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Abstract: This paper looks at the advertising industry in the MENA region and argues that 
the infrastructure of media has evolved in tandem with the infrastructure of advertising, 
under highly regulated environments. 

A strong relationship between media and advertising is evident in many instances. 
Advertising remains an essential source of revenues for media institutions despite the 
different funding models that have appeared post-digital media era. The advertising 
industry witnessed disruption in its own way. Looking at the infrastructure of the advertising 
industry provides an additional and holistic perspective on the way the media infrastructure 
in the region has evolved over the last few years. 

In the MENA region, advertising developed in light of countries’ politics. Case in point, the 
Infitah (tr. ‘openness’) policy in Egypt, the wars that Egypt and Lebanon suffered, the media 
free zone policies in the UAE as well as the international free trade agreements, all have 
caused and contributed to the displacement of industry professionals and their clients 
throughout the region and consequently, shaped the development of media and advertising 
in those markets (Allagui, 2019). Furthermore, the regulations pertaining to messaging (e.g. 
Arab and Muslim women dress in advertising, their behaviors and roles in the ads) have 
largely varied based on the regimes in place and affected not only the tone and creativity of 
brand communications, but also the media that run them. This is true for conservative 
countries like Saudi Arabia or (and) less conservative ones, such as Egypt, Lebanon or the 
UAE. While at the time some brands have joined the enthusiasm of Arab populations 
towards the 2010-2011 uprisings and gave a patriotic tone to their brand communications, 
more recently, the regulations and tightened control on freedom of speech pushed brands 
to be ‘more careful’ in their messaging and preferring to ‘play it safe’. This has translated 
into a lack of creative competitivity, as witnessed in the recent drop of awards earned at 
international industry competitions. For instance, in 2019, the number of awards earned by 
MENA agencies in the Cannes International Creativity Festival has dropped significantly 
compared to early years of this decade (Cannes Lions Awards, 2019). 

The paper uses a multidimensional approach including a qualitative approach and a case 
study approach to discuss the infrastructure of advertising in MENA. It uses interviews and 
case studies to argue that advertising continues to bank on sociopolitical development and 
that the opportunities brought by the digital changes have done little to change this order. 
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