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Entertainment Media Use in the Middle East

SUMMARY

This publication covers attitudes toward, and behavior pertaining to, entertainment media 
among residents in Qatar. It draws from Entertainment Media Use in the Middle East, a 

six-nation survey by Northwestern University in Qatar in partnership with Doha Film Institute, 
which includes Qatar as well as Egypt, Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, Tunisia and the United Arab 
Emirates. 

These results suggest notable differences among the nationalities living in Qatar with regard 
to their attitudes, preferences and behaviors related to entertainment media. In many respects, 
the opinions and habits of Qatari nationals and Arab expatriates mirror those of their Arab 
neighbors. For example, they show a strong respect for Arab culture that they wish to see 
reflected in their entertainment choices, and they support government regulation and censorship 
of entertainment media. In other respects, nationals in Qatar report different behaviors and 
interests than others in the region. More Qataris, for example, use Instagram than Facebook, 
whereas other nationals in the study prefer Facebook. Qataris enjoy religious content and 
are less interested than other nationals in locally-produced entertainment (perhaps reflecting 
relatively little material produced in Qatar rather than disdain for material produced there).

Non-Arabs living in Qatar seem rooted in their own heritage with regard to entertainment 
preferences. Rather than embrace the entertainment alternatives from the Arab culture in 
which they are living, they tend to seek out entertainment from their own parts of the world. 

Qatari nationals are a small minority in their own country. This may help explain why nationals 
are strongly committed to preserving cultural traditions (94% agree), and do not see those 
traditions at odds with a modern, global society. While Qataris confidently agree that it is 
possible to preserve one’s culture and heritage in the 21stCentury, they also feel one’s culture 
should be more integrated into the modern world (85% and 80%, respectively). Nationals in 
Saudi Arabia and the UAE—which also have high expatriate populations – agree that one’s 
culture and heritage can be preserved in the 21st century and integrated into the modern world 
(84% and 81% in Saudi Arabia, 84% and 68% in the UAE). 
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MEDIA AND LEISURE IN QATAR

Most people living in Qatar enjoy 
television, films, passing time online 
and going shopping for fun and leisure, 
much like others throughout the MENA 
region. However, those in Qatar have 
some unique entertainment media habits. 
Qatar residents are much more voracious 
readers of print media for entertainment 
purposes, including newspapers, books 
and magazines, than all others from the 
region.   Eight in 10 Qatar residents read 
newspapers, and half do so daily (81% 
and 53%). Comparatively, two-thirds in 
the region read newspapers, and only a 
quarter do so daily (65% and 26%). Qatar 
residents are also more likely than others 
to participate in sports and exercise 

(83% vs. 65%), and three in 10 claim to 
exercise every day (31%). Overall, those 
in Qatar are less likely to listen to music 
(71% vs. 84% total sample) or to play 
video games (33% vs. 43%) than others 
in the MENA region. Qatar residents enjoy 
films as much as those in the other MENA 
countries, but prefer different formats for 
watching them. Most people across the 
region watch films on television, but Qatar 
residents are more likely than residents 
from the other countries (except UAE) to 
go to the cinema (52% Qatar vs. 45% total 
sample; 82% UAE), while Qataris are less 
likely to watch films on the Internet (66% 

vs. 75%) or on disc (43% vs. 53%).

Expatriates in Qatar exercise and play 
sports more than nationals—nearly nine in 
10 expats of all nationalities say they play 
sports and exercise, compared with three-
fourths of Qataris (73% Qatari nationals, 
87% Arab expats, 85% Asian expats, 89% 
Westerners). Expatriates are also more 
likely than nationals to report reading 
books and magazines for entertainment; 
newspaper readership is more consistent 
across nationalities, but highest among 
Asian expats (88%). 

