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TV Overnights

EastEnders beats Downton Abbey in Christmas ratings 
clash

26 December, 2011 | By Michael Rosser

The Christmas Day ratings battle between EastEnders and Downton Abbey was won by the BBC’s long-running 
soap.

Over the 9pm hour, when the two went head to head, BBC1’s EastEnders drew 9.92m (33.39%) while Downton 
Abbey pulled 8.43m (28.37%) across ITV1 and ITV1 HD.

EastEnders, which is building to an explosive climax and the exit of Albert Square stalwart Pam St Clement, 
peaked with 10.42m (34.78%) in the final five minutes at 9.55pm.

The long-running soap has now claimed the top spot in the hotly contested Christmas Day ratings for three 
consecutive years, but it could not match the 11.4m (43.2%) that watched last year’s festive special.

ITV provided stiff competition with popular period drama Downton Abbey.

The special episode, set over Christmas 1919, was seen by 8.13m (29.44%) from 9pm to 11pm across ITV1 and 
ITV1 HD.

It peaked with 8.9m (29.98%) in the five minutes from 9.05pm.

A further 433,300 (2.04%) watched on time-shifted ITV1+1, according to overnight Barb figures supplied by 
Attentional.

It could not match Downton’s previous best overnights of 10.5m (38.8%) for the final of the second series on 6 
November.

Christmas Day 2011: Top Ten

• 1. EastEnders: 9.92m
• 2. Coronation Street: 9.3m
• 3. Doctor Who: 8.92m
• 4. Downton Abbey: 8.56m
• 5. The Queen: 8.45m (BBC/ITV)
• 6. Strictly Come Dancing: 7.52m
• 7. Absolutely Fabulous: 7.43m
• 8. Emmerdale: 6.75m
• 9. The Gruffalo’s Child: 6.47m
• 10. Michael McIntyre… 6.45m

BBC1 claimed the largest share of viewing from 6pm to 10.30pm with an average audience of 30.29% (8.06m) 
although ITV1 came close with 28.28% (7.52m) inc HD – its best Christmas peak time viewing share in seven 
years.
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From 6am to 6pm, BBC1 claimed a share of 22.98% (2.61m) while ITV1 drew 15.57% (1.77m).

BBC1 kicked off primetime with animated children’s sequel The Gruffalo’s Child enchanting 6.47m (27.66%) 
from 6.30pm to 7pm.

It could not match the 8.79m (42.55%) that watched the original Gruffalo on Christmas Day 2009.

Doctor Who

Christmas ratings (overnights)

2011 2010 2009 2008 2007 2006

8.92m (34.2%) 10.34m (39.88%) 10.03m (42.22%) 11.71m (50.46%) 12.38m (50.71%) 8.73m (36.77%)

The Doctor Who Christmas special followed, generating 8.92m (34.2%) across the 7pm hour.

Although it proved to be the third highest-rating show of the day, it was the sci-fi drama’s lowest Christmas Day 
audience since 2006, when 8.73m viewers watched David Tennant as the Doctor alongside Catherine Tate.

ITV1 proved no match in the 7pm slot with the All Star Family Fortunes Christmas Special entertaining 
6.13m (23.5%) / 234k (0.85%) +1.

Strictly Come Dancing

Christmas ratings (overnights)

2011 2010 2009 2008 2007 2006

7.52m (27.35%) 9.5m (34.85%) 6.79m (27.9%) 8.45m (34.44%) 8.01m (31.88%) 7.46m (30.57%)

BBC1 then took to the floor with a festive Strictly Come Dancing, won by EastEnders actress Charlie Brooks.

The show waltzed off with 7.52m (27.35%) over the 8pm – 2m down on last year.

It was also trounced by ITV1 soap Coronation Street, which drew 9.03m (32.87%) / 268k (0.9%) +1.

Corrie was the day’s second highest-rated show, behind EastEnders.

It also provided ITV with its biggest peak audience of Christmas Day as 9.85m (34.94%) watched in the five 
minutes from 8.50pm.

After EastEnders, at 10pm, BBC1 comedy Absolutely Fabulous returned following a six-year absence for the 
first of three special episodes.

It pulled 7.43m (27.48%) from 10pm to 10.30pm, beaten by Downton Abbey that was being watched by 8.04m 
(29.76%) at the time.

Michael McIntyre’s Christmas Comedy Roadshow followed, amusing 6.45m (29.2%) from 10.30pm to 
11.30pm

TOTP / Xmas Messages

Earlier in the day, the annual return of Top of the Pops entertained 3.93m (28.09%) across the 2pm hour – a 
fraction below last year’s viewers but slightly up in terms of share.

The Queen’s speech followed at 3pm and addressed 6.29m (37.3%) on BBC1, while the simulcast on ITV1 
drew 2.15m (12.8%) / 196k (1.2%) +1.

The BBC2 repeat at 5.50pm was seen by another 2.1m (10%).
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Tweet 8

Channel 4 pulled the biggest audience for its Alternative Christmas Message in recent years.

It was the first time the broadcaster had opted to broadcast two messages since first launching the alternative 
in 1993.

The first at 1.55pm, with stars of its diversity programmes including acid attack victim Katie Piper, drew 804k 
(6.2%) / 73k (0.5%) +1.

This could not quite match the 810k that watched a veiled British Muslim deliver the message in 2006.

However, the second address at 4.15pm, delivered by the headteacher and deputy from the school featured in 
C4’s Educating Essex, drew a bigger audience of 892k (5.26%) / 110k (0.6%).

Later in the evening on C4, across the 9pm hour, Alan Carr: Chatty Man Christmas Special pulled 1.47m 
(4.95%) / 275k (1.1%) +1.

It could not match the 1.93m (9.05%) that watched Carr’s festive special on 20 December last year.

BBC2 / Channel 5

BBC2 aired doc Darcey Bussell Dances Hollywood from 6.30pm to 8pm and drew 1.49m (5.9%) / 33k 
(0.1%) BBC HD.

A comedy double bill followed with Blackadder the Third amusing 1.67m (6.1%) and 1.79m (6.4%) 
respectively over the 8pm hour.

A look back at The Toys that Made Christmas from 9pm to 10.30pm reminisced with 1.47m (5.1%) / 63k 
(0.2%) BBC HD.

Channel 5 aired romantic film The Christmas Card from 7.25pm and drew 470k (1.7%) / 20k (0.1%) +1.

A repeat of Eddie Stobart’s Christmas Delivery followed across the 9pm hour with 640k (2.1%) / 103k 
(0.4%) +1.

Britain’s Favourite Christmas Songs occupied the rest of the night, from 10pm to 1am, with 470k (2.7%).

Viewing share (6pm-10.30pm)

• BBC1: 30.29% (8.06m)
• BBC2: 6.02% (1.6m)
• ITV1: 28.28% (7.52m)
• C4: 5.53% (1.47m)
• C5: 2.16% (575k)
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