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Ramadan TV: Content & Production

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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Ramadan TV: Content & Production

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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Ramadan TV: Share of Audience

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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