Arabs in Qatar are different from many 
other Arabs in the region with regard to 

the languages 
in which they 
consume media. 
While almost all 
Arabs in Qatar 
consume media 
in Arabic—films, 
television, music, 
video games, 
videos and print—
many also do 
so in English.  Of 
note, seven in 10 
Qataris watch 
English language 
films, four in 10 

watch TV or listen to music in English, 
and one-quarter read printed materials 
in English. Notably, Qatari gamers (and 
other Arabs in the country) are more likely 
to play video games in English than Arabic 
(84% English, 34% Arabic); nationals in 
other countries are more likely to play 
in Arabic. Asian and Western expats in 
Qatar consume entertainment content 
almost exclusively in English. Asian expats 
also commonly consume entertainment 
content in Hindi.

While most people in this survey watch 
entertainment produced in their own country
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Qatar is an outlier in this respect. Only 
three in 10 Qatar residents watch Qatar-
produced television, and even fewer 
watch online content or listen to music 
from Qatar (18% and 14%, respectively). A 
meager 9% watch Qatar-produced films. 
Even Qatari nationals do not frequently 
consume Qatar entertainment—51% 
watch television, 32% listen to music, 
29% watch online content and 18% watch 
films produced in Qatar. Whether this low 
consumption of Qatar content is due to a 
lack of material or a lack of preference was 
a question not asked in this study.

Qataris are more likely to consume content 
from the United States than from Qatar. 
Qataris do enjoy content from the MENA 
region, if not from Qatar in general. A large 
majority of Qataris watch films, television 
and online content, and listen to music from 
the MENA region, primarily from Mashreq 
-Levant countries (Egypt, Lebanon, Jordan, 
Syria, Iraq, etc.) and Arab Peninsula/Al 
Khaleej countries (Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, 
UAE, Qatar, Bahrain, Oman and Yemen).
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FILM

Films—in a variety of formats—are important 
for entertainment in Qatar, as they are 
throughout the region. A large majority of 
Qatari residents watch films on television 
(85%) and this behavior is consistently 
high among all nationalities. Additionally, 
the majority of Internet users—regardless 
of nationality—watch films on the Internet 
(66%). There are differences among 
residents, though, in cinema attendance and 
use of discs such as DVDs and BluRay to 
watch films. Going to the cinema to watch 
films is a popular pastime among non-Arab 
expats, but not as much among Arabs in 
Qatar. Two-thirds of non-Arabs go to the 
cinema (71% Asian expats, 67% Western 
expats), compared to fewer than half of 
Arabs who ever go to the cinema (43% 
Qatari nationals, 38% Arab expats). Similarly, 
non-Arabs are more likely to watch films on 
disc, possibly because this is one of the few 
means of watching films from outside the 
region that they enjoy. More than half of non-
Arabs in Qatar view films on disc (53% Asian 
expats, 60% Western expats), compared 
with one-third of Arabs who do so (34% 
Qatari nationals, 36% Arab expats). 

While a large number of both Asian and 
Western expats watch films in the cinema 
and on disc, Westerners are more likely 
to find these to be “important” sources 
for their entertainment. Asian expats 
assign more importance to the Internet 
than to cinema or discs for viewing films. 
Men in Qatar are more likely than women 
to watch films via all channels, with 
the exception of films on TV. Younger 
individuals (under 35) also tend to prefer 
films more than those who are older, 
regardless of format.

Film-watchers among all nationalities in 
Qatar list comedy and action/adventure 
among their favorite genres to watch, and 
many enjoy dramas as well (57%, 53% and 
30%, respectively). One in five Qataris 
put horror/thriller, documentary and 
religious genres in their “top 3 favorites”; 
they are more likely than other groups to 
prefer religious-themed films. A third of 
Asian expats put children’s/family films 
and Bollywood among their favorites, 
while a third of Western expats enjoy 
documentaries.
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TELEVISION

Almost everyone in Qatar watches television. 
The large majority—three-quarters—say this 
is an important part of their entertainment, 
and seven in 10 watch TV daily. The large 
majority of all nationalities in Qatar watch 
TV daily, although Qataris are slightly less 
likely to view TV this often (62%).

Free-to-air and subscription television are 
the primary formats for watching TV, but 
there are stark differences by nationality. 
Most Qatari nationals and Arab expats watch 
television programming on free TV (72% and 
64%, respectively), while Asian and Western 
expats are more likely than Qataris to watch 
subscription TV 
(44% and 57%). 
There is likely 
a connection 
with the type of 
p r o g r a m m i n g 
available on free 
vs. subscription TV, 
with the latter likely 
to air more shows 
preferred by non-
Arabs. 

