets like Australia 

and Canada. In contrast to most other markets, however, 

the region still boasts a steady and slowly increasing 

average of 70 new titles per year. 

Compared to more mature markets, MENA is 

experiencing a relatively slow move toward digital. Even 

in the UAE – arguably the most advanced country in 

terms of transition to digital – 20 percent of the top 10 

magazines do not have a website. Part of this gap can 

be explained by a conscious decision on the part of 

publishing houses – e.g., Abu Dhabi Media’s anaZahra 

is the brand’s digital presence in the Women’s Interest 

category, whereas their flagship magazine Zahrat Al 

Khaleej is not available online. 
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Media Industries in the Middle East, 2016mideastmedia.org

107106

Magazines: Content & Categories

Content & Categories

The MENA market is clearly dominated by Consumer 

magazines, which make up almost 80 percent of the 

total circulation. (Circulation numbers for all but 59 out 

of 1,283 titles are self-reported.) In addition, Arabic-

language magazines account for 57 percent of all 

circulation, meaning that almost half of all magazine 

copies are Arabic-language, Consumer magazines. 

Although 60 percent of Consumer magazine titles are 

in Arabic and 32 percent are in English, each magazine 

in the top 20 (by circulation) is available in Arabic. 

Nevertheless, 48 percent of all Business & Trade 

magazines are published predominantly in English, and 

only 45 percent in Arabic. It seems, however, that Arabic 

Business & Trade magazines outperform their English 

counterparts, with 70 percent of the top 20 Business & 

Trade magazines available in Arabic, as opposed to only 

35 percent available in English. 

As in other international markets, Women’s Interest 

magazines dominate the Consumer magazine category 

and hold a quarter of the total number of magazine titles 

and circulation. Lifestyle is another key category that has 

experienced a 23-percent increase in circulation over the 

past five years. Similarly, double-digit growth in the past 

five years can be found for the Cars, Bikes & Boats, Travel, 

and Property categories; Food & Drink has more than 

doubled its circulation, albeit from a very small base.

Business & Trade magazine circulation has grown 

comparatively stronger than Consumer magazines and 

is much more highly concentrated. Within the Business 

& Trade category, Business & Finance magazines make 

up nearly half of total circulation. Additionally, in the 

past five years, Business & Financie magazines have 

experienced a 25-percent increase in circulation and 

a 15-percent increase in the number of titles. Even 

more impressive growth can be found in Health & 

Medicine, Hospitality, Leisure & Entertainment, Energy 

& Utilities, Industry & Manufacturing, and Construction 

& Engineering. As to be expected, there is a correlation 

between the sectors of the Middle East economy that 

have been most successful recently and the most thriving 

Business & Trade magazine segments.
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Ad Revenues

Over the past several years, advertising revenues in 

the magazine market have declined in the Middle East 

– as in other regions of the world – both in terms of 

absolute value and share of the total advertising market. 

That said, performance varies across national markets. 

Magazines’share of the total ad market is still reasonably 

high in the UAE and Lebanon. At the same time, the 

absolute value of the magazine advertising market has 

steadily declined in both these markets with a compound 

annual growth rate (CAGR) of -7 percent. 

Around 90 percent of magazine revenues in the 

region come from ads, a very high figure compared to 

developed markets like the U.S. where magazines collect 

around a third of their revenue from ad sales. Magazines 

also generate a very limited profit from their online 

versions – another indicator of the fairly slow transition 

from print to digital in MENA.
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Expert Commentary

Perhaps Egypt can be named the country were Arab 

magazines grew and matured. Early Egyptian magazine 

publishers were mainly journalists from Bilad esh-Sham 

(mostly Lebanese and Syrians) who moved to Egypt to 

escape Ottoman suppression. Among them were people 

like Faris Nimer, Yacoub Sarrouf, and Jurji Zaydan. 

Important early magazines included such publications as 

al Muktataf, Al Mukattam, al Musawar, and Rose el-Yousef. 

Egyptian magazines developed a Pan-Arab circulation in 

the 1940s and early 1950s.  

The geo-political changes in the Arab East contributed to 

making Lebanon an important center for Arab magazine 

publications. Between the 1950s and 1970s, Lebanese 

magazines were among the most influential Pan-Arab 

publications. The civil war, however, forced many 

Lebanese magazine publishers to migrate to Europe and 

the Arab Gulf and move their publications with them. 

Among the influential Pan-Arab magazines that moved to 

London and Paris were al Hawadith, as-Sayyad, al Usbu’ 

al Arabi, and al-Mustakbal. The Lebanese civil war also 

compelled many of the talented Arab journalists who 

were working in the media industry in Lebanon to move 

to the Arab Gulf states, mainly Saudi Arabia and the UAE, 

where they contributed to the renaissance of newspaper 

and magazine publishing.  

Early Arab magazines dealt mainly with general 

interest topics, but with the growing political tension 

in the region, news magazines became influential. With 

growing competition from broadcast and digital media, 

whose audiences are not limited by literacy as is the case 

with print media, magazine publications had to shift 

their focus from a mass general audience to specialized 

audiences. Arab magazines today are divided between 

Consumer audiences (79 percent) and the Business & 

Trade audiences (21 percent). 

Among the most serious problems limiting the growth 

of Arab magazines is that of low literacy rates, low 

readership, and relatively low magazine advertising 

budgets. Another critical problem is the fact that no 

reliable auditing of magazine circulation is available. 

Circulation figures are often provided by the publishers 

and, therefore, usually highly exaggerated.

By Nabil Dajani 
Professor of Communication and Media Studies, 

American University of Beirut

Arab Magazines: A Medium in Search of an Anchor
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RADIO

The UAE, the KSA, and Egypt account for  
85 percent of all radio advertising revenue  
in the region. 

In this chapter:

• Overview 

• Industry Dynamics 

• Ad Revenues 

• Expert Commentary: 

 “Community Radio, a Necessary but  

   Rare Kind of Platform for the  

   Arab Region” 

   By Daoud Kuttab

Overview

Compared to Western markets, radio, at least in some 

MENA countries, is a relatively new medium. This could 

partially explain why radio reach in the region is lower than 

in mature markets, although radio in the UAE and Lebanon 

can be considered relatively developed given the number 

of radio stations and the diversity of content offered. 

Radio market concentration is the highest in the KSA and 

Egypt, where total reach of the top three stations is about 

three-quarters of the population. In terms of ownership, 

Lebanon offers a contrast to the rest of our focus 

countries, as most of its radio stations are privately owned. 

The UAE, however, is the most sophisticated radio market 

among our five focus countries. It has, by far, the most 

radio stations and broadcasts in more languages than 

any other country, reaching as much as 80 percent of the 

UAE’s population. Radio reach is only slightly greater in 

mideastmedia.org

Saudi Arabia – surprising, given that the KSA has a much 

smaller number of channels than the UAE. The ad revenues 

of the UAE and the KSA combined account for almost half 

of the MENA radio market as a whole. 

As in other markets, MENA radio companies are 

diversifying their revenue streams and offering a wider 

range of digital services. Not only does this enable 

them to broadcast internationally, it also allows them to 

take advantage of new technology, like programmatic 

advertising. 

