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Research Method 
The survey was conducted online within the United States for TVFreedom.org by Harris Poll from 
December 28-30, 2015 among 2,047 adults ages 18+, of whom, 1,536 subscribe to pay TV. 

 

Results were weighted for age within gender, region, race/ethnicity, income, and education where 
necessary to align them with their actual proportions in the population. Propensity score weighting was 
also used to adjust for respondents’ propensity to be online. 

 
All sample surveys and polls, whether or not they use probability sampling, are subject to multiple 
sources of error which are most often not possible to quantify or estimate, including sampling error, 
coverage error, error associated with nonresponse, error associated with question wording and 
response options, and post-survey weighting and adjustments. Therefore, Harris Poll avoids the words 
“margin of error” as they are misleading. All that can be calculated are different possible sampling errors 
with different probabilities for pure, unweighted, random samples with 100% response rates. These are 
only theoretical because no published polls come close to this ideal. 

 

Respondents for this survey were selected from among those who have agreed to participate in Harris 
Poll surveys. The data have been weighted to reflect the composition of U.S. adults. Because the sample 
is based on those who agreed to participate in the Harris Poll panel, no estimates of theoretical sampling 
error can be calculated. 

 
 

 

A Note about Reading the Report 
The percentage of respondents has been included for each item. 

o An asterisk (*) signifies a value of less than one-half percent. 
o A dash represents a value of zero. 
o Percentages may not always add up to 100% because of computer rounding or the 

acceptance of multiple responses. 
 

For the purposes of this summary, adults refers to U.S. adults aged 18+ 

PAY TV SURVEY: Research Method and Note about the Report 
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Pay-TV Is Still Widespread, Trumping Other Options 
 

In 2015, pay-TV was a fairly pervasive entertainment option across America. While not universal, 
more than three-quarters of U.S. adults currently subscribe to a pay-TV service. Far fewer use a 
streaming or online service. Pay-TV subscribership is especially high among older adults ages 55+, 
men, Southerners & Northeasterners (over Midwesterners and Westerners), while streaming is a 
more popular alternative among younger adults, parents, students, those living outside the 
Northeast, and more affluent and college-educated adults, even breaking a majority for those under 
35 and those with more than $100K in income. 

 More than 3 in 4 U.S. adults (77%) currently subscribe to pay-TV (cable or satellite) including: 
o Cable (51%) 
o Satellite (29%) 

 Almost 4 in 10 U.S. adults (38%) currently subscribe to a streaming or online service. 
 

 

But – The Experience Can Be Frustrating 
 

General sentiment about the pay-TV experience ranges from neutral to negative; in fact, less than 4 in 
10 adults characterize providers in a positive light. Rather, the majority of subscribers have at least 
one criticism or complaint about their service, ranging from price to quality to support, and most (of 
those who have access to streaming) prefer their streaming or online service over pay-TV. About one- 
quarter of subscribers have personally had an unacceptable customer service experience in the recent 
past, and about 3 in 5 (60%) are even more highly critical, using descriptors like greedy, unpleasant 
and heartless. 
Roughly 2 in 5 (39%) provide any compliments, calling their pay-TV service innovative and suitable for 
their needs. Notably, younger subscribers are more likely to offer praise but are simultaneously more 
likely to prefer streaming. 

 About 3 in 5 (60%) use adjectives like greedy (52%), unpleasant (22%) or heartless (18%). 
 Approximately 2 in 5 U.S. adults (39%), especially streamers and satellite users, describe pay- 

TV providers positively – as convenient (26%); innovative (13%); or suitable (13%). 
 Only about 1 in 4 subscribers (24%) have no complaints about their pay-TV service. 

o Cable users are most likely to have no complaints (25% vs. 19% of satellite TV 
subscribers and 17% of streamers). 

 More than 1 in 4 subscribers (26%) have had an unsatisfactory customer service experience with 
their pay-TV provider in the past two years. 

o In fact, 13% (in particular cable users) say that customer service is their biggest 
complaint in accessing pay-TV. 

