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Introduction: COVID-19 is Driving 
Change in the Pay-TV Market 



In 2020, the COVID-19 global health pandemic dramatically transformed how we live. Lockdowns, 

quarantines, and travel restrictions kept people home like never before. According to Gartner1, 88% of 

organizations worldwide made it mandatory or encouraged their employees to work from home after 

COVID-19 was declared a pandemic. Remote learning also increased, with an estimated 52% of students in 

the U.S. attending school virtually in the fall of 2020.2 As people spent more time at home, they increasingly 

relied upon high-speed broadband services for connectivity and video for news and entertainment purposes.

Beyond boosting broadband and video consumption, the pandemic created some tectonic shifts in the 

pay-TV industry. Cord cutting accelerated during the COVID-19 pandemic, with eMarketer projecting over 

6 million U.S. households unsubscribing from their pay-TV service in 2020. In effect, that brought the total 

number of cord-cutter households to 31.2 million.3 The pandemic has also driven up OTT subscriptions to 

VOD and AVOD services. In Q1 2020 Netflix reportedly saw an increase of 15.77 million subscribers, the 

company’s biggest quarter ever in terms of viewership growth.4 

As a leading provider of technology solutions to pay-TV operators, WISI has a unique understanding of the 

evolutions happening and how these trends are shaping the future of the market. This paper will provide 

a high-level snapshot of the North American pay-TV environment, with insights into how operators have 

performed over the last 12 months, identifying changes in subscribers’ viewing habits as well as technology 

drivers. We’ll conclude with a look ahead at what technology trends are emerging, how subscribers’ 

requirements will change the future of pay-TV, and identify strategies that will enable operators to stay 

relevant and competitive.

1 https://review42.com/remote-work-statistics/
2 https://www.cnbc.com/2020/08/11/half-of-us-elementary-and-high-school-students-will-study-virtually-only-this-fall-study-shows.html
3 https://techcrunch.com/2020/09/21/pandemic-accelerated-cord-cutting-making-2020-the-worst-ever-year-for-pay-tv/
4 https://videomind.com/report-covid-19-pandemic-driving-global-ott-market-to-55-cagr-in-2020/
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Glossary

• ABR (adaptive bit rate): ABR streaming enables operators to 
dynamically adjust the compression level and video quality of a 
stream based on bandwidth availability.

• AVOD (ad-based video on demand): AVOD services are based 
on an advertising revenue model and are free to consumers.

• BYOD (Bring Your Own Device): BYOD allows consumers to use 
their own connected device (i.e., smartphone, tablet, smart TV) 
to stream video instead of paying to rent customer premises 
equipment.

• Cable TV: Traditional cable TV services are distributed by coaxial 
or fiber -optic cables.

• FTTH (fiber to the home): FTTH leverages fiber-optic cable to 
deliver broadband internet connections from a central location 
directly to the home.

• HEVC (High Efficiency Video Coding): HEVC is a video 
compression standard developed by ITU and ISO, offering 
higher compression efficiency than previous standards.

• IPTV (Internet protocol television): IPTV services are delivered 
securely and reliably within a managed IP network.

• SVOD (subscription video on demand): A streaming service that 
consumers must subscribe to for access to a library of content. 

• Pay-TV: Any type of paid video service, including cable, satellite, 
IPTV, and OTT.

• OTT (over the top): A streaming service delivered over the top 
of networks via a high-speed internet connection and advanced 
ABR technologies. OTT services include SVOD and AVOD

• Multiscreen: Multiscreen video is delivered by pay-TV operators 
and content providers over IP networks in multiple formats, bit 
rates, and resolutions to connected devices.

• MVPD (multichannel video programming distributor): Any 
type of distributor that provides multiple channels of video 
programming, including cable and satellite operators.

• MVNO (mobile virtual network operator): A wireless 
communications services provider that does not own its wireless 
network infrastructure.

• SRT (Secure Reliable Transport): An open source video transport 
protocol and technology stack that optimizes video streaming 
performance across unpredictable networks. 

• vMVPD: An OTT service that provides viewers with content from 
broadcast and cable networks as well as streaming providers.



The Impacts of COVID-19 on North American 
Pay-TV Operators



While overall video viewing was up during the COVID-19 pandemic, the conventional pay-TV business 

model was put to the test. The North American pay-TV market experienced some of the most significant 

declines in television subscriptions ever during 2020, fueled in part by the absence of live sports and soaring 

unemployment rates. For reference, the U.S. unemployment rate shot up from 3.8% in February 2020 to 13% in 

May of 2020.5 This section of the paper will examine how operators were affected by the COVID-19 pandemic, 

including whether they gained or lost subscribers, as well as areas where they realized growth.

