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About this Report 
 
This report describes a video ethnography study of UK homes with personal 

video recorders (PVRs) conducted by Sarah Pearson of ACB Actual Customer 

Behaviour LLP www.acbuk.net and Professor Patrick Barwise of London 

Business School.  The data were collected in September - October 2005.  The 

research was funded by a consortium of Ofcom, ITV, Channel Four, Five, and 

Initiative.  Any opinions expressed are those of the authors, however, and do not 

necessarily reflect the views of the consortium members.  
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Executive Summary 
  

For the past 15 years, there have been many predictions that we are rapidly 

moving from a world of “linear TV”, in which programmes are overwhelmingly 

delivered by TV channels and watched live, to an “on-demand” world in which 

viewers choose what to watch, when (and even where) to watch it, and to some 

extent how to watch it, in that they can pause, rewind, and fast-forward. 

 

This study focuses on personal video recorders (PVRs, aka digital video 

recorders or DVRs), the first major digital technology with significant on-demand 

characteristics.  The particular issue we address is the threat to advertisers 

posed by PVR owners’ ability to fast-forward through commercials when 

watching time-shifted programmes. 

 

From 1999, early adopters of PVRs (TiVo and Replay TV) in the USA appeared 

to watch most programmes time-shifted and to fast-forward through virtually all 

the commercials.  More recent studies in both the US and UK still suggest a high 

percentage of time-shifted viewing by viewers in PVR homes, with a very high 

proportion of time-shifted ads fast-forwarded, but these studies are based on 

claimed rather than actual behaviour.  Further, in at least some studies, the 

interviewee was the household member most familiar with the PVR, making the 

sample unrepresentative of the general population of people in PVR homes. 

 

Implicit in these studies is the assumption that, if viewers fast-forward through a 

time-shifted commercial, they receive no exposure to the message.  It is as if 

they had left the room. 

 

The study reported here was designed to test the conclusions, and address some 

of the limitations, of previous PVR research by exploring detailed actual rather 

than claimed behaviour within a small sample of 22 individuals in eight homes.  
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Because of the small sample, the results are not statistically generalisable, but 

we have two reasons to believe that they broadly represent the wider UK 

population of people in homes with PVRs: 

 

1. Although small, the sample includes all individuals in a set of homes which 

roughly match the demographic profile of the PVR homes population. 

 

2. Several of the results can be independently tested by looking at early 

analyses of PVR homes in the metered BARB panel.  These are hard 

numbers from a sample of over 200 homes.  In all such cases to-date, the 

patterns observed in our study have been replicated by BARB, providing 

strong support to our results.  

 

The Aim of the Study  

 

The aim of this study was to explore actual behaviour during commercial breaks 

in a qualitative sample of eight UK homes with PVRs during (a) time-shifted 

viewing and (b) live viewing.  In particular, we aimed to show the range of 

behaviours in their natural context, i.e. for real people who had bought a PVR 

some months before the study, watching (usually with other family members) in 

their own homes, talking to each other, to varying degrees attending to and 

engaging with programmes and advertisements, sometimes fast-forwarding at 

different speeds, and so on. 

 

Exposure to advertisements is not straightforward.  It requires multiple, 

complementary research approaches.  Our study focuses on the complex range 

of behaviours when people are present during commercial breaks, especially 

during time-shifted programmes.  It is complementary to large-sample 

peoplemeter research (e.g. Nielsen in the US, BARB in the UK) providing 

standardised, statistically robust data on audience presence and the extent of 

time-shifting and fast-forwarding.  It is also complementary to more controlled 
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laboratory-based studies and to studies which focus directly on advertising 

awareness or effects on PVR versus non-PVR homes. 

 

In summary, our aim is to paint a picture of what happens in front of the main TV 

during commercial breaks in PVR homes, based on unobtrusive direct (video) 

observation rather than relying on viewers’ reported self-perceptions.  As a by-

product, we also aim to explore the extent to which actual and claimed behaviour 

differ. 

 

Method 

 

Data were collected on 22 individuals aged 5+ in eight homes in Southern 

England.  All had bought PVRs, from 4-24 months earlier.  Six had Sky+, one 

had an integrated Freeview (digital terrestrial TV) DVR, and one had a separate 

DVR used in conjunction with NTL Cable. 