 About 3 in 4 streaming/online subscribers (76%), especially the youngest cohort, prefer to watch 
streaming or online TV (e.g., Hulu, Netflix, Amazon Prime) rather than pay-TV. 

  

Pay TV Survey: Key Findings 

BACKGROUND 

OVERALL EXPERIENCE 
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But – The Service Can Be Unreliable 
 

The majority of pay-TV subscribers believe that providers prioritize their own profits over service 
quality. In the recent past, service has been disrupted and inconsistent for most subscribers, though 
generally less so for cable users. Over the past two years, about two-thirds have lost service 
altogether at some point (due to weather, or system and equipment malfunctions). For about 1 in 5, 
this service quality (or lack thereof) has become their biggest criticism of the pay-TV experience, 
especially in the South (and to some extent the Midwest) than in other regions. And, nearly everyone 
agrees that ideally in the event of an outage, the provider should offer some kind of rebate on the 
monthly bill. 

 Over three-quarters of U.S. adults (77%) believe pay-TV providers place greater importance on 
profits than service quality. 

o Men and those with higher income and education are especially cynical about the 
priority placed on profits. 

 About 2 in 3 subscribers (66%) have lost TV service in the past two years due to: bad weather 
(52%); system failure (32%); and faulty equipment (27%). 

o Cable users appear less likely to have lost service. 
o And those in regions outside of the Northeast (especially the South and the Midwest) 

appear more likely to have lost service. 
 For 17% of subscribers, poor service or connection quality (e.g., loss of signal, interrupted 

programming) is their biggest complaint about their pay-TV service. 
o Streamers and satellite users are especially frustrated by service and connection quality, 

as are those in the South. 

 The vast majority of subscribers (92%) feel if there is a pay-TV outage (e.g., system failure, faulty 
equipment, bad weather), the pay-TV service provider should provide a rebate for their monthly 
bill. 

QUALITY 
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But – The Cost Can Be Prohibitively Expensive 
 

Nearly 1 in 2 Americans portray pay-TV providers as greedy businesspeople, who are making the 
experience relatively unaffordable. Nearly everyone says that pay-TV services are more expensive 
than they should be – and most feel that DVR/cable box rental fees are too high. For about 1 in 5 
subscribers, their biggest complaint, not including price, are equipment rental fees or equipment.  
Notably, streamers are most likely to emphasize the price burden of pay-TV. And, most (especially 
streamers and satellite users) do not appreciate the trade-off on bundling services (such as phone, 
Internet, television) to get a discounted price. But, for nearly half of subscribers, there isn’t anywhere 
else to turn as there are no affordable competitive options in their area, and even when they have 
wanted to switch, about 1 in 4 subscribers have been dissuaded by the early termination fees in their 
pay-TV contract. 

 
 Nearly 9 in 10 U.S. adults (86%), especially the older cohorts, feel pay-TV services cost too much. 

And, about half (52%) describe pay-TV service providers as “greedy.” 
o Notably, streamers are more likely than cable users to emphasize pay-TV as too 

expensive but both groups are more likely than satellite users to call out providers as 
being “greedy.” 

 About 8 in 10 U.S. adults (79%), in particular streamers, say DVR/Cable box rental fees are too 
high. 

o About three-quarters of subscribers (74%) say they personally pay too much for their 
DVR/cable box rental fees. Again, streamers feel the most strongly about the box 
expense, followed by satellite users and then cable users. 

 For 27% of subscribers (most of all in the Midwest), fees are their biggest complaint about their 
pay-TV service such as equipment rental (21%). Notably, local broadcast TV fees barely 
registered as a consumer concern (7%). 

 90% of subscribers, especially streamers and satellite users, think they should not need a 
bundled telephone/Internet/television service to get the lowest price on television service. 