In four of our focus countries, the number of radio stations 

has grown since 2010. However, the expansion of existing 

radio networks across borders has faced a number of 

obstacles, particularly of regulatory nature. Many channels 
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Industry Dynamics

Radio reach in MENA is lower than in the Western world, 

largely due to the relatively nascent nature of radio 

in the region. With the exception of the KSA, there is 

a clear link between the number of stations available 

and radio reach. In the UAE, large radio networks such 

as ARN and ADM cater to virtually all target groups 

through a very diverse radio station portfolio. Radio 

market concentration is strongest in the KSA and 

Egypt, where the reach of the top three stations adds 

up to about three-quarters of the population. UAE and 

Lebanon are more fragmented markets with quite a 

number of specialized stations, with Talk and Music 

formats particularly popular. In addition, the UAE has 

witnessed a bigger increase in number of radio stations 

are now responding to these restrictions by delivering 

content across the region via their online platforms. 

The region’s radio industry is also faced with the problem 

of small revenues from spot ads. This is partly due to 

the absence of credible audience measurement systems. 

However, compared to other world regions, where radio’s 

share of ad revenues has decreased since 2010, revenues 

have been relatively resilient in MENA countries. Increase 

in radio ad revenues has been slight in all five focus 

countries except Egypt, where they have doubled. But that 

share in MENA is still considerably lower than elsewhere 

in the world. Radio stations in the region are exploring 

additional revenue streams, such as integrated advertising 

campaigns, content syndication, and event management. 

providing non-Arabic content, including Armenian, Hindi, 

Malayalam, and Urdu. 

While there is variety in what stations offer, concentration 

of ownership is high. The largest networks are Arabian 

Radio Network, Abu Dhabi Media, and Gulf News 

Broadcasting. Unlike our other four focus countries, 

most of Lebanon’s radio stations are privately owned. 

Most major radio broadcasters in the region are either 

private or government-owned companies. In addition, 

radio stations in the UAE are often part of diversified 

conglomerates, highlighting the complex nature of the 

UAE media industry compared to the rest of the region. 

The radio industry in the region faces several challenges. 

Perhaps the most notable is the absence of an accepted 

audience measurement system. This has inhibited the 

growth of radio advertising spend. In addition, regulatory 

barriers have forced radio to focus on national markets 

only. Finally, there is uncertainty around music rights 
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Radio reach is defined as the percentage of the population 

over 12 years of age that claim to have listened to the radio 

in the past week. 

NOTES FOR THIS SECTION – INDUSTRY DYNAMICS 

licensing and its enforcement in the region. Major radio 

stations currently do not pay royalties for the use of 

copyrighted music. This could change, however, as some 

countries, such as the UAE, consider establishing music 

collection organizations. This could impact the cost 

structure of some radio stations significantly and render 

them unviable. 
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Ad Revenues

Radio’s share of ad revenues in MENA have remained 

relatively stable contrary to other world regions, where 

radio’s share decreased in the past five years. However, 

the share of radio advertising spend in MENA is still 

considerably lower than elsewhere in the world. It 

accounts for only 3 percent of total advertising spend, 

when compared to North America (11 percent), Western 

Europe (5 percent), and Latin America (6 percent). 

Within the MENA region, concentration of radio ad spend 

is high in our focus countries – the UAE, the KSA, and 

Egypt account for 85 percent of all radio advertising 

revenue in the region. Lebanon’s relatively developed 

radio market, in terms of number of stations, is yet to 

pull its weight in the share of radio advertising revenues. 

However, there are significant variations across the MENA 

region: Radio’s share of national ad revenues was as high 

as 14 percent in Egypt but was only 2 percent in Qatar. 

Part of the challenge in generating revenues is due to the 

relatively low realization on radio ad inventory, which is 

estimated to be approximately one-tenth of that in the 

U.K. In addition, regional dominance of TV, coupled with 

the relatively new nature of commercial radio, means 

large advertising budgets typically gravitate toward 

TV advertising. Radio tends to attract advertising from 

small and medium enterprises where average spend on a 

campaign is relatively lower. 

This is why some of the larger radio groups have resorted 

to cross-platform campaigns (i.e., on both radio and 

social media), which provide more verifiable metrics for 

ad impact. Yield management continues to be a critical 

challenge for the industry. MENA radio companies are 

also offering a wider range of digital services, which 

not only allow them to broadcast across the region, 

but also help tap into a wider ad client base through 

programmatic buying. Some leading radio groups have 

started syndicating their shows across regional stations, 

helping to generate non-spot-based revenue streams. 

This also helps in overcoming national regulation barriers, 

which have limited the terrestrial expansion of radio 

stations’ reach. Finally, in line with international trends, 

regional radio networks have entered new business 

sectors, such as event management. One example is the 

2014 “Virgin Radio RedFestDXB” by AMG – merging Done 

Events event management expertise with Virgin Radio’s 

music connections to create one of the leading regional 

music festivals.
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Expert Commentary

In many ways, community radio could be the perfect answer 

to many of the problems facing the Arab world. It is easy 

and inexpensive to set up and has widespread accessibility 

that can give people in small communities a much-needed 

voice. 

However, the reputation of community radio in the region 

has been damaged by actors in the middle of the twentieth 

century – when it was the preferred platform for a number 

of post-colonial revolutions, coup d’états, and other forms 

of regime change. Authoritarian powers that made up the 

majority of the members of the Arab League centralized radio 

broadcasts from the capital, leaving all other communities 

on the receiving end of radio rather than engaging with it. 

Instead of radio being the voice of the voiceless, it became 

an instrument of government propaganda. 

While, for the most part, ownership of radio was a 

government monopoly, some private-sector businesspeople 

with governmental connections were allowed to create 

commercial radio stations that mostly played music and 

sometimes provided controlled service talk shows, aimed at 

defusing tensions rather than solving deep problems. 

Community radio, which is owned by neither governments 

nor businesspeople, began in South America and has been 

developing in Africa and Asia. The Arab Spring provided 

rare opportunities for many individuals and groups to take 

advantage of the loosening grip of central governments 

to launch locally owned and run radio stations with or 

without the use of any legal approval. In many cases, 

local government officials have given approval to these 

decentralized radio stations, which allow local communities 

and civil society to speak out with the kind of power and 

support that has made it next to impossible to reverse. 

With the exception of post-Arab Spring Tunis, and to a lesser 

degree Jordan, community radio is still in its nascent stage 

in most Arab countries. Online radio has mushroomed in 

countries like Egypt, which continues to ban any form of FM 

broadcasts by any party except the government or a handful 

of pro-government businesspeople. Non-government radio 

broadcasts have also received a big boost as of late with 

the availability of podcasts that can be accessed by widely 

available smartphones. 

If structured well, community radio has the potential to be 

a powerful tool in drawing underrepresented communities 

into the national zeitgeist across the Arab world – ideally 

reducing isolationism and giving a voice to the otherwise 

disenfranchised. 

In addition to this, technologies like podcasts breathe new 

life into the concept and allow anyone with a baseline level 

of technology to contribute to the national dialogue. 

By Daoud Kuttab 

Director General of Community Media Network  

and Former Ferris Professor of Journalism,  

Princeton University

Community Radio, a Necessary but Rare Kind of Platform 
for the Arab Region
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MUSIC

High rates of music piracy, low overall 
consumer spend on music per capita, and low 
credit card adoption rates limit the viability 
of online music services in the region.

In this chapter:

• Overview 

• Recorded Music 

• Live Music

Overview

In this section, we look at the dynamics of the music 

industry in MENA. It broadly consists of two key 

segments: recorded music (physical, digital, and rights 

collections) and live music (mainly sponsorships and 

ticket sales).

Global music industry growth has been driven largely 

by digital recorded music and live music, which have 

marginally offset the ongoing decline in physical music 

sales. Although the regional music industry is facing a 

number of challenges, indicators from MENA’s largest 

markets suggest potential growth driven by the rapid 

mideastmedia.org

rise in total revenues, as well as live music’s high share of 

revenues.