 

The families were filmed for 2-3 weeks in September-October 2005.  They were 

unaware that the study was about exposure to advertising.  Around the last 4-5 

days of data were analysed.  Footage from these days (including some 

weekdays and a full weekend) was edited to include only the commercial breaks 

plus 5-10 seconds each of the preceding and following programme(s). 

 

The edited footage was analysed ethnographically (i.e. qualitatively) to generate 

a set of insights and issues for each family.  These then formed the basis of a 

semi-structured interview, including showing each family some clips from the 

footage and asking for comments. 

 

Finally, the data were coded to provide a detailed second-by-second analysis of 

the micro-behaviours.  Although this is only a qualitative sample, the number of 

opportunities to see commercials (OTS) was enough to allow quantitative 

analysis, with the proviso that the small sample size means that the results 
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cannot be reliably generalised to the wider PVR population.  In the event, the 

demographics of the sample match the PVR population rather well, but this 

should still be seen as an indicative, qualitative study. 

 

How the PVR Fits into Viewers’ TV Routine  

 

As with previous studies, each family and each individual had a personal routine 

for watching TV.  A clear pattern for most viewers was that the PVR was “grafted” 

onto an existing routine of watching favourite programmes on favourite channels, 

occasionally supplemented by a VCR or DVD player. 

 

For 21 of the 22 individuals in these PVR homes, the usual routine was to start 

watching live by checking the electronic programme guide (EPG), scanning  or in 

one case referring to the Radio Times, to see which programmes were on, 

perhaps with some negotiation with other family members.  Only if there were 

nothing on any of the familiar channels would most viewers turn to see what was 

on the PVR.  A significant minority (9 out of 22) never did so during the time we 

observed.  The only times when these individuals watched  time-shifted was 

when someone else was in control of the remote switch and used it to watch from 

the PVR.  In addition 2 of those that used the PVR did so only very occasionally. 

 

However, one 40-year-old individual was different.  Her daily routine, varied only 

at the weekend, was to start her viewing with soap operas off the PVR 

(occasionally using the fast-forward button to “speedwatch” the storylines and 

characters in which she was less interested), switching to watching live only 

when the recorded programmes had all been viewed. 

 

Interestingly, in our sample, none of the seven children and teenagers (aged 5-

18) used the PVR for their own viewing.  We do not know if this result 

generalises, but initial results from BARB suggest that it does, i.e. that young 
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people in PVR homes watch almost entirely live programmes except when an 

older family member, who is in control of the remote, is watching time-shifted. 

 

Similarly, two adults, including the female partners of the two men who had 

bought Freeview/standalone PVRs, which consumers found harder to use than 

Sky+, also never used the PVR.  More generally, behaviour varied widely 

between individuals within, as well as between, homes. 

 

Although the PVR was used mainly as a backup to live viewing, its flexibility and 

ease of use made it extremely highly valued.  It enables viewers to watch only 

programmes they want to watch rather than watching the “least objectionable” 

programme when there is nothing better on the familiar channels.  Given the 

amount of time people spend watching TV, this is seen as a big benefit.  Future 

research could explore this benefit by comparing audience appreciation scores in 

PVR vs. non-PVR homes, although the results should be interpreted with care, 

since people who like television are probably more likely to buy a PVR. 

 
 
Most Commercials Are Still Viewed Live 
 

Of the 3480 individual opportunities to see commercials (OTS) in the data we 

analysed, 2438 (70%) were live and 1042 (30%) were time-shifted. Note that our 

study excludes viewing on other sets within the home. Assuming that the main 

set accounts for 88% of OTS in PVR homes (a typical figure from BARB) and that 

all viewing of other sets is live, this would suggest that roughly 74% of all OTS in 

these homes are live.  