 Around half of subscribers (49%) do not think they have affordable, competitive choices of pay-
TV providers in their area. 

o And among those who have had a pay-TV contract, more than 1 in 3 (34%) say the 
contract has discouraged them from switching to another pay-TV provider because of 
excessive “early termination fees.” 

o Notably younger adults ages 18-34 are more likely to feel affordable choices exist but 
are more likely to have reconsidered switching due to early termination fees. 

o Those with higher income and education are also more likely to have been turned off 
from switching due to the associated fees. 

VALUE 
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But – The Billing Can Be Convoluted 
 

Nearly everyone believes that in theory, pay-TV contracts and fees should be easy-to-understand. But 
clarity on billing isn’t the reality for about one-third of subscribers, who appear to have at least some 
difficulty understanding what they are paying for. About one-fifth have been mistakenly overcharged 
in the recent past by their provider. And currently for a smaller proportion (about 1 in 10), billing 
complexity remains their greatest complaint about their service. Streamers generally seem to have 
more problems with their billing than other groups. 

 

 More than 9 in 10 subscribers (94%) believe pay-TV providers should be required to make fees 
easy to understand. 

o But, about 1 in 3 (33%), especially cable users and streamers, do not feel the charges 
and fees on their current pay-TV bill(s) are easy to understand. 

o Younger adults appear to feel most comfortable understanding the fees on their bills. 
 Almost 1 in 5 subscribers (18%) have been mistakenly overcharged by their pay-TV 

provider in the past two years. 

 For 10%, complicated billing is their biggest complaint about their pay-TV service. 
o Billing is emphasized more heavily as a concern for streamers and satellite users, as well 

as adults who live in the Western U.S. 

BILLING 
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BASE:    U.S. RESPONDENTS 
Q1605 Which of the following TV services, if any, do you currently subscribe to? Please select all that 
apply. 

 
 Total 

n= 2,047 

Any (Net) 91% 

Subscribe To Pay-TV (Sub-Net) 77% 

Cable (e.g., Time Warner, AT&T U-Verse, Verizon FiOS) 51% 

Satellite (e.g., DirecTV, Dish Network) 29% 

Streaming/Online (e.g., Hulu, Netflix, Amazon Prime) 38% 

Premium cable channels (e.g., HBO, Showtime, ESPN RedZone) 21% 

Other 3% 

None 9% 
 
 

BASE:    SUBSCRIBE TO PAY-TV 
Q1610 You indicated you subscribe to cable TV service/satellite TV service/cable TV and satellite 
services. For this question and those ahead, we will refer to these services as "pay-TV". Please only think 
about the cable TV service/satellite TV service/cable TV and satellite services you subscribe to when 
answering these questions – please do not think of any streaming or online service (e.g., Hulu, Netflix, 
Amazon Prime). 
How much do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements about your pay-TV 
service(s)? 

 
SUMMARY OF STRONGLY/SOMEWHAT AGREE 

 Total 

n= 1,536 

Pay-TV providers should be required to make fees easy to understand. 94% 
If there is a pay-TV outage (e.g., system failure, faulty equipment, bad 
weather), the pay-TV service provider should provide a rebate for my 
monthly bill. 

 

92% 

You should not need a bundled telephone/Internet/television service to get 
the lowest price on television service. 

90% 

I pay too much for my DVR/cable box rental fees. 74% 

The charges and fees on my pay-TV bill(s) are easy to understand. 67% 

I have affordable, competitive choices of pay-TV providers in my area. 51% 

SURVEY DATA 
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SUMMARY OF STRONGLY/SOMEWHAT DISAGREE 

 

 

 Total 
n= 1,536 

I have affordable, competitive choices of pay-TV providers in my area. 49% 

The charges and fees on my pay-TV bill(s) are easy to understand. 33% 

I pay too much for my DVR/cable box rental fees. 13% 
You should not need a bundled telephone/Internet/television service to get 
the lowest price on television service. 

10% 

If there is a pay-TV outage (e.g., system failure, faulty equipment, bad 
weather), the pay-TV service provider should provide a rebate for my 
monthly bill. 