The challenges facing the music industry worldwide are 

in many ways felt more acutely in the Middle East. Live 

music contributes the major share of industry revenues, 

due in part to the pervasiveness of illegal downloads 

making recorded music a difficult sell. The limited 

propensity to pay for music is reflected in average music 

spend per capita in the region. For example, estimates 

suggest that music spend per capita in the UAE is at least 

50-percent lower than in markets such as Singapore and 

less than 20 percent of the spend in Western markets like 

the U.K. or the U.S. 

The low spend per capita is also aggravated by the 

pervasiveness of piracy. To date, Arabic websites used 

for “free” or illegal music downloads receive more traffic 

than the two biggest Arabic paid sites. In other parts of 

the world, affordable, legal online alternatives offering 
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Recorded Music

Both globally and regionally, the music industry has had 

negative growth in the last five years, and total revenues 

have declined largely due to fading physical sales.

Globally, recorded music revenues have been declining 

steadily since 2009. This is in spite of the introduction 

and strong growth of digital recorded music sales and 

rights revenues, which represented 13 percent of global 

recorded music in 2014 and grew at a rate of 15 percent 

annually from 2009 to 2014.  

Many of the trends that have threatened traditional 

physical music sales globally have materialized to an 

even greater extent in the region. The slow introduction 

of localized digital music platforms (e.g., iTunes for 

the Middle East), Arabic music websites offering “free” 

or pirated music, and the popularity of free streaming 

services, such as YouTube, are all examples of such trends. 

a better customer experience receive 40 to 50 percent 

of industry revenues from recorded music. Here again, 

the radio market in MENA faces headwinds. Low credit 

card adoption is also one of the many factors hampering 

e-commerce generally in the region.

The absence of rights collection agencies contributes to 

a vicious cycle, as major international digital streaming 

platforms shy away from the region. This in turn leaves a 

limited choice of legal music platforms available across 

the region. Performance rights revenue, which constitutes 

a significant share of revenues for record companies 

(i.e., between 6 to 8 percent), is virtually non-existent 

in the region. Traditionally, record labels tend to spend 

significantly upfront on artists and expect to recoup a fair 

share of their investment partly through record sales and 

partly through royalties. With this critical revenue stream 

virtually missing, large international record labels face 

challenges in justifying the investment in new talent.

Given high piracy rates, limited streaming options, and 

lack of rights collection agencies, live performances in 

the Middle East constitute an even larger share of total 

music revenues than many other regions of the world. 

But even in the live performance space, the region seems 

to be at a significant disadvantage. Whereas worldwide, 

nearly a quarter of live music revenues come from event 

sponsorships, this figure is estimated to be below 10 

percent in the Middle East. This, in addition to more 

restrictive food and beverage policies at events, makes 

concert producers heavily reliant on ticket sales.

A number of challenges specific to the music industry in 

the region have also compounded the problem. In other 

world regions, rights revenues, as well as affordable and 

legal online alternatives, make up a significant share of 

recorded music revenues. In the Middle East, legal digital 

offerings represent only 13 percent of recorded music 

revenues, whereas globally, digital music has a 41-percent 

share of global recorded music revenues – almost on 

par with physical music sales. High rates of music piracy, 

low overall consumer spend on music per capita, and 

low credit card adoption rates limit the viability of online 

music services in the region. Arabic websites used for 

“free” or illegal music downloads receive more traffic 

than the two biggest Arabic paid sites to date. 

These circumstances are also reflected in the region’s 

digital music spend per capita. In the UAE, one of the 

region’s leading music markets, digital music spend 
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annually averages only one USD per capita – negligible 

compared to other markets across the world such as the 

U.S. (USD 12) and Singapore (USD 3).

The MENA region lacks many elements of a rights-

collection infrastructure, leaving artists and songwriters 

unable to claim important rights revenues. Performance 

Rights Organizations (PROs), which are essential in 

underpinning a healthy music sector, are severely lacking 

in the region. Only three countries in MENA – Egypt, 

Lebanon, and Morocco – have PROs. This means artists 

outside of these three countries cannot claim revenues 

from commercial broadcasting of their music. The lack 

of PROs is also a major deterrent to international music 

broadcasting services (e.g., Spotify) looking to enter the 

region, as well as artists and songwriters looking to grow 

their musical careers in the region.

Rights revenues in the region are negligible, while 

globally they account for up to 8 percent of industry 

revenues. This combination of high levels of piracy and 

lack of efficient rights collection agencies has so far 

kept major paid digital music streaming services (e.g., 

Pandora, Spotify) out of the region.

These issues have greatly challenged regional music 

industry players. A case in point is the price-reduction 

strategy adopted by the region’s top music label, Rotana 

Records. In an attempt to stem the epidemic of illegal 

downloading and boost sales, Rotana reduced the retail 

prices of its CDs by more than half in 2010. The strategy 

largely failed, even contributing to a further decline of 

physical sales revenues.
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Live Music

With all the challenges of recorded music, live music 

provides a relatively large share of revenues in the music 

industry, both globally and regionally. Overall, the global 

live music industry is valued at over USD 27 billion and 

represents almost two-thirds (65 percent) of the global 

music industry. Over the past few years, it has been 

growing at a steady pace, with a compound annual 

growth rate (CAGR) of 2.6 percent since 2010. In the 

region, the live music industry, although representing 90 

percent of the region’s music revenues, is much smaller 

– estimated to be around USD 220 million. However, in 

terms of growth, MENA appears to be outpacing the rest 

of the world. In the UAE, for example, live music revenues 

have been growing at an annual rate of 20 percent from 

2010 to 2013 – almost eight times the rate of the global 

market.

Structurally, the live music industry consists of two key 

components: event sponsorships and concert ticket sales. 

Globally, live music revenues have consistently exhibited 

a 75/25-percent split in favor of ticket sales. Over the 

past five to six years, increasing concert attendance and 

ticket prices have gradually shifted this balance toward 

an 80/20 percent split. But live music in the MENA region 

is much more dependent on ticket sales, with a minimal 

contribution from sponsorship. The regional ticket sales/

sponsorship revenue split is an astounding 92/8-percent 

split.

At the country level, the region’s live music industry is 

concentrated, with its biggest markets in Egypt, the 

UAE, and Lebanon. Egypt generates the greatest share 

of MENA’s live music revenues (50 percent) due to its 

large population. Outside of Egypt, the UAE (with a 

25-percent share) is the region’s biggest music hub. The 

UAE’s large, wealthy expatriate population, coupled with 

its stable environment and logistical advantages in terms 

of its location, make it a major MENA music hotspot and 

destination for both local and international artists.

In sum, given the local market structure, industry 

dynamics, and challenges, it may be no surprise that 

live music is responsible for the major share of artists’ 

revenues in MENA.
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ADVERTISING

Unlike in other world regions, governments 
are the largest buyers of advertising in the 
Middle East, accounting for 20 percent of 
total ad spend in 2015.

In this chapter:

• Overview 

• Market Structure 

• Market Size 

• Platform & Country Analysis 

• Industry Trends 

• Expert Commentary: 

   “The Move from Audience Attention  

     to Audience Involvement” 

     By Ilhem Allagui

Overview

The total MENA advertising market in 2015 was worth an 

estimated USD 5.5 billion in net revenues, according to the 

NU-Q Ad Revenues Estimate. Over the past five years, the 

industry has shown weak but stable growth. From 2010 to 

2015, growth was a modest 2-percent compound annual 

growth rate (CAGR).

Several key dynamics are changing the industry, such as 

the convergence of advertising platforms (traditional vs. 

digital) and services (strategy-only vs. execution). The 

market structure of advertising buyers and agencies 

in MENA is highly fragmented, with strong presence 

and influence of international players. A number of 

acquisitions are taking place, mainly by international 

players seeking to break into or expand their presence in 

the region.