Where Operators Saw Declines 

Cord cutting intensifies

Churn has been a longtime problem for pay-TV operators, but 2020 may have sparked a tipping point. After the 

pandemic started, traditional cable and satellite TV providers lost 1.8 million pay-TV subscribers in Q1, for an 

overall 7.6% decline, according to MoffettNathanson.6 

5 https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/06/11/unemployment-rose-higher-in-three-months-of-covid-19-than-it-did-in-two-years-of-the-
great-recession/

6 https://variety.com/2020/digital/news/cord-cutting-explodes-q1-pay-tv-worst-losses-1234601796/

Pay-TV  
Subscription  
trends

https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/06/11/unemployment-rose-higher-in-three-months-of-covid-1
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/06/11/unemployment-rose-higher-in-three-months-of-covid-1
https://variety.com/2020/digital/news/cord-cutting-explodes-q1-pay-tv-worst-losses-1234601796/


Pay-TV operators that were able to hang onto subscribers in 2020 had to lower their pricing and bundle 

broadband service with direct-to-consumer and OTT channels7. Global revenues for the pay-TV market are 

declining, with multichannel video service revenues dropping an estimated 4% by the end of 2020, year-over-

year.8 

Traditional TV advertising declines

Beyond subscriptions, advertising is a major source of pay-TV 

operator revenue. In March 2020, eMarketer forecasted a 2% 

increase in U.S. TV ad spending for the year. However, those figures 

were later revised due to issues stemming from the COVID-19 

pandemic, including the cancellation of the 2020 Summer Olympics, 

the postponement of live sporting events, and an increase in cord cutting. As of October 2020, U.S. TV ad 

spending was expected to decline by 15% in 2020, reaching $60 billion, down from $70.59 billion in 2019, 

despite a minor boost in ad sales related to the presidential election.9 

The outlook for the future of pay-TV advertising isn’t optimistic. TV ad sales are projected to fall $14 billion (or 

23%) by 2024.10 However, Bloomberg Intelligence predicts online video ad sales will grow, with an expected 

increase of 10.8% by the end of 2020.

7 Frost & Sullivan, “Global Pay TV Video Encoders Market, Forecast to 2025”
8 https://www.spglobal.com/marketintelligence/en/news-insights/blog/global-pay-tv-penetration-to-peak-in-2020-at-60-7-revenues-continue-de-

clining
9 https://www.emarketer.com/content/us-tv-ad-spend-will-decrease-by-15-percent-in-2020
10 https://www.bloomberg.com/news/newsletters/2020-08-23/the-tv-industry-will-never-recover-from-the-coronavirus

42% percent of consumers that canceled their 
cable or satellite service cited the lack of live 
sports as their reason
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Subscribers drop due to loss of live sports 

Live sports events came to a standstill during the pandemic. The impact was significant for TV networks with 

billions of dollars invested in broadcasting rights. 

For example, in Q2 of 2020, TNT had to postpone televising dozens of NBA post-season games, resulting in a 

63% drop in primetime audience viewing, to 753,000. For comparison, TNT averaged 2.5 million primetime 

viewers in May 2019.11 

The shutdown of live sports had an ancillary effect on the pay-TV market. In May 2020, Morning Consult found 

that 39% of those consumers considering canceling cable, satellite or vMVPD subscriptions cited the sports 

shutdown as their reason.12 

Among those who had already canceled cable or satellite service over the prior three months, 42% percent 

cited the lack of live sports.

Live sports is a key reason why many pay-TV subscribers keep their packages. Sports fans subscribe to cable and 

satellite television service at a significantly higher rate than average adults and non-sports fans. 

There was certainly a financial incentive for pay-TV operators to bring live sports back to television. Analysts 

predicted that the return of live sports to television would lead to an increase in pay-TV subscribers in the 

second half of 2020, including by cord-nevers, and a higher subscriber churn rate for streaming.13 

11 https://www.forbes.com/sites/bradadgate/2020/06/08/the-impact-of-corona-
virus-on-cable-tv-is-mixed/?sh=4875fee62fda

12 https://morningconsult.com/2020/05/21/lack-of-live-sports-likely-accelerating-
pay-tv-subscriber-losses-amid-pandemic/

13 https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/news/live-sports-will-set-record-tv-ratings-
attract-pay-tv-subs-analyst-1303743

https://www.forbes.com/sites/bradadgate/2020/06/08/the-impact-of-coronavirus-on-cable-tv-is-mixed/?s
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Where Operators Saw Growth

Broadband revenues climb

Despite experiencing revenue declines from cord cutting and churn, many operators saw a 

boost in revenue on the broadband side of their business. During the COVID-19 pandemic, 

people have been increasingly relying on high-speed broadband for remote work and school. 