A third of Internet 
users in Qatar 
watch TV online, 
either streaming or downloaded. This 
practice is more common in Qatar than other 
countries participating in the study (33% 
Qatar vs. 26% total sample). In Qatar, Arab 
expats are the most likely to watch television 
shows online (41%).

Residents of Qatar prefer news over other 
genres of television, followed by comedy 
and religious content (44%, 33% and 30%, 
respectively, cite these among their top three 
favorite genres). Sports and documentaries 
round out the top five (28%, 26%). All 
expatriate groups in Qatar express a greater 
preference for news as entertainment than 
nationals, perhaps as a way to stay current 
with what is happening in their own country 
and other parts of the world (37% Qatari 
nationals, 50% Arab expats, 43% Asian expats, 
58% Western expats). Qatari nationals and 
Arab expats are unique in their preference 

for religious programming (39% and 44%), 
which is much higher than others living in 
the country or around the MENA region (14% 
overall put religious/spiritual programming in 
their top three favorite genres of television).

“Binge watching” television shows—consuming 
two or more episodes of the same program in 
one sitting—is common in Qatar. Nearly half of 
adults report watching two or more episodes 
of a series at a time (45%). Western expats are 
the most likely to binge watch their favorite 
shows, with seven in ten reporting having done 
so (71%); more than four in ten among each 
of the other nationalities binge watch as well. 

People in Qatar prefer to have some control 
over when they watch television, watching 
their shows when they choose to do so. Nearly 
half say they do this all or most of the time 
(45%); this is consistent across all nationalities. 
However, an equal number of Qataris watch 
most television shows at their scheduled time 
(47%) compared with only a quarter of Asian 
and Western expats who do so.

A sizeable minority of Internet users 
in Qatar likes to research and discuss 
television shows online—one-third does 
so. Arab expats—who also watch the most 
television online—are the most likely to 
discuss television their favorite shows 
online (40%). People in Qatar are as likely as 
others in the region to vote for contestants 
on reality or talent shows (13% Qatar, 14% 
total sample).
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VIDEO GAMES

A third of adults in Qatar play video games, 
compared with 40% across the region. Those 
who do play video games spend four hours 
per week at it (median). Fewer than one in 
five feel video games are an important part 
of their entertainment (19%). 

Younger adults in Qatar are the most likely 
to play video games, and interest declines 
significantly with age; those under 25 are 
more than twice as likely to play as those 
45 and older (53% vs. 21%). One in three 
under 25 says gaming is important for their 
e n te r t a i n m e n t . 
Men are more 
likely than women 
to play video 
games (39% vs. 
26%), but are no 
more likely to rate 
them important 

for their entertainment.

Video game players in Qatar are only slightly 
more likely to play alone than with others 
(53.5% vs. 46.5%, mean percentages). 
Those who play are more likely to play with 
others online than offline (28% vs. 19%). 
Asian expats are the most likely to play 
with others online (36%).

Driving/racing contests and sports games 
are the most popular (39% and 32%). No 
other genres come close in popularity.

MUSIC

While the large 
majority of people 
in Qatar listen to 
music, music is 
not as popular as 
in other part of 
the MENA region 
(71% vs. 84% total 
sample). A similar 
number in Qatar 
and elsewhere 
listen to music 
daily (44% vs. 
48%). Non-Arabs 
in Qatar are more 
likely to listen to music for entertainment 
than Arabs; in fact, only half of Qataris report 
listening to music (87% Asian, 84% Western, 

66% Arab expatriates vs. 53% Qatari 
nationals). Nationals in other countries are 
much more likely to listen to music.
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Not only do non-Arabs listen more to 
music, they find music to be a much more 
important aspect of their entertainment. 
Two-thirds of non-Arabs in the country 
consider music to be important compared 
with only a quarter of Qataris (66% 
Asian, 68% Western, 37% Arab expiates, 
27% Qatari nationals). Nationals in other 
countries are much more likely to consider 
music important for entertainment.