 

8% 

Pay-TV providers should be required to make fees easy to understand. 6% 
 
 

BASE:    SUBSCRIBE TO PAY-TV 
Q1610 You indicated you subscribe to cable TV service/satellite TV service/cable TV and satellite 
services. For this question and those ahead, we will refer to these services as "pay-TV". Please only think 
about the cable TV service/satellite TV service/cable TV and satellite services you subscribe to when 
answering these questions – please do not think of any streaming or online service (e.g., Hulu, Netflix, 
Amazon Prime). 
How much do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements about your pay-TV 
service(s)? 

 
I pay too much for my DVR/cable box rental fees. 

 Total 

n= 1,536 

Applicable (Net) 87% 

Strongly/Somewhat Agree (Sub-Net) 74% 

Strongly agree 47% 

Somewhat agree 27% 

Strongly/Somewhat Disagree (Sub-Net) 13% 

Somewhat disagree 8% 

Strongly disagree 5% 

Not applicable 13% 
 

If there is a pay-TV outage (e.g., system failure, faulty equipment, bad weather), the pay-TV service 
provider should provide a rebate for my monthly bill. 

 Total 

n= 1,536 

Strongly/Somewhat Agree (Net) 92% 

Strongly agree 67% 
Somewhat agree 24% 

Strongly/Somewhat Disagree (Net) 8% 

Somewhat disagree 5% 

Strongly disagree 3% 



The charges and fees on my pay-TV bill(s) are easy to understand. 
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 Total 
n= 1,536 

Strongly/Somewhat Agree (Net) 67% 

Strongly agree 26% 

Somewhat agree 41% 

Strongly/Somewhat Disagree (Net) 33% 
Somewhat disagree 21% 

Strongly disagree 12% 
 

Pay-TV providers should be required to make fees easy to understand. 
 Total 

n= 1,536 

Strongly/Somewhat Agree (Net) 94% 

Strongly agree 70% 

Somewhat agree 24% 

Strongly/Somewhat Disagree (Net) 6% 

Somewhat disagree 3% 

Strongly disagree 3% 
 

I have affordable, competitive choices of pay-TV providers in my area. 
 Total 

n= 1,536 

Strongly/Somewhat Agree (Net) 51% 

Strongly agree 18% 

Somewhat agree 33% 

Strongly/Somewhat Disagree (Net) 49% 

Somewhat disagree 26% 

Strongly disagree 23% 
 

You should not need a bundled telephone/Internet/television service to get the lowest price on 
television service. 

 Total 

n= 1,536 

Strongly/Somewhat Agree (Net) 90% 

Strongly agree 69% 

Somewhat agree 21% 

Strongly/Somewhat Disagree (Net) 10% 

Somewhat disagree 6% 

Strongly disagree 45 
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BASE:    SUBSCRIBE TO PAY-TV 
Q1615  Have any of the following happened to you in the past two years? Please select all that apply. 

 

 Total 

n= 1,536 

Any Listed (Net) 72% 

Lost TV Service (Sub-Net) 66% 
Lost TV service due to bad weather 52% 

Lost TV service due to a system failure 32% 

Lost TV service due to faulty equipment 27% 

Had an unsatisfactory customer service experience with my pay-TV provider 26% 

Been mistakenly overcharged by my pay-TV provider 18% 

None of these 28% 
 
 

BASE:    SUBSCRIBE TO PAY-TV/ EVER HAD CONTRACT WITH PAY TV PROVIDER 
Q1620 Has a pay-TV contract ever discouraged you from switching to another pay-TV provider because 
of excessive "early termination fees"? 

 

 Total Ever Had Contract 
With Pay-TV 

Provider 

n= 1,536 1,243 

Ever Had Contract With Pay TV Provider (Net) 83% - 

Yes 28% 34% 

No 54% 66% 

N/A - I never had a contract with a pay-TV provider. 17% - 
 
 

BASE:    SUBSCRIBE TO PAY-TV 
Q1625 Other than price, which of the following, if any, is your biggest complaint about your pay-TV 
service? 