Data use on wireline networks was 47% greater in March 2020 than the year prior. Furthermore, 

the NCTA reported that data use among cable modem service customers increased by 38% 

between March and late October 2020.14 

North American operators Comcast, Charter and Altice all reported an increase in broadband 

subscribers during their first quarter 2020. In Q3 2020, leading providers added 1.53 million 

subscribers, which at that point in time represented the U.S. wireline broadband industry’s best 

growth since Q1 2009.15 

Consumers are not just using broadband more, many have upgraded their internet offerings 

to a higher speed. A report from WhistleOut found that the average internet speed in the U.S. 

increased from 84.9 Mbps to 94.6 Mbps during the pandemic. One of the reasons was due to 

consumers upgrading their internet and testing new connections.16 

14   https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-anal-
ysis/articles/2020/11/30/how-much-broadband-
speed-do-americans-need

15   https://www.nexttv.com/news/wireline-broad-
band-just-had-its-biggest-growth-quarter-in-over-
10-years

16   https://www.techrepublic.com/article/86-of-us-
states-increased-internet-speeds-during-covid-19-
lockdown/

https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/articles/2020/11/30/how-much-broadband-speed-do-a
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SVOD viewing increases

The COVID-19 pandemic has reinforced some already existing viewing habits, such as 

SVOD. 

While pay-TV revenues are expected to continue to decline, SVOD is trending upwards. 

People are spending more time at home during the pandemic, and they are naturally 

watching more video. All across the board, SVOD services are experiencing an uptick 

in hours watched, as they offer a wider variety and overall higher volume of content 

compared with primetime TV.

Nielsen found that overall TV viewing is up 20% during the pandemic, a stat that pales 

in comparison to the hike in SVOD consumption. HBO Now is up 40%, and according 

to Antenna, the seven largest SVOD services (excluding Amazon Prime Video) saw 

an average 75% increase in daily signups. During the first week of the shutdown, 

Disney+ had a 225% rise in subscriptions. OTT service providers are not the only ones 

benefitting from this trend. Traditional pay-TV operators are also gaining on-demand 

audiences. According to Comcast, searches for “free movies” are up nearly 50%.17 

Futuresource Consulting predicted that by the end of 2020 worldwide SVOD spending 

would reach $55 billion.18 Globally, SVOD revenues will climb to $100 billion by 

2025.19 Given the forecast for SVOD, it’s an opportunity where pay-TV operators can 

gain some competitive ground.

17 https://www.matthewball.vc/all/covidvideo
18 https://advanced-television.com/2020/12/18/analyst-multiple-svods-to-replace-pay-tv/
19 globenewswire.com/news-release/2020/11/16/2127682/0/en/SVOD-Industry-Revenues-Forecast-to-Reach-

100B-by-2025-Subs-to-Reach-1-17B.html#:~:text=SVOD%20revenues%20will%20exceed%20%241,its%20
total%20to%20%2442%20billion.

SVOD Trended Upwards  
in 2020

had a rise in subscriptions by

225% 

is up

40% 

The seven largest SVOD saw 
daily signups increase by

75%

https://www.matthewball.vc/all/covidvideo
https://advanced-television.com/2020/12/18/analyst-multiple-svods-to-replace-pay-tv/
http://globenewswire.com/news-release/2020/11/16/2127682/0/en/SVOD-Industry-Revenues-Forecast-to-Reach-100B
http://globenewswire.com/news-release/2020/11/16/2127682/0/en/SVOD-Industry-Revenues-Forecast-to-Reach-100B
http://globenewswire.com/news-release/2020/11/16/2127682/0/en/SVOD-Industry-Revenues-Forecast-to-Reach-100B


AVOD gains traction

Another opportunity that has emerged over the last year for pay-TV 

operators is AVOD. AVOD services offer a catalog size and diversity that is 

similar to SVOD; however, they are free for consumers to watch and include 

advertising.

In 2020, almost one in five U.S. internet users accessed AVOD services.20 

Operators like Comcast/NBCUniversal are thriving in the AVOD environment, despite the economic fallout from 

the pandemic. As of December 2020, Peacock, a new streaming service from Comcast-owned NBCUniversal, 

has claimed over 26 million subscribers.21 In April of 2020, Fox completed the acquisition of AVOD service Tubi 

and has since reported a 50% increase in new signups and 22% rise in hours watched.22 

A 2020 study by Comscore found that growth in reach of ad-supported streaming services is outpacing that of 

non-ad-supported services.23 

vMVPDs attract subscribers

vMVPDs such as YouTube TV and Hulu are attracting subscribers by aggregating a mix of video-on-demand 

content with live sports and local news. vMVPD services are streamed over the internet and presented in a 

familiar fashion to traditional cable TV offerings with program guides. vMVPDs collectively added 1.5 million 

subscribers during Q3 2020 after experiencing weak growth throughout the first half of the year and despite 

recent price hikes. MoffettNathanson estimates there are now 11.5 million vMVPD subscribers in the U.S.24 

20 https://www.broadbandtvnews.com/2020/10/12/research-avod-services-are-attracting-a-different-audience-to-svod/#:~:text=The%20latest%20
research%20from%20Ampere,from%2013%25%20in%20Q3%202019.

