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Introduction
Lebanon is facing an unprecedent economic, sanitary, political and security crisis, which didn’t spare the media and advertising
industries.
The traditional, existing business models of media agencies have been challenged by this multi-faceted crisis, at a time when
advertising expenditures have dropped tremendously, and where political interference in the media has also impacted the
sector.
New alternative and independent media platforms that have seen a surge in popularity during the past couple of years in the
country; they have made it somehow through the storm thanks to donor grants, mostly in fresh foreign currency.
But is there a more sustainable way for these independent platforms to continue operating without being restrained by donors’
funding cycles and agendas? Is there an advertising model that could eventually become a mechanism of economic
sustainability for independent media in a highly politically controlled country?
The following data summarises the findings of individual interviews conducted with representatives of independent media
platforms, media agencies, and advertising agencies in Lebanon. The independent media platforms interviewed in Lebanon are
Daraj Media, Megaphone News, Khateera, Beirut Today, and The961. We also interviewed managers and employees of main
media agencies, the managing director of an international advertising agency, a creative director in an ad agency, and a
start-up.
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Findings
Independent Media
• Alternative media platforms in Lebanon vary in size and expenditures. Annual turnovers range between USD 15,000 to almost
USD 1.1 million.
• Editorial costs make up the bulk of all alternative media platforms. Namely the salaries of core team members and journalists, as well as the fees paid to freelancers, correspondents, and outside consultants/writers. Secondary costs include production equipment, rent, operation, equipment, legal fees, and technical feels.
• All interviewed independent platforms are non-profit.
• Almost all members of independent platforms are motivated primarily by their love of the job.
• Most independent platforms have relied on volunteering, either totally or partially, from their conception to their current
stage.
• None of the platforms interviewed have a devoted person or team in charge of marketing and sales in the traditional sense of
buying ads or working on partnerships. Partnerships are usually rare, approached informally, by word-of-mouth and networks,
and decided up by editorial teams. All platforms have one person (full-timer or part-timer) in charge of marketing the
platform’s own content on social media, but not advertising other brands on their own platforms, except The961.
• Almost all the platforms are unsatisfied with the current promotion model on social media. Most concerns are related to the
clash between the platform’s values and the ethics and politics of social media platforms. Complaints also touched upon the
fact that independent media have to invest time and money to create content, and then they have to pay social media to host it,
rather than get paid by social media. Some platforms, such as Khateera, have adopted a pragmatic mindset from the start. “Our
only objective is to get our message across to as wide an audience as possible,” they said.
• All media have agreed that good journalism costs money and generates very little, therefore other revenue streams are
required to sustain it. All independent media interviewed have relied mostly on grants, except The961. Grants provide core
funding and project-based funding. Both Daraj and Megaphone have also relied on volunteers but have shifted away from it.
• Sentiments towards grants vary. Most platforms in Lebanon have chosen donors that are not related to national, local or
foreign authorities; donors that preserve their editorial integrity: i.e., no interference in editorial decisions and alignment with
values and ethics. They all have a good relationship with their donors.
• Most interviewed platforms agree that the grant model is unreliable in the long run. Grants could disappear any day, and
grants restrict the ability of platforms to work on projects with flexibility. That said, grants have so far proven to be the most
sustainable source of funding.
• Most interviewed platforms would like to decrease their reliance on grants. Megaphone believes that grants are helpful and
have supported the platform, but they are also restrictive in amount and length. They offer little flexibility and are
project-based. Grant work is not very adapted for the media which need long-term unconditional support. Media are inherently
dynamic, fluid, and reactive.
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• All platforms interviewed have expressed a cooperative attitude towards “competitors” and other platforms. There is an
untapped market and room for a lot of independent media platforms amid the “noise” of politically affiliated mainstream media.
In fact, the only main competition between platforms is their competition over grants.
• “As a group of independent media platforms, the eyeballs are more, and the editorial pressure is less. You’re not selling the
stock per brand; you’re selling the stock vertically. To alternative media. So individual platforms can no longer be “punished”.
The amount of advertisement in the region is huge. If independent media gets 1%, it’s still more than grant money,” said Daraj.
Challenges were identified: first, an ad alliance requires time and resources which none of the platforms can spare. Different
independent media are also not in agreement on their willingness to host advertisements and brands on their channels. Finally,
this initiative was put on hold due to COVID-19 restrictions in Lebanon.
• Daraj believe that “the shift from paper to digital in ad money didn't happen in Lebanon yet, and that offers an opportunity.