 

In fact, early results from BARB, based on a much larger, statistically 

representative sample of Sky+ homes and hard data on all sets within the home, 

suggest that the proportion of live viewing is even higher than this, 86%.  
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Directionally, these results are consistent, although our study is based on a 

small, qualitative sample and the two measures (total viewing on BARB, 

opportunities to see commercials in our study) differ.  It is possible that our study 

encouraged the families to use the PVR more than they would otherwise have 

done, reducing the proportion of live viewing.  Nevertheless, in our study, as in 

the more reliable BARB data, the key point is that – in contrast to claims based 

on the early adopters of TiVo in the USA – PVR users in the UK still watch most 

commercials live.  

 

Two-Thirds of Time-Shifted Commercials are Fast-For warded, but Attention 

is High During Fast-Forwarding 

 

Of the 1042 time-shifted opportunities to see commercials (OTS), 329 (32%) 

were at normal speed.  The other 713 (68%) were fast-forwarded at various 

speeds. 

 

This means that, out of the total of 3480 OTS, 2767 (80%) were viewed at normal 

speed, either live (2438) or time-shifted at normal speed (329).  Again assuming 

that these commercials on the main set accounted for 88% of all commercials 

seen within the home, this suggests that, in our small sample of PVR homes, 

roughly 82% of commercials were seen either live (on the main set or another) or 

time-shifted at normal speed (on the main set).  Applying the same percentage 

(32%) to time-shift viewing in the BARB panel would mean that 90.5% of 

commercials are viewed either live (86% as reported by BARB) or time-shifted at 

normal speed (32% x 14% = 4.5%). 

 

Fast-forward speeds vary. Preponderance to fast forward can either be 

measured in terms of “instances” of fast forwarding at different speeds, measured 

by summing coded sequences of behaviour or by  summing the total “OTS”  

(discrete numbers of ads) under each fast forward speed. Both measures give 

about 90% FF at x12 or x30 but the predominant speed measured in sequences 



 

 10

is x12 whereas under OTS it is x30, due to the high number of ads fast-forwarded 

at x30 within a discrete sequence.   

 

Under OTS, the majority (66%) of fast forwarded commercials were fast-

forwarded at the maximum speed (48% of all time-shifted ads). For the six Sky+ 

homes (and the equivalent speeds for the two non Sky + homes), the distribution 

was as follows:   

  Speed  OTS  Instances 

x 30 66%   28% 

   x 12 25%  54% 

   x 6   6%   11% 

   x 2   2 %    7%      

 All FF 100% 

 

Our data also provides insight into the degree of audience attention during live 

versus time-shifted commercials, although for 21% of OTS we were unable to 

assess this: conservatively, we coded participants as indiscernible if their eyes 

could not be seen.  (The conservative assumption would be that where we 

cannot observe the degree of attention it is usually low, but this assumption 

needs to be tested).  Full attention was typified by participants looking directly at 

and listening to the TV while doing nothing else which required conscious 

attention (e.g. they might be concurrently stroking a cat). Partial attention was 

typified by intermittent eyes on the screen often associated with some other 

concurrent behaviour such as social interaction or using a laptop.  

 

For all of the participant’ OTS sequences observed:   

 

·  During live viewing, 42% of commercials were viewed with full attention, 

37% with partial attention and 21% were non discernible or otherwise 

inattentive.   
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·  For time-shifted commercials viewed at normal speed, 25% were viewed 

with full attention and 72% with partial attention and 3% were non 

discernible or otherwise inattentive. 

 

·  Of the fast-forwarded time-shifted commercials where attention was 

discernible (72% of all fast forwarded sequences),  the pattern varied 

depending on whether the OTS related to the person controlling the 

remote (63%) or another household member (37%).  For those controlling 

the remote, 95% of fast-forwarded commercials were viewed with full 

attention and 5% with partial attention.  For those not controlling the 

remote, 74% of fast forwarded commercials were viewed with full attention 

and 26% with partial attention. In other words, attention during fast 

forwarding was significantly higher than during normal viewing, even for 

viewers not holding the remote.  (However, attention during time-shifted 

commercials viewed at normal speed was significantly lower than during 

live viewing). 