21 https://www.thewrap.com/peacock-signups-26-million-nbcuniversal/
22 https://www.adweek.com/tv-video/tubi-reports-record-viewership-as-more-people-stay-home/ 
23 Comscore, “The State of OTT 2020”
24 https://www.fiercevideo.com/video/hulu-youtube-tv-and-other-vmvpds-added-1-5m-subs-q3#:~:text=The%20analyst%20firm%20estimated%20

that,vMVPD%20subscribers%20in%20the%20U.S.
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Pay-TV Subscriber Trends From 2020



Television viewing behaviors are evolving, and in 2020 several notable trends materialized. TV 

consumption rose steadily, whether shelter in place orders were in place or not, with OTT video 

consumption seeing exceptional growth starting in early March 2020 and then plateauing afterward. 

Consumers were watching more news and app-based video content.25

This section of the paper will focus on what types of video content and services subscribers 

were watching, on what devices, with insight into how the COVID-19 pandemic impacted these 

behaviors. 

TV news, user-generated content consumption soars

Overall, consumers were watching a lot more TV in 2020. eMarketer predicted that the average daily 

TV viewing time among Americans would grow in 2020 by 19 minutes to 2 hours, 46 minutes per 

day, the first time since 2012 that traditional TV viewing increased.26 

With many people working from home and looking for information about the pandemic and U.S. 

presidential election, news was the most popular TV genre viewed in 2020. About 47% of people 

watched or streamed the news, and the most popular TV news source was local television.27 The next 

most popular genres of content in 2020, based on consumption, were comedy, movies, and drama. 

User-generated content significantly increased in popularity, 

doubling over the past year to four hours per week, with YouTube 

and Facebook attracting the most viewers.28 

25 Comscore, “The State of OTT 2020” 
26 https://www.emarketer.com/content/americans-tv-time-will-grow-for-first-time-since-2012
27 https://www.forbes.com/sites/bradadgate/2020/08/21/nielsen-how-the-pandemic-changed-at-home-media-consumption/?sh=-

4ca2286c5a28
28 Limelight Networks, “The State of Online Video 2020”
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OTT viewing rises

The COVID-19 pandemic has given boost to the global OTT market, with Research and Markets 

finding that one-year revenue growth could top 55% up to $161.4 billion in 2020 from $104.1 billion 

in 2019.29 Within the OTT market, viewing increased substantially across various SVOD and AVOD 

services. 

In Q2 2020, among all OTT-capable homes, streaming video accounted for 25% of total television 

viewing minutes, up from 19% from fourth quarter 2019 based on Nielsen findings. 

The average home in the U.S. viewed 102 hours of OTT content in April of 2020, an increase of 17 

hours year over year.

29  https://videomind.com/report-covid-19-pandemic-driving-global-ott-market-to-55-cagr-in-2020/

OTT Global Revenue Growth
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$161.4 billion 
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$104.1 billion 
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Use of streaming platforms and devices grows

In 2020, the big five streaming services (Netflix, YouTube, Amazon Video, Hulu, and Disney+) accounted for 82.5% of 

OTT streaming hours.30 

However, Comscore found that other OTT streaming services have an opportunity for growth based on the percent 

change in hours and change in reach of OTT platforms in April 2020 vs. January 2020. In particular, the use of pure-

play virtual MVPD services on OTT is increasing, having seen a growth of more than 70% in households year over 

year.31 

Traditional digital devices, such as smartphones, desktop 

computers, and tablets continue to be the most prevalent way that 

consumers stream video, with connected TV devices growing in 

reach. Streaming boxes/sticks, smart TVs, and gaming consoles all 

saw a greater increase in reach in 2020, year over year, compared 

with traditional digital devices. Among connected devices, smart 

TVs and streaming boxes/sticks saw the highest data usage.

Smart TVs are the fastest growing streaming platform segment. Brightcove found that in Q1 2020 in North America, 

streaming OTT views on connected TVs, many of which are now capable of 4K, increased 277%.32 The increase in 

video viewing on large TV screens may be attributed to people spending more time at home, due to social distancing 

policies in place.