True, the ad landscape is politicized and controlled by the hub in Dubai, but if independent platforms go in as a group of alternative media platforms, with their own ad network, they could go to the market and the brands directly.” The belief is that a
third-party ad network would shield independent platforms from having to deal with brands themselves and would protect
editorial lines from marketing decisions, thus protecting their integrity.
• All interviewed platforms have mentioned the need for a marketing strategy but have stressed the importance of protecting
the integrity of the editorial line from the influence of marketing needs.
• Almost all interviewed platforms have one person on the editorial team who has some sort of background in marketing and
advertising. The expertise is there, it is just not prioritised.
• Most interviewed platforms have not prioritised or actively worked on developing a marketing and sales team devoted to
attracting advertisements. They all have the same concern: any marketing deal with any entity should not, in any way, contradict the brand’s values and spirit. It should be aligned with the brand’s values. Some platforms such as Daraj have already
reached out to brands for potential sponsorships. Khateera has not attempted any sponsorships with mainstream brands but is
willing to do so. Beirut Today’s editorial team is not fond of advertisements on the platform because Beirut Today was conceived
as an advertising-free platform, however they are not completely closed off to the idea.
• Megaphone has the same stance: it leans towards a rejection of the advertising model, as they prefer to avoid reproducing
the consumer market on Megaphone, and worries that advertisements are distracting and compromise the visual identity and
user experience of the medium. However, all platforms acknowledge their presence on the giant advertising platforms of
Facebook, Instagram, YouTube, etc. therefore, another compromise is not off the table. "Google and Facebook are the biggest ad
businesses in the world. We are the product; Megaphone contributes to keeping people on these platforms. We buy into the
game despite that because we want to maximize impact.”
• Megaphone would like to not to rely on social media platforms in the long run. They try to find ways to not be completely
dependent on them. They are open to a new mechanism in order to adopt a different approach and subvert the use of the social
media platforms.
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• Khateera did not “open” its monetisation stream on YouTube, where they have 90,000 subscribers. Their second prospective
revenue stream is partnerships with NGOs and groups: servicing other NGOs and leveraging their skills to turn insight into
impactful videos. The third prospective revenue stream is selling media. Their fourth avenue is traditional ads: they are open to
advertising, sponsored content, or having a sponsor. Native ads in articles are also an option as long as the steam is controlled.
• One avenue that has been explored with good results for almost every organisation is to sell the media’s production services
to a third party aligned with its values. One problem is that these projects limit the resources within the media and therefore
there is a limit to their use. Currently, they make up no more than 10% of any media’s total revenue streams.
• Another revenue stream involves setting up a paid membership model. With the exception of The961, none of the media
interviewed would ever consider setting up a paywall or compromising on “free” content, as it would defeat their purpose.
However, membership models could offer additional exclusive content to paying members, newsletters, insights, and first-view
options
• The main sources of revenues are grants (90% of every media). The other 10% are very similar across various media.
• Target audiences: None of the interviewed independent media platforms consider themselves niche, and they all try to target
a mainstream audience in order to influence the political discourse. All of them reported an educated, Arab speaking, middle
class audience. Daraj and Khateera target an Arab audience while Megaphone and Beirut Today target an audience located in
Lebanon mostly. All these pages tackle progressive topics and make an effort to speak to minorities and underrepresented
groups. According to Khateera, for an example, their feminist discourse attracts an audience in Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Jordan
that is progressive and open-minded to new political ideas. Megaphone makes an effort to target, among their wider audience,
the migrant workers, refugees, and members of the LGBTQ+ community in Lebanon who feel voiceless in traditional media. 30
to 40% of Megaphone’s audience is also made up of the Lebanese diaspora. Daraj are speaking to a wider Arab audience but
target “the average person on the street”, namely the educated middle class.
• Most of the interviewed platforms gather information about their audiences from online statistics and data offered by social
media platforms and analytics. Megaphone and Khateera have conducted audience surveys.

Advertising Companies and Media Agencies
• Lebanese advertising agencies display an overall traditional behaviour: Brands create campaigns with advertising agencies
and book media space with media agencies. Media agencies often book media space with a media representative company
rather than directly with the media.
• The advantages of media agencies doing the job for brands are mainly: better financial deals, less time and effort consumption, more data available about the audience, better results or more accurate results.
• Media agencies are aware that there is a “political” role for big brands to play by trying to please all (mainstream) media
outlets and give each a “fair share” of advertising space. This avoids any backlash for brands on mainstream media and with
the political parties behind some of these outlets.