The region has more than 500 companies offering a 

mideastmedia.org

range of services in the advertising industry, most of 

which employ fewer than 15 people. Unlike in other world 

regions, governments are the largest buyers of advertising 

in MENA, accounting for 20 percent of total ad spend in 

2015. Consumer brands and telecommunication operators, 

respectively, represent the next-largest buyer segments, 

with 9 to 10 percent of ad expenditures.

Egypt and the UAE are the most important economic 

bases for advertising companies and employees. Egypt 

represents more than half of the advertising companies 

and employees in the region, due to its population,  

low salaries, and historical role as a local content creation 

hub. The UAE represents 30 percent of advertising 

companies and employees, which benefit from its 

economic-free zones.
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Market Structure

Overall, in terms of ad spend, the MENA market structure 

across advertising buyers and agencies is highly 

fragmented. It maintains a heavy presence and influence 

of international companies, creating a highly competitive 

landscape.

Among share of ad spend, the buyer-market structure 

across industry segments has been fairly consistent over 

the past three years. After governments, the second 

largest industry of buyers is Food, Beverage & Tobacco 

(FBT), closely followed by Hygiene & Household Products 

(HHP) and Telecom & Utilities (T&U).

Although all industries allocate advertising spend 

across major platforms and each industry has a 

different platform mix, a few salient preferences are 

Unlike ad creation and production in which work can 

be contracted to freelancers, media buying is a more 

large-scale business, involving bulk advertising, space 

acquisition, and trading. The media buying unit (MBU) 

market, therefore, consists of fewer but much larger 

players who deal predominantly with larger buyers. 

Seventy to 100 percent of their ad spend is sourced 

through MBUs. However, like advertising agencies, MBUs 

are typically owned by international companies. MBUs in 

the region tend to hold premium advertising spaces across 

the major platforms (60-percent share of digital ad spend, 

70 percent of TV, and 50 percent of newspapers). Among 

smaller platforms, direct sales constitute 80 percent of 

radio ad spend, as it is a cheaper advertising medium 

better suited to smaller companies.

The stale growth is largely due to the sluggish transition 

from traditional to digital media ad spend. Digital still 

represents only 10 percent of ad spend, compared to 

30- to 35-percent spend on print. Collectively, MENA 

countries trail other regions in innovation and adoption 

of new technologies (e.g., limited digital measurement, 

programmatic buying, and non-advertising forms of 

marketing). As a result, many of the opportunities of 

digital advertising have yet to be realized, despite high 

levels of digital consumption in the region. 

In this report, advertising is defined as the creative 

content (and the process of creating that content) used 

as a means of customer communication in order to sell 

products and services or to increase brand awareness. 

The definition is restricted to one-way, non-personalized 

messages distributed by media and communication 

channels to their ultimate target audiences (e.g., print 

or online ads, radio or TV commercials, or billboards). In 

addition, so-called one-way “non-advertising” forms of 

marketing, such as product placement, brand content, 

native advertising, and sponsorship are included. This 

definition does not include in-person promotions or other 

types of PR and communications. For instance, personal 

marketing (via phone, etc.) promotions in grocery stores 

or PR urging media to publish commercial messages 

as editorial content do not fall under our definition of 

advertising.

Advertising agencies are organizations that develop the 

creative concept of advertising of all sorts and coordinate 

the content production (e.g., the actual advertisements or 

commercials).

Media buying units (MBUs) are agencies that buy 

advertising space, time slots, or other media “real estate” 

on communication channels. MBUs act as intermediaries 

between companies or organizations that want to 

advertise products or services; the advertising agencies 

that create the ads, product placement or commercial, 

and the media and communication channels that own 

the advertising real estate. The main functions of MBUs 

include identifying ideal hosts or platforms to deliver 

advertising material to target audiences, negotiating 

lower prices based on bulk purchases, and maximizing 

the investment return for the advertising company.

apparent among certain sectors. Television is a hugely 

popular channel among FBT, HHP, and T&U industries. 

Newspapers are highly popular with Government, 

Automotive, and Financial Services buyers. A closer 

examination of the top 10 to 20 spenders in each 

platform reveals a few more preferences. For instance, 

magazines are highly popular among the Luxury Fashion 

industry, with nine of the top 12 spenders in 2015 among 

top fashion brands (e.g., Christian Dior, Chanel, Louis 

Vuitton, and Bulgari). Radio is most popular among 

telecom operators, who represent four of the top five 

spenders (e.g., STC, Telecom Egypt, Vodafone).

The MENA region is crowded with a large number 

and range of ad agencies. There are more than 500 

advertising companies across the region, with a 
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wide variety of agencies providing core advertising 

services such as content creation, as well as supporting 

services like digital branding or advertising and design 

consultancy. The advertising industry can be segmented 

into four main groups;

 1. Global Full-Service Ad Agencies: Large advertising 

networks, including the “Big 4” WPP, Omnicom, Publicis, 

and Interpublic. These players operate globally as full-

service advertising agencies including strategy, design, 

advertising, and, on occasion, technology.

2. Regional Generalists: Some local companies have 

grown across the MENA region and beyond. Interesting 

Times, for example, a Beirut-based creative agency, 

expanded to the UAE after winning the Ferrari 

advertising account. Other examples include AMC 

Advertising & Marketing and Tihama.

3. Global Specialists: Global agencies delivering specific 

services. Some focus on advertising content strategy 

only or design consultancy services, while others 

concentrate on execution.

4. Regional Specialists: Companies operating in specific 

advertising services, such as digital ad agencies.

Structurally, the composition of the region’s agencies 

is fragmented, with a large number of small companies 

operating from a single location or with freelancers 

operating from their homes, and a few global firms that 

service global buyers. The top seven media groups, 

agencies including MBUs, control only 8 percent of all 

registered companies in our five MENA countries, leaving 

more than 400 companies to compete across the region.

However, in terms of ad revenues, large multinational 

agencies dominate the market. International agencies 

with local subsidiaries represent 80 percent of MENA 

ad revenues, whereas local agencies (non-subsidiary 

agencies headquartered inside the region) represent only 

20 percent.

However, the dynamics are changing, as some agencies 

are increasingly better positioned. For instance, smaller, 

local agencies are competing on price. The rise of 

digital and social media advertising has also reduced 

the need for agencies to have a ubiquitous physical 

presence across the region. As a response, international 

agencies have tended to acquire successful local 

companies and either fully integrate them or develop 

them as independent subsidiaries, thus maintaining their 

dominance in the market.

A number of ongoing trends have led to shifts in the 

nature of advertising agencies and services offered. 

The convergence of platforms (digital vs. traditional) 

and services (strategic vs. execution) has shaped the 

industry into a complex mix of pure specialist agencies 

(digital marketing specialists, graphic design boutiques, 

etc.), fully integrated agencies, and hybrids (those 

offering both consulting and design services). Higher 

consumption of digital media and the growing spend 

on digital advertising has increased the number of 

digital advertising agencies of all sizes. In addition, a 

more targeted multi-channel advertising approach has 

developed, as well as wider range of supporting services 

beyond ad content production. To this end, the “Big 4” 

advertising networks are acquiring smaller agencies to 

bolster their range of service offerings and in-house 

capabilities, both for digital and traditional platforms. At 

the regional level, more mergers and strategic alliances 

have occurred.