In particular, the younger generation of television viewers are consuming content differently, which is impacting the 

types of platforms and devices being used for streaming. The amount of time 18 to 34-year-olds spent watching 

traditional TV (live and time-shifted) in Q1 2020 dropped by about 15.3% from the previous year.33 Those consumers 

spent almost three times as much time using apps and the web on smartphones in place of watching traditional TV.

30 Comscore OTT Intelligence, “The State of OTT 2020”
31 Comscore OTT Intelligence, “The State of OTT 2020”
32 https://videomind.com/report-covid-19-pandemic-driving-global-ott-market-to-55-cagr-in-2020/
33 https://www.marketingcharts.com/featured-105414

In 2020, the big five streaming services 
(Netflix, YouTube, Amazon Video, Hulu, 
and Disney+) accounted for 82.5% of OTT 
streaming hours

https://videomind.com/report-covid-19-pandemic-driving-global-ott-market-to-55-cagr-in-2020/
https://www.marketingcharts.com/featured-105414


Fans miss live sports

More than 2 million consumers unsubscribed from their 

pay-TV offering in Q1 2020. One principal reason was the 

cancellation of sports events.34 

After live sports resumed at the end of July 2020, viewership 

soared. Fox Sports has seen an increase in viewing of up to 

100% to 150% on certain days, compared with 2019.35 

In September 2020, 13% of all adults in the United States 

watched live sports on television almost daily.36

Live sports came back at the perfect time, when people 

needed something new and exciting to watch while 

still spending more time at home. The passion that fans 

have for live sports is positive for the pay-TV industry and 

demonstrates a unique value proposition that operators 

have compared with mainstream OTT services, which do not 

typically deliver live sports.

34 http://satellitemarkets.com/market-trends/covid-19-pandemic-accelerates-
pay-tv-cord-cutting-2020

35 https://www.latimes.com/entertainment-arts/business/story/2020-08-14/
tv-sports-viewing-live-events-ratings-epsn-nba-nhl

36 https://www.statista.com/statistics/1178825/watching-live-sports-televi-
sion-generation/
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https://www.statista.com/statistics/1178825/watching-live-sports-television-generation/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/1178825/watching-live-sports-television-generation/


Viewers create their own bundles

Consumers are rejecting the bundles offered by traditional cable and satellite operators, curating their own 

bundles by subscribing to various SVOD services. The average U.S. SVOD household has access to almost 

100,000 hours of content, delivered via 3.8 different services, according to research from Ampere Analysis.37 

Americans now subscribe to more streaming video services than ever. Prior to COVID-19, the average U.S. 

consumer only had three services.38 

Consumers welcome ad-supported streaming 

Free ad-supported streaming services were overwhelmingly 

embraced by consumers in 2020. During the pandemic, 47% 

percent of American consumers watched free ad-supported video 

services such as Pluto TV, Tubi, and the Roku Channel, up from 40% 

prior to COVID-19.39 

Consumers appreciate that there’s no cost associated with streaming ad-supported services. Additionally, 37% 

of consumers like the broad range of shows and movies available. The convenience of being able to access free 

ad-supported services on smart TVs and streaming media devices is an added bonus. 

37 https://www.mediaplaynews.com/study-average-u-s-svod-household-has-access-to-almost-100000-hours-of-content/#:~:text=The%20aver-
age%20U.S.%20SVOD%20household,per%20day%2C%20according%20to%20Ampere.

38 https://variety.com/2020/digital/news/streaming-video-subscriptions-churn-covid-19-deloitte-1234642672/
39 https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/industry/technology/ad-supported-consumer-streaming-services.html
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Demand for high-quality streaming continues

Consumers continue to have high expectations about video 

streaming quality. There’s a strong correlation between 

satisfaction with a video service and churn. Overall, viewers 

prefer low latency live streams and no buffering.

Video rebuffering is the most frustrating aspect of online 

viewing, according to 44% percent of people.40 Latency is 

also important, with 64% of consumers in the U.S. likely to 

watch live events online as long as the stream is not delayed 

from the broadcast. 

40 https://www.limelight.com/resources/market-research/state-of-online-vid-
eo-2020/

https://www.limelight.com/resources/market-research/state-of-online-video-2020/
https://www.limelight.com/resources/market-research/state-of-online-video-2020/


Pay-TV Technology Drivers



Cable continues to be the largest multichannel platform for pay-TV 

service delivery, based on global subscription estimates from Kagan.41 

However, IPTV, the delivery of television content over Internet Protocol 

networks, is growing. With cord cutting predicted to increase and OTT 

video consumption rising, operators are investing in next-generation 

delivery technologies to stay competitive. This section of the paper 

will examine some of the technology drivers that are helping operators 

deliver video faster and more efficiently, reaching subscribers on a 

wide range of devices. 