 

More work is needed on the relationship between these audience attention 

patterns and the issues that matter to advertisers – engagement, advertising and 

brand awareness, and effectiveness.  At this stage, we note that audience 

attention is on average significantly higher during fast-forwarded commercials 

than for those viewed live.  Under both conditions, we observed many examples 

of audience engagement, with viewers frequently commenting on specific 

commercials.  For fast-forwarded ads, viewers often watched commercials they 

liked, or found relevant, at slower speed and occasionally even rewound them to 

watch them again. 

 

Further, one implication of the predominance of live (and normal speed time-

shifted) viewing is that, for the great majority of fast-forwarded commercials, 

viewers have already had at least one prior exposure at normal speed so they 

rarely have to “decode” a fast-forwarded ad from scratch.  We need to explore 
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this relationship further, together with the effects of both initial and repeat 

exposures at differing speeds. 

 

Implications  

 

Our findings should be interpreted in combination with the early results from the 

BARB PVR panel.  One key result from BARB, broadly supported by our small- 

much larger and statistically representative sample study, is that PVR users in 

the UK still watch most (80%+) commercials live.  We believe that this result is 

important in two ways: 

 

(a) For the specific issue of ad avoidance, it suggests that the likely impact 

(at least in the short to medium term) has been exaggerated. Even if 

viewers received no exposure to commercials during time-shifted viewing 

– which is very much not the case, as just discussed – the audience loss 

in those homes would be only 20% or less. Combined with the penetration 

figure, rising steadily but still only around 9% in the UK, this casts serious 

doubt on predictions that PVRs will reduce commercial audiences (across 

all homes, not just PVR homes) by 10% or more in the next few years. 

 

(b) In the wider digital context, the results in our view also suggest that the 

shift from live viewing to on-demand viewing over the next 10 years will be 

less dramatic than many are predicting. Sky+ is extremely easy to use and 

requires less effort than video on demand (VoD) as well as being free at 

the point of use. If, as the BARB data (supported by our study) suggest, 

over 80% of viewing in Sky+ homes is still live, it is hard to see how more 

than a small minority of homes (mostly technophile, light-viewing early 

adopters) will switch to a routine where true on-demand content (VoD) 

accounts for more than 10% or 20% of viewing in 2016. 
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Time-shifted viewing of programmes off the PVR, mostly recorded from a few 

favourite channels, could account for up to 15% of all viewing in 10 years time, 

with optimistic assumptions about penetration and a gradual increase in time-

shifting within early adopter homes, and also assuming that later adopters time 

shift almost as much as early adopters. Similar optimistic assumptions about 

video on demand (VoD) might add a further 5% true on-demand viewing. On this 

basis, on-demand and time-shift together could account for up to 20% of viewing 

in 10 years. The other 80%-plus would still be live and 95% (i.e. all the live and 

time-shift viewing) would still be based on channels, mostly favourite channels. 

So much for the long-forecast imminent demise of channels. Note that these 

numbers are based on optimistic assumptions about the adoption and usage of 

PVRs and VoD: under our “best guess” assumptions, the impact on channel 

viewing will be even less than this. 
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1.  Introduction 
 

1.1  Aims 
 
For the past 15 years, there have been many predictions that we are rapidly 

moving from a world of “linear TV”, in which programmes are overwhelmingly 

delivered by TV channels and watched live, to an “on-demand” world in which 

viewers choose what content to watch, when (and even where) to watch it, and to 

some extent how to watch it, in terms of their ability to pause, rewind, and fast-

forward. 

 

This study focuses on personal video recorders (PVRs), the first major digital 

technology with significant on-demand characteristics.  Enders Analysis (2006) 

estimates that, by the end of 2012, the number of UK homes equipped with PVRs 

will have increased to around 40-45%: 60% in digital satellite homes, 30-35% in 

DSL/cable homes, and around 30% in DTT homes.  

 

Early adopters of PVRs such as Sky+ are enthusiastic about the way the product 

gives them more control over what, when and how they watch.  When watching 

off a PVR, viewers can easily fast-forward through the commercial breaks.  This 

has raised a number of concerns:   

 

- Among advertisers, that television advertising might become 

significantly less effective. 

   

- Among commercial broadcasters, that advertising revenue may 

therefore decline. 
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- Among policymakers and regulators, that commercial broadcasters’ 

existing business models may become less viable and may 

therefore lead them to reduce their programme investment, 

especially for public service programmes.  