Geographically, Egypt and the UAE are the largest 

advertising markets among the focus countries, with 

the highest concentration of advertising company 

registrations. More than half of the region’s agencies are 

located in Egypt. Due to its large population and low 

operating costs, Egypt remains an attractive location 

for advertising agencies. At the same time, the UAE, 

much more expensive and with a smaller talent pool, 

holds about 30 percent of the region’s agencies. Over 

the past couple of decades, the UAE attracted a number 

of regional and international advertising agencies to 

various free-media zones across the country. Examples 

include Dubai Media City, Dubai Studio City, Abu Dhabi’s 

twofour54, and the most recently decreed Sharjah 

Creative & Media City.

Unlike ad creation and production, where work can 

be contracted to freelancers, media buying needs 

more experience and professional expertise for bulk 

advertising, space acquisition, and trading. The media 

buying unit (MBU) market, therefore, consists of fewer 

but much larger players. Accordingly, estimates from 

industry experts in 2015 show that large multinational 

buyers in the region exclusively buy advertising 

spaces through MBUs. MENA’s large regional and 

local companies do the same, with 70 percent of their 

ad spend via MBUs. On the other hand, small, local 

companies cannot afford to purchase more expensive 

advertising spaces with MBUs. Instead they tend to place 

their advertising directly.

MBUs control a majority of ad spend on the most 

powerful platforms, including a 50-percent share in print 

media. Direct sales represent a majority of ad spend on 

radio, as it is a relatively cheaper advertising medium for 

smaller companies.

The composition of MBUs in the region is similar to the 

structure of advertising agencies in terms of their local-

international makeup. MBUs in the region largely consist 

of international players, such as Starcom Mediavest 

Group (SMG), Mindshare (part of Mindshare World), 

Media Insight, OMD (part of Omnicom Media Group),  

and The Media Edge (part of MEC Global, under WPP).  

A few major regional MBUs are also prevalent 

throughout the region. For example, the Choueiri 

Group is known as one of the local industry’s largest 

pioneering companies, creating a multinational footprint 

in the region and beyond.

There are nearly 20,000 people working in the 

advertising-service industry in the region. As Egypt 

and the UAE are the largest advertising markets among 

our focus countries, they are also the most important 

employers. More than half of advertising industry 

employees are located in Egypt. However, the UAE, with 

only about one-ninth of Egypt’s inhabitants, follows as 

a close second, with a 30-percent share of the region’s 

employees.

While the advertising industry is fragmented in terms  

of the number of companies, it is much more 

concentrated in terms of the number of employees. 

Industry experts confirm that the top seven companies – 

all multinational and regional heavyweights – represent 

as much as 40 percent of all employees in the advertising 

sector. The vast majority of media companies in Dubai 

employ fewer than 15 employees and regularly hire 

freelancers for specific skill sets. In general, freelancers 

are also an extremely important segment of the 

workforce in the region, as they represent a source of 

local talent with the creativity needed for regional ad and 

media content productions.
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Market Size

There are a number of challenges associated with 

understanding the actual size and dynamics of the MENA 

advertising industry. This is why a rigorous four-step 

approach has been applied to construct the latest market 

estimates for the region’s advertising revenues. This 

approach included gathering existing market estimates 

from various companies and sources, finding the average 

discounts on advertising rate cards, defining NU-Q’s own 

market size estimate with industry experts, and, finally, 

testing and validating the market estimates with key 

media industry players.

Market estimates differ among companies due to 

different platforms, countries, and gross vs. net reporting. 

ZenithOptimedia calculates gross spend using estimates 

by agencies that monitor the volume of advertising of 

sample members for each medium. Zenith then matches 

each ad with the official rate card price of the space or 

time it occupies. It also calculates net figures based on 

a survey of advertisers, advertising agencies, and media 

owners. PARC’s estimates of ad spend are based on 

a similar approach, but they consider only the official 

advertising tariffs and therefore represent gross values. 

PARC’s coverage of media platforms, however, was found 

to be the most comprehensive. Hence, PARC’s estimates 

were used as a basis to arrive at gross ad spend. 

Interviews conducted in the market provided the basis 

to reach a consensus of discount rates on standard rate 

cards applicable to individual platforms. IPSOS estimates 

do not cover all countries in the region and were not fully 

considered for the triangulation.

To develop the NU-Q Advertising Revenues Estimate, 

triangulation was used based on estimates provided by 

PARC, ZenithOptimedia, industry experts, and interviews 

with media-buying agencies and media owners across 

the region.

Across platforms, discount rates between 40 and 50 

percent are generally applied to the official price list, with 

TV, in particular, offering the highest discount rate at 80 

percent. NU-Q’s standard market estimate takes these 

high discount rates into account.

In the case of digital advertising, given the dynamic 

nature of the platform, an estimate for digital ad 

spend was developed separately. It is largely based 

on interviews with stakeholders across media-buying 

agencies and media houses. Finally, our estimates 

for digital advertising have been sense-checked with 

industry experts, as well as against the relative share 

of digital advertising spend in MENA’s total advertising 

market and its development over the last few years.

The MENA region’s advertising market today, according 

to our NU-Q Ad Revenues Estimate, seems to be worth 

USD 5.5 billion in net advertising spend in 2015. Over 

the past five years, the industry has shown stable but 

small growth. From 2010 to 2015, this growth remained 

a modest 2 percent (of CAGR). This is consistent with 

the growth estimates of various MENA media industry 

reports that have covered the advertising market over 

the past five years.

The stale growth in MENA is largely due to the sluggish 

transition from traditional to digital media ad spend, 

compared to markets of other regions. Many of the 

possibilities of digital have not been realized, despite 

high digital consumption and the value for advertisers. In 

fact, even in 2015, total ad spend in MENA seems to have 

decreased, mainly due to a contracting print industry 

that was not balanced with digital growth. Fortunately, 

with digital exhibiting one of the fastest growth rates of 

any platform in the world, there is cause for optimism.
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Platform & Country Analysis

Television and newspapers continue to drive most 

of the advertising revenues in the region. Combined, 

they still collect more than USD 4.1 billion, about 80 

percent of all ad revenues, illustrating local advertisers’ 

ongoing reliance on traditional media platforms. While 

television advertising has increased somewhat since 2010, 

newspapers’ ad revenues have slightly eroded. 

 

Digital media, standing at USD 550 million, still only 

represent about 10 percent of the region’s advertising 

revenues. Despite the increasingly strong use of digital 

platforms among customers, the adoption of digital ad 

spending has been slow.

Although consumers only spend 10 percent of their 

time on print media, that platform still receives 30 

to 40 percent of total ad spend. Despite consumers 

spending about 30 percent of their media-use time in 

digital venues, digital-only has a 10-percent share of ad 

revenues. The allocation of those revenues is therefore 

considerably out of line with audience consumption 

trends and highlights the inefficiency of ad spend 

allocation in the market.

Across the digital space, there are a number of examples 

of the inefficiency in ad spend allocated. For instance, 
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social media have become very popular among MENA 

populations, yet ad spend on those media has not kept 

pace. Industry experts estimate that online ad spending 

on social media platforms, including giants like YouTube, 

is as low as 30 to 40 percent – far lower than in the 

Western world.

On average, MENA has one of the highest penetration 

rates of smartphones in the world, yet mobile ad 

spend is very low. Despite the fact that an estimated 

70 percent of online ads are viewed on mobile devices, 

industry practitioners estimate that 6 percent of total ad 

expenditures, at most, is dedicated to mobile platforms. 

In segments such as online video, between 60 to 70 

percent of traffic is generated from mobile as opposed to 

desktop, suggesting the potential of mobile advertising 

has not been fully realized.