 

 Total 

n= 1,536 

Any Complaints (Net) 76% 

Fees (Sub-Net) 27% 

Equipment rental fees 21% 

Local broadcast TV fees 7% 
Poor service/connection quality (e.g., loss of signal, interrupted 
programming) 

17% 

Poor customer service 13% 

Complicated billing 10% 

Other 10% 

None 24% 
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BASE: ALL RESPONDENTS (VARIABLE BASES) 
Q1630 How much do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements? For statements that 
refer to "pay-TV", we mean services such as cable (e.g., Time Warner, AT&T U-Verse, Verizon FiOS) or 
satellite (e.g., DirecTV, Dish Network) TV. Please do not think of streaming services when answering 
about pay-TV. 

 

SUMMARY OF STRONGLY/SOMEWHAT AGREE 

 Total 

In general, pay-TV services cost too much. 86% 

DVR/Cable box rental fees are too high. 79% 

Pay-TV providers place greater importance on profits than quality service. 77% 
I prefer to watch streaming or online TV (e.g., Hulu, Netflix, Amazon Prime) 
instead of pay-TV services. 

76% 

 

SUMMARY OF STRONGLY/SOMEWHAT DISAGREE 

 Total 
I prefer to watch streaming or online TV (e.g., Hulu, Netflix, Amazon Prime) 
instead of pay-TV services. 

19% 

Pay-TV providers place greater importance on profits than quality service. 11% 

DVR/Cable box rental fees are too high. 9% 

In general, pay-TV services cost too much. 8% 
 

BASE:    ALL RESPONDENTS 
Q1630_1 How much do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements? 

 

In general, pay-TV services cost too much. 

 Total 

n= 2,047 

Strongly/Somewhat Agree (Sub-Net) 86% 

Strongly agree 61% 

Somewhat agree 25% 

Strongly/Somewhat Disagree (Sub-Net) 8% 

Somewhat disagree 4% 

Strongly disagree 4% 

Not sure 6% 
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BASE:    ALL RESPONDENTS 

 

 

Q1630_2 How much do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements? 
 

Pay-TV providers place greater importance on profits than quality service. 

 Total 

n= 2,047 

Strongly/Somewhat Agree (Sub-Net) 77% 
Strongly agree 47% 

Somewhat agree 30% 

Strongly/Somewhat Disagree (Sub-Net) 11% 

Somewhat disagree 7% 

Strongly disagree 4% 

Not sure 12% 
 
 

BASE:    ALL RESPONDENTS 
Q1630_3 How much do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements? 

 
DVR/Cable box rental fees are too high. 

 Total 

n= 2,047 

Strongly/Somewhat Agree (Sub-Net) 79% 

Strongly agree 53% 

Somewhat agree 26% 
Strongly/Somewhat Disagree (Sub-Net) 9% 

Somewhat disagree 5% 

Strongly disagree 4% 
Not sure 12% 

 
 

BASE:    SUBSCRIBE TO STREAMING/ONLINE TV SERVICE 
Q1630_4 How much do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements? 

 
I prefer to watch streaming or online TV (e.g., Hulu, Netflix, Amazon Prime) instead of pay-TV services. 

 Total 

n= 694 

Strongly/Somewhat Agree (Sub-Net) 76% 

Strongly agree 48% 

Somewhat agree 28% 

Strongly/Somewhat Disagree (Sub-Net) 19% 

Somewhat disagree 13% 
Strongly disagree 6% 

Not sure 4% 
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BASE:    ALL RESPONDENTS 

 

 

Q1635 Which of the following adjectives, if any, would you say describe pay-TV service providers? 
Please select all that apply. 

 

 Total 
n= 2,047 

Any (Net) 85% 

Negative (Sub-Net) 60% 

Greedy 52% 

Unpleasant 22% 

Heartless 18% 

Positive (Sub-Net) 39% 

Convenient 26% 

Innovative 13% 

Suitable 13% 

None of these 15% 
 
 

 