• Media agencies have advanced software to help them better select the target audience, the geography and the timeline and
the objective of a campaign, in addition to a more accurate depiction of campaign results. One of these software solutions is
called Arianna, which is mainly used for TV advertising.
• Alternative media are not part of the media plan of big media agencies. They are considered too “political” and can jeopardise
the big brands’ image; even though they are totally independent from government parties and political parties in power, which
is not the case of many media outlets that are part of the media plan.
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• People interviewed seemed resistant or relayed resistance from their media agency or advertising agency to approach alternative independent media, because of either lack of trust in the business model, or for political reasons, mainly after the October
2019 revolution/protests in Lebanon.
• People interviewed from media agencies were never approached by an alternative independent media for advertising space
and have never approached an independent media themselves. So basically, the two sectors never truly sat together on the
same table.

Market Outlook
Facts and figures
(2019 - according to Arab Ad and main media agencies)
• Overall advertising expenditures in Media: USD 133 million
• Advertising expenditures in TV: USD 62 million
• Advertising expenditures in Billboards/Outdoor: USD 30 million
• Advertising expenditures in Online Media: USD 25 million
• Advertising expenditures in Print: USD 8 million
• Advertising expenditures in Radio: USD 7 million
• Advertising expenditures in Cinema: USD 1 million
It is estimated that these numbers dropped by 50% at least in 2020 for several reasons including but not limited to:
• The pandemic has halted the billboard expenditures quasi-totally since people are staying home.
• The marketing budget of brands and companies is the first budget to be affected in times of crisis, and thus reduced.
• Imported brands have a smaller presence in the market, and local brands are advertising more. But local brands pay in local
currency (totally devalued) and with smaller budgets.
• Some media outlets such as radios and printed versions of newspapers stopped.
• Most big campaigns were online campaigns, so the budget went directly to the big platforms (Facebook and Google).
Pierre Daher, the CEO of LBCI, a leading TV station in Lebanon, told the Guardian that their revenues dropped by 35% in the first
two quarters, and reached a drop of 80% at the end of the year 2020.
Taxes
• VAT is applied to all local clients (11%) on the media buy expenditure
• For offline media, there is the Advertising Association fee (3%). This fee was put in place three years ago. The association’s
main role is research to replace the lack of data in the country.
• The withholding tax is 7.5%. The withholding tax is a tax that a foreign supplier should pay if they make profit from the local
market.

6

Detailed Answers
The below answers are given by a manager of a big media agency, the director of an advertising agency in Lebanon which
represents the big advertisers’ brands, a creative director in an agency, and an employee in a media agency. We also got the
point of view of a smaller business/start-up that is not represented by these big media agencies.
1. How does your model work – what percentage are you charging on the campaigns – who do you charge? Just the business or
the media as well?
A few years back, we had a fixed fee: 17.5% (Advertising Agency Managing Director).
Today, as we are moving more and more into a “Media Neutral” approach in advertising, the model became more diverse and
more flexible.
We can have either:
- Retainer fees, a yearly or monthly contract to take care of all advertising booking for a client during this period of time.
- Commission-based fees depending on the deliverable, between 3 and 5% (for offline traditional media booking) and between
5 and 7% for digital media.
2. What type of advertising campaigns are you running?
Today many factors are interfering in the choice of campaigns, mainly budgets.
To have a good presence on TV for example, a brand needs to spend between USD 150K-200K to guarantee a good exposure for
a period of one month.
We are more and more shifting towards digital campaigns as offline media are becoming increasingly expensive for clients.
Today, we are facing a huge hurdle because of the devaluation of our local currency and the impossibility to pay in US dollars.
This is mainly present in online advertising (Facebook, Google) where clients are still paying us in Lebanese pounds, and we
need to pay in dollars for any foreign transaction. Lately, we have decided to take a stance and refuse to advertise on international
platforms if the client cannot pay in dollars. This is a hidden opportunity for local, independent online platforms to improve
their ad spaces and their media proposals.
3. How much do clients usually spend on advertising/what percentage of revenue?
There is a recognisable number in Marketing 101: around 6% of a company’s budget should go on marketing and advertising.
However, in an ever-changing marketing world, the media agency gives recommendations to the client based on the yearly
objective, the target audience, the KPIs, etc.
It also depends on the communication strategy, and whether it is a new brand being launched, or a well-established brand, so
it can vary.