There are a number of reasons behind the slow increase 

of ad spend on digital. Across MENA, there is a strong 

preference among local clients to continue using 

traditional platforms, especially outdoor advertising 

and newspapers, tendencies that seem stronger among 

government and semi-government organizations. One 

important factor inhibiting greater uptake of digital 

ads could be a lack of understanding of what digital 

marketing entails; lower Internet connectivity is an 

impediment in the Levant and North Africa. In addition, 

lower profitability of digital campaigns (despite higher 

commissions for clients) is also keeping MBUs from 

allocating ad spend to digital platforms as opposed to 

traditional ones.

Fortunately, the market is responding. Digital media 

continues to grow at an impressive rate: 39 percent 

CAGR from 2010 to 2015, compared to only 5 percent 

for television and 5 to 6 percent for newspapers and 

magazines. Even with more conservative digital growth 

of 20 percent CAGR for the next few years, digital is still 

expected to overtake newspapers as the second largest 

media ad platform by 2020.

Ad spending by country has remained fairly stable over 

the past five years. Pan-Arab ad spend remains dominant, 

retaining both the highest share of ad spend (50 percent) 

and the largest growth rate, with a CAGR of 9 percent 

from 2010 to 2015. The scale of this growth has expanded 

Pan-Arab advertising market share by 15 percent from 

2010 to 2015, at the expense of advertising in individual 

MENA countries.

The rise of Pan-Arab is primarily due to its relevance in 

regional television and digital media. These platforms 

attract audiences from across the Arab world, and 

are therefore virtually Pan-Arab in nature. Magazines 

also include Pan-Arab content (35 percent of their ad 

revenues) to some extent.

The UAE and Saudi Arabia – two key GCC markets – 

each represent 11 percent of regional ad spend. Egypt is 

the third largest market, accounting for 7 percent of ad 

spend. The remaining MENA countries, with much smaller 

populations, each represent 5 percent of ad spend or less.

The slight decline in MENA country ad spend is tied to 

weaker print media sectors. Print media content is often 

country-specific in nature and has therefore attracted 

little Pan-Arab ad spend. The same seems to be true for 

radio, outdoor, and cinema.
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Industry Trends

While MENA’s advertising industry is following the global 

advertising market in terms of its structure, it is several 

years behind in sophistication. A number of emerging 

advertising trends and innovative technologies that are 

in place in the advertising industry across the world have 

yet to take hold to the same degree in the MENA region. 

This is particularly true for digital services.

The application of data adoption and automation trends 

to new automated advertising techniques is a good 

example of this. Globally, data adoption is increasing 

significantly, with programmatic buying (defined as 

digital ad space bought and sold via a computerized 

online auction – an effective way of distributing highly 

targeted ads) becoming increasingly widespread (42 

percent of global display-related spend) and providing 

agencies with more precise and insightful measurement 

tools to gauge ad effectiveness.

While ad agencies and MBUs are slowly adopting more 

sophisticated measurement and data systems in the 

region, programmatic is still limited at 15 to 20 percent 

of digital ad spend, which remains behind Western 

markets. Still, MBUs are further along than ad agencies. 

Programmatic buying requires a large investment and 

has a steep learning curve. Additionally, there is a lack 

of specialized talent in the region, though some regional 

agencies specializing in programmatic buying have 

emerged, and large multinational agencies have begun 

acquiring them (such as Publicis’ acquisition of LBi) to 
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Expert Commentary

Understanding how agencies buy media today is not 

simple. It is certainly not as simple as it was before the 

rise of digital advertising. Agencies have challenges 

when considering media choices, as measurement is 

increasingly difficult to trust – more than 35 percent 

of all traffic on the Web is considered fake, more than 

30 percent of all online ads are unseen, and about 20 

percent of all users have installed ad-blocking software. 

This also extends to television, as about 90 percent of 

those who own digital video recorders (DVR) skip ads. 

The Arab region is no exception.

Advertisers are moving from paid attention to paid 

involvement, which allows for more precise measurement. 

Theories in psychology have shown that involvement 

enables the alignment of thoughts and feelings, hence 

interactive advertising leads to favorable actions toward 

brands. Interactive advertising enables earned media 

that occurs when people share content peer-to-peer. 

Advertisers may also refer to influencers for positive 

evocation. These influencers, usually bloggers, have no 

rate cards and are paid based on their popularity and 

reach. Most popular Arab influencers are based in the 

GCC, but also in Egypt and Lebanon, and offer both 

ad attention and content integration. The industry has 

witnessed a surge in influencers, particularly for fast-

moving consumer goods (FMCG) and fashion and luxury 

industries, where the amount spent on advertising with 

influencers reaches an average of about 20 percent of the 

total digital spend in the region. In other industries such 

as automotive, the share of the digital ad spend can go 

up to 10 percent. As ad spend has increased in Pan-Arab 

markets, brands in MENA increasingly use and spend on 

influencers in Egypt and Saudi Arabia to take advantage 

of their reach in large markets.

Social media represent another strand that has influenced 

the apparatus of advertising. In countries such as Saudi 

Arabia and Qatar, brands attract a disproportionate 

number of followers to their social media channels. In 

Qatar, for instance, among the popular social media 

platforms that users liked or accessed, more than 40 

percent are those of brands. Social media have created 

conversations and relationships between people and 

brands like never before, but they can be difficult to 

grasp due to so-called “dark” social that accounts for 

more than 50 percent of social shares, and that adds to 

the multimodal complexity of media research. 
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The Move From Audience Attention to Audience Involvement

gain market share and local competencies.

Across the world, mobile has increasingly become the 

first screen of interaction (40.2 percent of digital media 

spend in 2015) and agencies are redesigning campaigns 

to cater to this form of distribution. In MENA, despite very 

high smartphone usage, especially in the GCC, the region 

has been slow to adopt mobile-specific ads. Mobile spend 

remains at about 20 percent of digital ad revenues, a 

small share compared to its potential reach. Industry 

practitioners estimate that no more than 6 percent 

of total ad spend is dedicated to mobile platforms, 

even though 70 percent of ads viewed are on mobile. 

Meanwhile, marketers in the U.S. are allocating more than 

50 percent spend on mobile versus on desktop.

A majority of industry revenue will likely continue to 

come from traditional media (newspapers and TV were 

14 percent and 39 percent of global ad spend in 2014, 

respectively) with business models adapting to the 

changing landscape. In the Middle East, newspapers and 

TV continue to be extremely popular, more so than in the 

West, especially among government clients – newspapers 

and TV collected 31 percent and 51 percent of MENA ad 

spend in 2014, respectively.

The region also lags in non-advertising forms of 

marketing, such as brand content, product placement, 

sponsorship, and native advertising (estimated at 5 

percent of marketers’ spending in 2015). In the region, 

native advertising and brand content are only beginning 

to be adopted, and the market is nascent (less than 5 

percent of the digital market).

Globally, native advertising, using brand-sponsored 

content on media platforms, typically, but not exclusively, 

on news sites is emerging as an important new revenue 

source (already 14.7 percent of digital spend in the U.K.). 

However, its uptake in the region has been slow and still 

makes up a negligible portion of digital revenue. Clients 

in the region have typically viewed the shift to digital 

advertising as simply moving traditional banner ads onto 

a website, without considering additional options digital 

platforms provide. The current native ad spend in MENA 

is estimated by experts to be 7 percent of digital spend 

at most.

Integration of ad campaigns in the region is also limited, 

with a stubborn focus on look-alike ads, rather than those 

utilizing strategic benefits of different platforms. The 

region is still behind in multi-platform campaigns, but ads 

in the region are increasingly run across multiple channels. 