41 https://www.spglobal.com/marketintelligence/en/news-insights/blog/global-pay-tv-pen-
etration-to-peak-in-2020-at-60-7-revenues-continue-declining

https://www.spglobal.com/marketintelligence/en/news-insights/blog/global-pay-tv-penetration-to-peak-
https://www.spglobal.com/marketintelligence/en/news-insights/blog/global-pay-tv-penetration-to-peak-


OTT and ABR delivery grow

Pay-TV operators are increasingly investing in OTT and ABR delivery technologies. They’re not only 

launching their own streaming services, they’re also integrating OTT services into their pre-existing 

pay-TV offerings.

According to GlobalData, the pressure from OTT has resulted in pay-TV operators creating 

partnerships with OTT video platforms to “enhance their service proposition, boost customer 

loyalty and stimulate data usage, ultimately increasing their overall average revenue per user (ARPU) 

levels.”42  The benefits for OTT service providers, including those that deliver SVOD, include instant 

access to a large subscriber base as well as to operators with high-speed broadband networks. 

Comcast’s Xfinity X1 interface is an excellent example of how operators are blending together 

traditional cable TV with OTT services, creating a seamless end user experience. Similarly, Sky in the 

UK has teamed up with Disney+ to offer a one-stop shop television experience.

Additionally, operators are moving away from set-top boxes and allowing subscribers to bring 

their own device, a trend also known as BYOD. The cost of deploying and updating set-top boxes 

is significant for operators. As they move toward OTT and ABR services, operators are allowing 

consumers to use smart TVs and other streaming devices like Roku to connect to TV services.

It’s easy to understand why operators want to get into the OTT game. According to PwC, the 

global OTT video market will double in size between 2019 and 2023, totaling $72.8 billion.43  

NBCUniversal/Comcast with its Peacock service and AT&T with HBO Max are examples of traditional 

operators investing in streaming.

42 https://www.globaldata.com/partnering-with-ott-players-will-help-pay-tv-businesses-to-improve-profitability-says-globaldata/
43 https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/industries/tmt/media/outlook/segment-findings.html

https://www.globaldata.com/partnering-with-ott-players-will-help-pay-tv-businesses-to-improve-profit
https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/industries/tmt/media/outlook/segment-findings.html


Traditional QAM delivery shifts to IPTV 

Another technology trend the pay-TV industry is seeing is the shift to 

IPTV delivery. The COVID-19 pandemic created a huge surge in video 

consumption, especially VOD content. The amount of bandwidth that 

a QAM VOD asset takes up compared with an asset delivered by IPTV 

is significant. Therefore, a growing number of operators are investing 

in IPTV delivery to gain increased efficiencies and flexibility. 

The global IPTV market size was valued at $39.2 billion in 2019 and 

is expected to grow at a CAGR of 7.1% from 2020 to 2027.44  Video 

delivery via IP is a trend that is expected to continue, especially in 

the COVID-19 pandemic climate, where people are confined to their 

homes. Grandview Research analysts predict that as consumers find 

the need to upgrade their internet packages to faster speeds they will 

also add IPTV services for a minimal additional price, further driving 

IPTV industry growth.

44 https://www.grandviewresearch.com/industry-analysis/internet-protocol-television-ip-
tv-market
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5G drives interest in wireless pay TV

As 5G is rolled out in North America, pay-TV operators are investing in 

wireless technology. 

Charter Communications, Comcast and Cox Communications all won 

bids for 5G cellular spectrum licenses in 2020 totaling $464 million, 

$459 million and $213 million, respectively.45 

Pay-TV operators are becoming wireless-centric in an effort to gain subscribers they’re losing on the wireline 

side. Moreover, harnessing 5G wireless technology, operators can start delivering their pay-TV services over 

mobile networks. 

The expectation is for AT&T TV to offer its service over the AT&T Mobility network. Operators are already 

delivering pay-TV over 4G. For example, Comcast, Charter and others are using the mobile virtual network 

operator (MVNO) services of Verizon to offer a quad-play option to customers. In the 4G/LTE world, their 

focus is on voice services with the typical supporting data capabilities of today’s phones. 5G is a different 

environment, and traditional cable operators are looking to compete with the wireless industry for voice and 

data services, including commercial and IoT businesses.

 In Q1 2020, Comcast added 216,000 new wireless lines, bringing its total to 2.3 million lines. The operator’s 

wireless revenue increased 52% to $343 million.46 As 5G infrastructure is deployed, operators will continue to 

invest in 5G to gain a competitive advantage.