As in other areas of the region, younger 
people in Qatar are more likely to listen to 
music and consider it an important part of 
their entertainment. A strong 85% of those 
under 25 in Qatar listen to music—63% 
daily—compared with 60% of those over 
45 who listen at all; additionally 58% under 
25 find music important compared with 
43% who are 45 and older.

Nationality seems to affect music 
preferences. Nearly all Qataris who listen 
to music listen to Khaleeji songs (87%); 
Egyptian and Iraqi music is also enjoyed 
by some Qataris (31% and 21%). About 
one in five Qataris listens to Western 
music. Arab expats listen to a variety of 
Arabic music styles, with most preferring 
Egyptian music (52%) and about one in 
three listens to Western music. Western 
expatriates listen to Western music almost 
exclusively (88%). Asian expats prefer 
Indian music, followed by Western music 
(66% and 46%). Fewer than one in five 
Western or Asian expats listen to any 
Arabic music. Overall, about one in 10 non-
Arab expatriates listens to religious music; 
Asian expats are the most likely to do so, 
while very few Qatari nationals listen to 
religious music (19% vs. 3%).

ONLINE AND SOCIAL MEDIA

Internet penetration is high in Qatar; 85% 
are online. All Westerners living in Qatar 
are online, compared with 78% of nationals. 
Arab and Asian nationals fall between the 
two (84% and 91%, respectively). More men 
are online than women (90% vs. 80%). 
Nine in 10 of those under 45 are online, but 
Internet use is still high among the oldest 
age group (75%).

For all nationalities in Qatar who are 
online, the Internet plays a large role in 
their entertainment. Almost all Internet 
users pass time online for leisure (94%)—

three-fourths daily—and passing time 
online is important for entertainment 
(71%). A similarly high 83% watch online 
videos, but fewer do so every day (38%). 
Watching online videos is also important 
for entertainment (59%). 

In Qatar, “news” is the most popular form 
of online entertainment, followed by 
comedy (42% and 39% put them in their 
“top 3” favorite genres). In fact, only in 
Qatar are news videos accessed more 
often than entertainment videos (news 
50%, entertainment 36% of the time). 

Comparat ive ly, 
across all Internet 
users in the 
region, 43% of 
the videos they 
access are related 
to news and 49% 
to entertainment.

Expatriates in 
Qatar are more 
interested in 
online news than 
Qataris, similar to 
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their greater interest in news on TV, again, 
possibly as a means to stay current with 
what is happening in their own countries 
and/or regions. Notably, this strong interest 
in news as entertainment is unique to Qatar.

After news and comedy, one-quarter 
of Qatar residents put online sports, 
documentaries and religious content 
among their favorite genres of online 
entertainment. Interest in religious content 
is strongest among Qataris and Arab expats 
(28% and 34%). One-quarter of non-Arabs 
in Qatar like to watch online music videos, 
a preference seen across the MENA region. 
One in four Qataris name soap operas as a 
favorite genre, and one in four Asian expats 
favor food/cooking videos.

While the majority of Internet users enjoy 
watching videos and other content online, 
they are not likely to pay for them. Roughly 
80 percent say they are not likely to pay to 
stream or download films, music or video 
games (though a third of Qataris would 
pay for video games); and only one in 10 
would pay for television series. One in 
three Qataris, Arab expats and Westerners 
say they would pay to watch sports events. 
This is similar to residents of the UAE (27%), 
but much lower than in Saudi Arabia (64%). 
Residents of Saudi Arabia are much more 
likely than all other countries to say they 
would pay for all types of Internet content.

In the context of robust worldwide 
adoption of social media, it is noteworthy 
that adults in Qatar, while clearly attracted 
to social media, are not as overwhelmingly 
committed to it as residents of the other 
five countries in this study. Social media 
is one area Qataris—and to some extent 
expatriates in the country—behave 
differently from others in the region.