The platforms used vary depending on the campaign 

and the client, but most large campaigns incorporate at 

least some digital components. The level of integration 

within these campaigns is often limited. For the most 

part, “integrated” campaigns are still primarily created 

to “make everything look the same” rather than “make 

everything work toward the same goal.”
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RAMADAN TV

Three-quarters of all programs shown during 
the Ramadan period are scripted, compared 
to about half during the rest of the year. 

In this chapter:

• Overview 

• Content & Production 

• Share of Audience 

• Advertising 

• Expert Commentary:  

 “Alternatives to TV in a Traditional  

  TV High Season” 

  By Joe Khalil

Overview

Ramadan is a very important time for television in the 

Middle East. The Holy Month sees a large viewership 

and a focus on scripted programming – a departure 

from the more even split between scripted and non-

scripted content during the rest of the year. There is also 

a surge in the popularity of Arabic series – especially 

dramas – and production is ramped up to allow for 

new episodes of major programs to be released every 

day of the month. The most popular shows during 

Ramadan tend to be broadcast after Maghreb prayer, 

mideastmedia.org

with a concomitant increase in average advertising prices 

(although advertising prices tend to be significantly 

higher throughout the whole month, compared to non-

Ramadan rates).

The focus on Arabic content also has an impact on 

production locations. For instance, Turkey’s typically 

large share of the series market disappears completely, 

whereas Egypt, the UAE, Syria, and Saudi Arabia all 

experience a substantial increase in shares.
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Content & Production

Ramadan content is characterized by an abundance of 

Arabic-scripted series material – created especially for 

Ramadan – due to the large viewership throughout the 

month. Three-quarters of all programs shown during 

Ramadan are scripted, compared to about half during 

the rest of the year. This may be due to the presence 

of major social and cultural shows, such as “Taratata,” 

“Arab Idol,” and “Arabs Got Talent,” that typically do not 

air during Ramadan. Drama is by far the most popular 

category. Prayers and religious programs also increase 

substantially, accounting for an average of eight hours 

of programming per week during Ramadan, versus two 

hours during non-Ramadan months.

TV stations prepare heavily for this period and will often 

broadcast a new episode every day for the month as 

opposed to once a week, which is typical for the rest of 

the year. However, the share of reruns versus first-run 

shows is also larger during Ramadan as channels tend 

to show reruns on the same day so viewers can catch 

missed episodes of newly released series. Contrary to 

common belief, the number of different series during 

Ramadan is smaller than the rest of the year – there are 

fewer series aired but with a higher frequency during 

Ramadan. Several shows that proved successful in 2014 

were continued in 2015, such as “Ramez Qersh Al Bahr,” 

“Bab Al-Hara,” and “Horof Wa Olof.”

The production of series is more heavily concentrated to 

specific locations compared to the non-Ramadan period. 

More Arabic content is produced, while Egypt and the 

UAE see their share of production surge, as they are by 

far the most important locations for the production of 

programs shown during Ramadan.
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Share of Audience

The popularity of Arabic series during Ramadan is 

reflected in the fact that episodes are broadcast daily 

and these have a larger share of audience, compared 

to weekly series. The popularity of Arabic-language TV 

channels in general also increases during this period. The 

top 10 channels become reordered, with MBC channels 

dominating the top 5 list during Ramadan 2015. Several 

of the usual top 10 channels that are not Arabic, like 

MBC Bollywood, MBC Action, and MBC Max, disappear 

from the top 10 during Ramadan. Additionally, channels 

primarily airing news and movies decline in their share of 

audience during the month of Ramadan.
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Share of audience (SoA) is the share of the total TV audience 

tuned into a specific channel during a set period of time.

 

NOTES FOR THIS SECTION – SHARE OF AUDIENCE 

Advertising

During Ramadan, more advertising is aired on TV than 

during the non-Ramadan period, with an average of 

three to four more ads per hour. Logically, the average 

number of ads is slightly higher during peak viewing 

times, though there is a dip during the Maghreb prayer 

time, which does not exist at other times of the year. 

Additionally, advertising slots tend to be longer during 

Ramadan, especially after the evening Maghreb prayers.

Following the trend of increased viewership and 

frequency of ads purchased during Ramadan, the price 

of commercials is much higher than during the non-

Ramadan period – a 30-second spot costs between 190 

and 350 percent more. Of course prices during peak 

times are especially high, as the highest-rated programs 

are mostly aired after the Maghreb prayer, with the 

largest number of viewers.
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Expert Commentary

Television executives and producers are busy for 

11 months of the year, preparing for the do-or-die 

one-month television season: Ramadan. This ninth 

month in the Islamic lunar calendar is at once a period 

of religious devotion and a time for the television 

industry’s best productions. It is a time when viewership 

soars, advertising rates peak, and television programs 

become topics of daily conversation. During Ramadan, 

programmers mostly provide Musalsalat (serials) that 

emphasize habitual viewing with the use of character 

development over multiple episodes, cliffhangers, 

strong emotions, and highly charged plots. Over the last 

few years, Ramadan programs have become popular 

with all segments of society: young and old, rich and 

poor, females and males.

The lifestyle changes associated with Ramadan are 

profound and affect viewership patterns. Entertainment 

television channels traditionally compete over the 

rights for the latest in Turkish, Egyptian, Syrian, and 

Gulf dramas – with increased production in UAE and 

Saudi Arabia. They also compete against government-

owned television channels that tend to offer programs 

with “extra local flair” – usually religious and social 

programming. Television schedulers stack their 

programs around the breaking of the fast, Iftar, when 

television primetime begins and the Musalsalat stretch 

late into the night. Such traditional approaches are 

threatened by an increased digital presence of these 

expensive programs. Since 2008, a number of legal 

(e.g., Shahid.net, YouTube Ramadan) and illegal (pirated 

DVDs) platforms have become available for “differed 

viewing.” For television channels, the level of investment 

necessary to acquire exclusive rights for programming is 

at its peak. For advertisers, the ability to commit already 

limited budgets in volatile markets is compounded by 

a potentially split audience and a viewership that is 

increasingly able to go online. With more opportunities 

for anytime/anywhere viewing of Musalsalat, Ramadan 

television rituals may just be radically changing.

 
By Joe Khalil 
Associate Professor in Residence, Communication 

Program, Northwestern University in Qatar

Alternatives to TV in a Traditional TV High Season
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RELIGIOUS TV

Sunni-affiliated channels are still the most 
numerous by far, but in recent years the 
number of Shia and Christian channels –  
and countries that host them – has more  
than doubled.

In this chapter:

• Overview 

• Channels 

• Expert Commentary:  

 “The Politics of ‘Non-Political’  

   Theological TV Channels”  

   By Khaled Hroub

Overview

In this section, we look at religious television content 

in the MENA region. For the purposes of this chapter, 

religious TV channels are defined as focusing on religious 

content. This excludes channels that may be associated 

with religious sects but offer more general programming 

and would not describe themselves as primarily religious 

in nature.

Religious channels in the MENA region are approximately 

10 percent of all free-to-air (FTA) channels from 2012 to 

2014. This is a relatively high share compared to many 

markets outside the region, such as the U.K., where 

religious channels only represent 1 percent of FTA 

channels.

mideastmedia.org

Religious channels increased by 50 percent from 2012 to 

2014, keeping pace with other genres such as Sports and 

Movies & Series, which grew at 14 percent and 19 percent 

over the same period respectively.

The Arab world is home to more than 315 million Muslims, 

with a majority presence of Sunnis in all countries except 

Bahrain, Iraq, and Lebanon. With more than 82 million 

people, 94 percent of whom are Muslim, Egypt has the 

largest general and Muslim population in the Middle East. 