45  https://www.wsj.com/articles/cable-satellite-operators-place-new-bets-on-5g-airwaves-11599063412
46  https://www.fiercewireless.com/operators/cable-mvnos-add-wireless-subs-q1-2020-but-wired-broadband-rules
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C-band reallocation leads to 
investments in SRT

In response to the growing demand for wireless 

bandwidth, the Federal Communications 

Commission (FCC) approved a plan in February of 

2020 to reallocate a large portion of the C-band 

spectrum from satellite downlink to 5G wireless 

systems. The reallocation of C-band spectrum 

has changed the way that some operators are 

delivering video. 

Rather than receive broadcast-quality signals 

via satellite, which is expensive, operators are 

migrating video delivery over IP and investing 

in equipment that supports the SRT standard to 

ensure high reliability, efficiency, low latency and 

cost savings.



Fiber to the home deployments multiply

FTTH deployments in the United States are growing, replacing legacy copper broadband infrastructure as 

operators aim to deliver faster internet services along with IPTV. Market research firm RVA revealed in its 2019-

2023 North American Fiber Broadband Report that broadband providers had passed 49.2 million homes with 

fiber, an increase of 17% in 2019.47 

Some of the FTTH deployments have been mandated by the government. As part of the approval for AT&T’s now 

ill-fated acquisition of DirecTV, the government forced AT&T to significantly increase its deployment of fiber. A 

similar mandate appears to be taking shape with Frontier, as it as it emerges from bankruptcy from bankruptcy.

By deploying FTTH, operators can more easily deliver Gigabit services, carving a future path toward 10 Gbps 

broadband. The COVID-19 pandemic has been a growth driver for FTTH deployments, given the increased data 

traffic and broadband demands in 2020. 

Requirements for next-generation codecs escalate

Operators are investing in next-generation video compression, 

including the High Efficiency Video Codec (HEVC), as they gear up for 

ATSC 3.0 and increased delivery of 4K, UHD and HDR video content. 

In 2020, Fox Cable Network Services announced that it would be 

upgrading its video compression technology to support HEVC.48 

HEVC enables more efficient HD compression and creates significant 

bandwidth savings for operators, clearing the way to deliver higher resolution content. Frost & Sullivan has 

identified the satellite segment of the pay-TV market as having a greater interest in HEVC compared with IPTV 

and cable providers.49 

47 https://www.bbcmag.com/tools-and-resources/ftth-top-100/2020
48 https://www.nctconline.org/index.php/members/resources/technical-notices/item/1681-fox-networks-delivery-system-change
49 Frost & Sullivan, “Global Pay TV Video Encoders Market, Forecast to 2025”
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Future Forecasts for the Pay-TV Industry



Based on the operator trends, subscriber viewing habits, and technology 

drivers discussed above, let’s take a look at where the pay-TV market is headed 

in the next few years. This section will include revenue forecasts, technology 

projections, and identify growth opportunities for operators.

Prediction 1: Cord cutting will continue, and operators have 
several opportunities to avoid becoming mere pipe vendors.

Cord cutting is expected to continue. According to Kagan, global pay-TV penetration will be in a 

declined state for the foreseeable future, especially in North America.50 

Operators must take action to avoid existing as only a broadband pipe vendor. One step operators 

can take is to become an aggregator of video streaming rather than a competitor to OTT service 

providers. Creating an app, similar to the Comcast Xfinity X1 interface, that offers a seamless 

experience on a wide range of devices (i.e., smart TVs, smartphones, tablets, streaming sticks), 

with access to linear channels, local content, and OTT services, will keep subscribers in the pay-TV 

environment. 

Another strategy is for operators to launch SVOD and AVOD services. These services are proving to 

be increasingly popular with consumers. Ampere Analysis found that in Q3 2020, 17% of internet 

users in the U.S. used one or more AVOD service in the prior month, up from 13% in Q3 2019. 

With SVOD and AVOD, operators have an opportunity to expand their reach and brand to serve 

audiences who have become disconnected from traditional pay-TV offerings.

50 https://www.spglobal.com/marketintelligence/en/news-insights/blog/global-operators-expand-integrated-access-to-ott-services
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Prediction 2: Operators will focus on building their brand within the local 
community. 

During the COVID-19 pandemic we learned that local communities have the ability to bring people 

together during a time of crisis. In 2020, local television and news consumption rose steadily. 

Going forward, it’s important for operators to recognize the value of community television and 

understand what their role is. 