What is important to note is that usually the first section of the budget of a company to be affected in times of crisis is the one
dedicated to marketing and advertising.
4. What are your target populations (old, young, educated, income, geographic location)? Where do you get this information? Is
there enough of it – do you trust it?
Media and advertising agencies often define the target audience of a brand or a campaign in cooperation with the brand itself.
Today, software solutions and platforms usually owned or used by media agencies can determine a specific audience and make
sure it is well targeted.
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For TV for example, the software Arianna allows the media agency to select the target audience, depending on the metrics, then
select the TV stations, select the time period. We get a forecast file (from IPSOS for example) that shows you the rating of the
programs. We select the period and the programs where we want to run the ad. The type of programs is often determined by the
identity of the brand. We then get the Growth Rating Point (GRP) that predicts the results of the campaign. The evaluation of the
campaign once it is done is also provided by Arianna.
For online campaigns, the software solutions are very developed and most use AI to procure data and learnings as we go. Some
of these commonly are Crimson Hexagon, Social Tools and of course Facebook Insights.
5. Do you advertise in independent media?
No. Independent media in Lebanon are “political” and brands do not want to be associated with politics. They are too “prorevolution.” And for a brand, this means a direct labelling of the brand and a loss of good contacts with traditional media, some
of which are directly linked to the traditional parties in power. They are also mostly social media pages and not real media outlets
with advertising space.

6. Do independent media ever approach you for direct sales?
No. Our assumption is either that they do not have an advertising space because they are usually social media platforms, and
we do not advertise on pages but directly on the feed on a social media platform, so we deal with Facebook directly. Or they are
simply out-of-date when it comes to marketing and advertising and lack this expertise.
7. Have you rejected independent media because they are too weak/not professional – they don’t give professional feedback on
advertising campaigns so no proof of “ROI – return on investment”?
We never met with independent media for advertising opportunities. They were never part of our media plan and they never
approached us in that sense.
But we might have rejected them if they approached us if we think their identity does not fit our client’s brand identity.
8. Are there any barriers for independent media in the market? If yes, what are they? Are there any cartels in the market?
Main barriers:
- Their image of a young, inexperienced platform in a market where most media have been around for decades.
- Their political identity and their opposition stance.
And there are big institutions that have been “handling” the media booking for a long time.
9. Do the independent media have any weaknesses that are preventing them from getting a better share of advertising?
We have no clear ways of reaching out to them for advertising. A lot of them seem anonymous, which gives us a lack of trust.
“It feels weird to send an Instagram message to a media outlet I want to advertise on.”
They seem “out-of-fashion” when it comes to the advertising market. As creativity is evolving, we need media platforms that
offer advertising solutions not only space.
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10. Is there any political pressure in the market? If yes, how is it being applied?
Big brands like telecom and banks feel an “obligation” to buy advertising space in most big media channels to keep everyone
“happy”. Keep in mind that both banks and telecom are closely linked to government whether contractually (for telecom) or
through the shareholders (banks).
11. Who do you have in your “packages” of media – can you describe who you are selling (whose advertising space) and how?
Who are you selling to?
Media agencies mostly deal with a media representation group that has a “bouquet” of media.
The leading TV stations are represented by media groups for advertising bookings or make the media booking in-house such as
MTV and OTV.
LBCI: Choueiry Group. Choueiry is the leading media representative group in Lebanon. In addition to TV, they represent radio
stations such as Light FM, Mix FM and Virgin radio. They also represent several publications and newspapers.
Al Jadeed TV is represented by Al media group and NBN by Snap Media.

Start-up Answers
1. Where does most of your advertising spending go?
Facebook and Instagram sponsored content/ads.
2. Do you advertise in traditional media? (TV, Billboards, Radio…)
We tried it once in a local newspaper. We had zero ROI. It’s also very expensive for us.
3. Do you advertise in alternative independent media? And why?
No. We never really thought of it or that it was possible. We never saw the opportunity or see them as a media space.
We don’t know their reach. Never saw their rate card. It’s not common. We don’t mind though if it makes sense for our business.
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Recommendations
• Independent media platforms need to develop an internal business model to welcome opportunities of advertisement within
their marketing strategy.
• There is a need to address the reluctance of some independent media platforms to use advertising as a sustainable business
mechanism, through awareness and professional expertise.
• There is an advertising market of new and smaller companies that would be willing to advertise in independent media away
from “political” pressure.
• There is a need to create an independent body to regulate the advertising and media opportunities for the alternative
independent media and get them on the right track for such a sustainable model.
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