As in other countries, the top social 
networking sites used in Qatar are 
Facebook, Google+, Twitter and Instagram. 
However, use of these sites varies 
considerably by subsets of the population. 
Usage of Facebook is nearly universal 
across the MENA region, as well as among 
all expat groups in Qatar. Qataris, however, 
have not embraced Facebook for social 
networking to the same degree; only one 
in three Qatari nationals say they are on 
Facebook. In fact, Qataris are more likely 
to use Instagram (46%) and as likely to use 
Twitter as Facebook (37% and 36%). This 
variable differs for Qataris by age. Fifty-
three percent of Qatari nationals under 35 
say they use Instagram, 47% Twitter and 
41% Facebook. 

Overall, Twitter use is far lower in Qatar 
than in the region overall. A third of 
nationals use Twitter, and just a quarter 
of expats in the country use Twitter. This 
compares with half of Internet users overall 
in the region. Non-Arabs living in Qatar are 
more likely to use Google+ than Twitter—
four in 10 use Google+—which is similar to 
use by others in the region. Comparatively, 
only one in five Qataris and Arab expats 
use Google+. Instagram is highly popular 
among Qatari nationals (46%) but not as 
much among others living in the country. 
After the “top 4” social networking sites, 
a third of Westerners connect with other 
professionals on LinkedIn (35%), but this 
site is not as popular with other groups in 
the country. 

Of note, while there is not much variation in 
social media use in Qatar by age, younger 
people in Qatar (under 25) are more likely 
to be on Twitter and Instagram (43% and 
45%, respectively). Those 25-34 are the 
most likely to be on Facebook (77%).
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CONTENT CHOICE

Adults in Qatar tend to rely on different 
sources of information more than others 
in the region when making choices about 
entertainment. Personal communications 
with others, in-person or via the Internet, 
may influence entertainment choices more 
among those in Qatar than for others 
throughout the MENA region. Three-
fourths say in-person and telephone 
conversations with others are important, 
compared with half of adults across the 
region (73% vs. 54%). Similarly, seven 
in ten Internet users in Qatar say texts/
instant message/email are important for 
entertainment, compared with half of all 
other Internet users across the region 
(70% vs. 53%). Personal communications 
are even more important in Qatar among 
Internet users than social media in 
perceived influence on entertainment 
choices (62%).

After that, those in Qatar rely more on 
“objective” sources of information about 
entertainment options, such as news 
stories and professional reviews, than on 
promotional material such as advertising 

and user opinions. Six in 10 in Qatar say 
news stories and articles are important 
for entertainment choices, compared 
with fewer than half across the region 
(59% vs. 43%); half rely on professional 
reviews (49%). Those in Qatar are much 
less likely than others around the MENA 
region to list advertising as important in 
their entertainment choices (31% vs. 52%) 
or user reviews (40% vs. 50%). There are 
not many differences across nationalities 
in the country, but non-Arabs in Qatar rely 
a little more than Qataris on reviews, both 
professional and user-generated. 

Half of Internet users in Qatar share their 
opinions about entertainment content 
with others online (49%). Qatari nationals 
and Westerners are generally less likely to 
share with others online (38% and 34%, 
respectively), while more than half of 
Arab and Asian expats do so (53% each). 
People are most likely to comment on 
news stories (18% do), especially Arab and 
Asian expats (22% each). About one in 
seven share opinions about sports (14%), a 
similar figure across nationalities. 
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CENSORSHIP AND REGULATION OF ENTERTAINMENT

Residents in Qatar generally support 
censorship and regulation of certain 
entertainment content. However, there is a 
sharp divide in perceptions about regulation 
and censorship of entertainment among 
nationalities in Qatar. Qatari nationals 
and Arab expats are most supportive of 
regulation and censorship. Nearly all Qatari 
nationals feel content should be deleted, 
or whole programs banned, if some people 
find them offensive (91% and 89%). Over 
eight in 10 Qatari nationals agree that 
violent and romantic content should be 
more tightly regulated (85% and 84%) 
and that government oversight helps to 
produce quality entertainment (81%). Arab 
expats in Qatar express similar opinions to 
Qatari nationals. Asian expats also express 
strong agreement with regulation and 
censorship, but not to the same degree as 
Qatari nationals. 