Less than 2 percent of the Muslim population in Egypt are 

Shia Muslims, while the remainder consists of Egyptians 

from other faiths (e.g., Coptic Egyptian Christians). 

The GCC countries also have significant Shia Muslim 

populations.

The market structure and trends in religious content 

follow the region’s faith demographics. This is why Sunni 
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Channels

The KSA and Egypt, two of the region’s most populous 

countries, host a relatively high 28 percent and 17 percent 

of MENA’s religious FTA channels, respectively.

Lebanon has emerged as a headquarter for religious 

TV, having introduced five new religious FTA channels 

between 2012 and 2014. The growth in Shia and 

Christian channels has come in part from Lebanon, with 

one of the religiously most diverse populations in the 

region. Egypt also has a considerable Coptic Christian 

population segment (more than 5 percent) – one possible 

explanation for the increase in Christian channels 

following the regime change in 2013.

Nearly three-quarters of the religious channels from 

the region offer Arabic content. Like Shia and Christian 

channels, non-Arabic ones are few but have increased in 

number significantly, doubling from 2012 to 2014. Growth 

in non-Arabic channels was led by the increase in English 

and mixed-language channels, perhaps catering to large 

Muslim channels are more numerous. At an overall market 

level, 88 percent of religious FTA television channels are 

focused on Islamic content and the remaining 12 percent 

on Christian content. Of Muslim channels, 83 percent are 

Sunni and 17 percent are Shia. The region currently has no 

FTA TV channels dedicated to other faiths.

Growth in religious channels remains driven by the Sunni 

Muslim sub-segment, which contributed almost half of 

new religious channels (12 out of 25 from 2011 to 2014). 

At the same time, the region is also seeing significant 

growth in Shia and Christian channels. Over the same 

period, the number of Shia channels more than doubled 

from 5 to 11, and the number of Christian channels 

expanded more than four-fold from 2 to 9. 

 

non-Arabic speaking expatriate communities in MENA 

(e.g., India, Pakistan, U.K., and U.S.) or possibly to the 

Islamic world outside the Middle East.

Most religious channels are privately owned, regardless 

of their faith. The Sunni Muslim segment has the highest 

level of government ownership and has seen a slight 

decrease in private ownership (from 88 percent in 2011 to 

85 percent in 2014).

Al Majd, Al Resalah, and Iqraa are the most popular 

channels, with a cumulative share of audience (SOA) at 

about 3 percent in the KSA. Anwar, a Shia FTA channel, 

has significant viewership in Lebanon and Iraq.

Although all of the prominent channels highlighted above 

are FTA channels, religious television also has a significant 

presence on pay TV as well. Al Majd is the main example.

Religious content also fares well on other media 

platforms in the region. A number of radio stations are 

dedicated to religious programming, especially popular 

during Ramadan. Al Koran has a number of radio stations 

and significant listenership in Qatar, the KSA, and Egypt. 

Radio stations in these countries tend to be owned by the 

government.
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Expert Commentary

Researching religious TV broadcasting in the Middle East 

is perhaps one of the most challenging areas in media 

studies. The list of challenges spans agreement on a clear 

definition, consideration of content and agenda, close 

examination of ownership and related political economy, 

and investigating audiences. All this should always be 

explored against the given context in time and regional 

politics. Starting with the definition, a bold demarcation 

between purely “theological” and “non-theological” 

religious channels is extremely difficult, if ever possible. 

In a volatile, regional atmosphere marked by sectarian 

politics and Saudi/Iranian rivalry, state and non-state 

actors deploy whatever they have at their disposal to 

the “battlefield” – including the media, religious, and 

otherwise. Such a context impacts religious media at 

various levels. Theological argumentation is used in ways 

that seem to be politics-free, where in fact messages of 

political and religious de-legitimization are delivered 

against rivals. Similarly, state and non-state involvement 

are active either to set up religious channels at different 

arm lengths from the real founders or to exert full or 

partial control of existing ones. The official statements 

made by the vast majority of these channels are, however, 

to claim private ownership.

Emphasizing the context of any given time or study 

is imperative. If today’s sectarian regional context 

is immensely crucial in locating the right position of 

religious broadcasting, another state-exploited context 

for religious channels was created in previous years. 

Then, dozens of “theological” and allegedly apolitical 

channels were founded in or by states such as Saudi 

Arabia and Egypt. The intentions behind setting up 

these channels were to keep the youth in a controlled 

and pacified religious sphere, fending off the lure of 

politicized religious calls and groups. 

The last (but not least) challenge that needs to be kept 

under close scrutiny in the Middle East is the outreach 

and the audiences of religious channels. Despite their 

mushrooming, the ratings and viewership of these 

channels seem to stay modest, compared to news and 

entertainment channels in the region. I would confidently 

argue that the viewership of the top-10-rated religious 

shows on these channels put together would not beat 

the highly popular “Arab Idol” on the MBC, one of the 

most leading entertainment channels in the region. The 

increase in the number of religious channels is, thus, not 

reflective of real market demand.

 

 

By Khaled Hroub 
Professor in Residence,  

Northwestern University in Qatar 

The Politics of “Non-Political” Theological TV Channels
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Appendix A: Methodology 

Systematic, comprehensive, and reliable data about 

media industries in the MENA region are rare and those 

that do exist are often not publicly available. This is why 

the information presented here is a collection of vetted 

official data: figures collected by media monitoring 

companies, data reported by media enterprises, raw data 

provided to us by media enterprises, our own individual 

tallies, and interviews with industry leaders and insiders 

with unique insight and knowledge of the subject matter.

We investigated the media industry in two samples of 

countries: 

•  First, we looked at five focus countries that best 

represent cultural similarities and differences within the 

Arab world – the UAE, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Lebanon, 

and Egypt. The UAE, Lebanon, and Egypt are hubs for 

media and content in the region. The KSA is the biggest 

market in the region by many measures. Qatar was 

included as it is the location of our university and a 

media scene most relevant to NU-Q, its administration, 

faculty, and students. But our interest in this country 

is not simply a parochial one. Qatar has one of the 

highest Internet penetration rates in the Arab world 

– and internationally. NU-Q has conducted surveys in 

these five focus countries since 2013 to gauge detailed 

information about how inhabitants use and evaluate 

media and communication channels of all sorts. 

•  Whenever possible, we also present information about 

the MENA region as a whole. It includes nine countries 

in addition to our five, including Morocco, Algeria, 

Tunisia, Kuwait, Bahrain, Oman, Jordan, Libya, and 

Yemen.

For the collection of much of the data for this report, we 

worked closely and interactively with Monitor Deloitte, 

Dubai. Deloitte’s task was twofold: 

1. To assemble the most recent information about the 

media and communication industries and, whenever 

possible, recent trends. The data collection process 

started and took shape through a list of fundamental 

questions put together by NU-Q and DFI after consulting 

with internal and external experts, including those at 

Monitor Deloitte.

2. Once the best available data were collected for each 

subject area, NU-Q and DFI vetted the materials. In 

conversation with Deloitte, we planned and executed 

a program for updating and verifying existing data, 

gathering or producing new data through interviews, 

making special requests for information from companies 

and individuals, and production of previously non-

existent or unavailable information.

Analyzing, interpreting, and structuring the final data for 

the report was led by NU-Q, in close consultation with 

DFI (primarily for film-related chapters) and Monitor 

Deloitte. Monitor Deloitte also conducted a final fact-

check of content in all chapters except for Independent 

Film – the only chapter for which they were not involved 

in any of the data collection.

Methodologies used for data specific to individual 

chapters are discussed in the notes sections of those 

chapters.
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