Today’s consumers can get any video content they want on any device. But most of the content 

they’re getting from OTT and SVOD services is homogenized for world markets. Operators who 

connect their brand to the local area they’re serving will be able to stay relevant and differentiate 

themselves from service providers like Netflix, with no local ties or content. Tier 2 and 3 cable 

operators provide a local service, which further cements the local community brand. The benefits of 

community television go beyond advertising revenue. 

Operators who connect their brand to the 
local area they’re serving will be able to stay 
relevant and differentiate themselves from 
national service providers



Prediction 3: Operators will adopt more efficient video delivery technologies 
and solutions. 

The C-band reallocation and growing consumer demand for high-resolution video content will 

drive operators to invest in bandwidth-saving technologies and solutions. Encoding solutions that 

support next-generation codecs like HEVC will allow operators to deliver video more efficiently. 

According to Frost & Sullivan, HEVC allows more video streams to exist on the same channel 

sharing the same bitrate, enabling more consistent and less expensive distribution workflow.51 

In the future, using ABR technology, operators will be able to deliver HD video on mobile devices 

and more UHD 4K content on TVs. The availability of higher quality video on mobile devices will 

whet the appetite of consumers, causing operators to invest further in packages and offerings that 

provide superior quality video.

51 Frost & Sullivan, “Global Pay TV Video Encoders 
Market, Forecast to 2025”



Prediction 4: IPTV delivery to the home will intensify.

IPTV delivery will experience significant growth in the coming years. A recent study from 

Valuates Reports found that increased bandwidth and increased ability to build end-to-end 

virtual networks for specific apps are major driving factors for IPTV growth. 

IPTV delivery will experience significant 
growth in the coming years.



Trends to keep an eye on

There are several pay-TV trends that are still emerging and it’s too 

early to make a prediction about how they will impact the pay-TV 

market. The following trends are, however, important to watch: 

• SRT: New technologies such as SRT have emerged as possible 

solutions to the C-band reallocation. SRT may be used more, 

as operators look to deliver video content over unmanaged 

networks with better efficiency and reliability. Leveraging 

advanced low latency retransmission techniques, the transport 

protocol does an exceptional job of protecting streams against 

packet loss. As video and audio packets are streamed between 

two endpoints, SRT detects and adapts to the real-time network 

conditions between the source and destination devices.

• Live sports and OTT: Live sports has always dominated in the 

linear television environment. But there’s a growing movement 

behind live sports OTT delivery. As of Q1 2019, six of the top 

10 global sports leagues and federations by revenue — notably 

those in the U.S. market — have launched premium OTT services 

to drive additional engagement and revenues.52 

• 5G: 5G is creating a buzz, and it’s a technology that North 

American pay-TV operators can benefit from whether it’s by 

expanding into the wireless business or enabling high-quality 

video delivery on mobile devices.

52 MTM Analysis, “The Global Market for Premium Sports OTT Services – Special Report – July 
2019”



In Summary



In 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic accelerated several pre-existing 

trends within the pay-TV industry, including cord cutting, OTT video 

consumption, and time spent watching SVOD offerings. While many 

consumers today have multiple OTT service subscriptions, the cost 

of streaming continues to increase. SVOD services have positioned 

themselves as the holy grail of à la carte service, but failed to negotiate 

with content providers to enable a truly bespoke service offering. As a 

result, the cost of television services has grown accordingly.

Under their current business model, it is becoming increasingly challenging for North American pay-TV 

operators to retain subscribers. Operators face growing competition from OTT service providers, subscribers 

are looking to save money due to the economic recession, and traditional pay-TV services are struggling to 

support the shift in consumer viewing habits toward video anytime, anywhere, on any device. 

Yet, out of the pandemic, opportunities also emerged for pay-TV operators. Broadband use skyrocketed, 

dependance on local news grew, and the industry saw a growing acceptance of AVOD services. Technologies 

such as OTT ABR delivery, IPTV, SRT, HEVC, and FTTH are paving the path toward a new and brighter future for 

operators.

To disrupt the continuation of cord cutting and keep pace with market evolutions, operators need to 

modify their business plans. By integrating OTT services with their own pay-TV services, operators can keep 

subscribers engaged with their service and stay competitive. SVOD, AVOD and 5G represent additional growth 

opportunities for operators and will play a critical role in their future success.
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With almost 100 years of experience in providing innovative and 

reliable technology solutions, WISI is well-equipped to lead operators 

through the market and technology changes that are happening — 

now and in the future.

We can help you design and implement networks that acquire and 

process high-quality video signals from virtually any source, and in 

almost any format. In addition, our award-winning built-in monitoring 

solutions can provide you with more reliable operations and an 

attractive total cost of ownership.

Contact your WISI sales representative or visit  

https://wisi.tv/contact to get started. 

We’re here to help.
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