Westerners living in Qatar do not agree. 
While about half support regulation of 
violent content and the deletion of some 

sensitive scenes in entertainment (51% and 
48%, respectively), they do not feel romantic 
content should be more tightly regulated 
or that material some people find offensive 
should be banned (59% and 55% disagree). 
Additionally, a minority of Westerners 
agree that government involvement helps 
the quality of entertainment media (43% 
agree). Residents in Qatar with children in 
the household are more likely than those 
without children to feel entertainment 
programs should be banned if some 
people find them offensive (76% vs. 61%) 
and violent content should be more tightly 
regulated (82% vs. 73%).

Despite their support for some 
entertainment content, residents in Qatar 
agree more than others in the region, that it 
is OK for entertainment to portray problems 
in society.  They also agree that people 
benefit from watching entertainment 
from other parts of the world—three-
fourths agree, which is consistent across 
nationalities in the country.
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CULTURAL ATTITUDES

The desire to preserve cultural traditions is 
strong in Qatar, as it is throughout the MENA 
region. The large majority of all nationalities 
in Qatar agree more should be done to 
preserve cultural traditions (94% Qatari 
nationals, 93% 
Arab expats, 86% 
Asian expats, 73% 
Westerners); the 
large majority of all 
groups also agree 
this is possible to do 
in the 21st Century. 
It’s Arabs and 
Asian expatriates in 
Qatar, though, who 
feel their culture 
needs to integrate 
more with modern 
society; half of 
Western expatriates 
agree (80% Qatari 
nationals, 84% Arab expats, 68% Asian 
expats, 48% Westerners).

Looking at culture in the context of 
entertainment, Arabs in Qatar are more 

likely to want to see more entertainment 
based on their culture and history. They 
are nearly twice as likely as non-Arabs in 
the country to desire more entertainment 
covering their culture and history (83% 

Qatari nationals, 82% Arab expats vs. 52% 
Asian expats, 42% Westerners) or to prefer 
to watch films that portray their own culture 
(78% Qatari nationals, 76% Arab expats vs. 
50% Asian expats, 32% Westerners).
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CHILDREN’S MEDIA

Among those with children in the home, 
people in Qatar hold similar (positive) 
views as others in the region about the 
benefits of entertainment media for 
children. However, they are more likely 
than others to also express concern about 
perceived negative effects. Perceptions 
about children’s entertainment—
both positive and negative—are fairly 
consistent across nationalities in Qatar.

A strong three-fourths of people in Qatar 
with children in the household agree 
that entertainment media help people 

become more tolerant of other cultures; a 
positive perception, indeed, in a country 
with such a varied and young population. 
Qatar residents with children in the 
home, however, are much less convinced 
entertainment media help children get a 
better sense of their own culture (74%) 
other cultures vs. 54% own culture). 

Two-thirds in Qatar also believe 
entertainment media help children 

become more creative and imaginative, 
develop greater coordination and fine 
motor skills, socialization, and learning 
skills needed for school.

On the other hand, people in Qatar 
with children in the household express 
more concern than others in the MENA 
region about the negative physical and 
mental effects of entertainment on 
children. Two-thirds of those in Qatar 
are concerned that entertainment media 
leads to poor health and obesity and 
contributes to poor concentration and 

attention deficit, compared with four 
in 10 across the region. Roughly half of 
people in Qatar also express concern 
about entertainment media leading 
children to accept negative stereotypes, 
desensitizing them to violence and 
contributing a loss of morality/learning 
wrong values—all perceived to be of 
greater concerns among those Qataris 
than others in the region.
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ENJOYMENT AND MORALITY OF FILMS AND TELEVISION

When looking at the media habits of 
Qatari nationals, we see an interesting 
juxtaposition between enjoyment of films 
and television from outside the MENA 
region and their perceived impact on 
morality.

Qataris—and other Arabs—watch more 
films and television produced in the 
MENA region than films from elsewhere, 
and they generally feel this material 
accurately portrays Arabs and is good for 
morality.