 

The particular commercial issue addressed in this study is therefore the threat to 

TV advertising posed by PVR owners’ ability to fast-forward through commercials 

when watching time-shifted programmes. 

 

An early study, conducted by TiVo, on the impact of PVRs on live television 

viewing and ad avoidance found that 75% of television watched by PVR users 

was time-shifted and that, during time-shifted viewing, users “skipped” around 

70% of ads (The Economist (US) 17th April 2004). These results apparently 

confirmed alarmist reports such as The Yankee Group’s 2003 The Death of the 

30 second Commercial, which estimated that, within PVR homes, 80% of viewing 

would be time-shifted and 70% of time-shifted ads would be “skipped”; with PVRs 

in 20% of homes by 2006,Yankee calculated that 11% ($5.5 billion) of advertising 

spending would be wasted.  

 

Even more alarmingly, a 2004 report by Forrester claimed that PVR users in the 

USA watched 60% of programmes either delayed or recorded, and that, when 

watching time-shifted television, viewers would “skip” 92% of ads.  

 

Implicit in these and other studies is the assumption (reflected in the term “skip”) 

that, if viewers fast-forward through a time-shifted commercial, they receive no 

exposure to the message. It is as if they had left the room. 

 

The aim of this study was to explore actual behaviour during commercial breaks 

in a qualitative sample of eight UK homes with PVRs during (a) time-shifted 

viewing and (b) live viewing.  In particular, we aimed to show the range of 

behaviours in their natural context, i.e. for real people who had bought a PVR 
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some months before the study, watching (usually with other family members) in 

their own homes, talking to each other, to varying degrees attending to and 

engaging with programmes and advertisements, sometimes fast-forwarding at 

different speeds, and so on. 

 

Exposure to advertisements is not straightforward.  It requires multiple, 

complementary research approaches.  Our study focuses on the complex range 

of behaviours when people are present during commercial breaks, especially 

during time-shifted programmes.  It is complementary to large-sample 

peoplemeter research (e.g. Nielsen in the US, BARB in the UK) providing 

standardised, statistically robust data on audience presence and the extent of 

time-shifting and fast-forwarding.  It is also complementary to more controlled 

laboratory-based studies. 

 

In summary, our aim is to paint a picture of what happens in front of the main TV 

during commercial breaks in PVR homes, based on unobtrusive direct (video) 

observation rather than relying on viewers’ reported self-perceptions.  As a by-

product, we also aim to explore the extent to which actual and claimed behaviour 

differ. 

 

1.2  Method 
 

To capture the required range of detailed behaviours, we have used a method 

based on video ethnography. We believe this is the only method that can capture 

the full range of actual behaviour in the natural setting of the home. 

 

Collecting the Footage 

 

The research examined the behaviour of eight families with PVRs, all in Southern 

England. Of the eight families, six had Sky+ and two were non Sky+ homes.  All 

had bought their own PVRs.  The PVRs had been owned for different lengths of 
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time, varying from four months to over two years. Unobtrusive cameras were 

installed to capture behaviour in front of the main (PVR-equipped) TV set during 

both live and recorded television. Each family was filmed for 2-3 weeks in 

September-October 2005. In most cases the last four days were analysed to 

ensure the most natural behaviour, but in order to get enough footage, it was 

necessary, in a few cases,  to use additional days to enable us fully to 

understand their PVR usage. 

 

The filming of the families required the installation of a discreet video camera and 

microphone. The video camera was positioned behind the television. The 

microphone was put in the best location to capture discussion during television 

viewing.  They were linked up to a picture-in-picture unit to record what was 

simultaneously showing on the television screen.  Labelled video cassettes were 

supplied and the families were instructed to insert one every morning, afternoon 

and evening.  The families were involved in the set up and provided information 

as to where each member sat in order to ensure that the cameras recorded as 

much behaviour as possible.   

 

ACB collected five hundred and sixty videos from the filming. Each family’s 

viewing was taken from a minimum of sixteen four-hour video tapes that were 

checked for quality. If necessary, additional videos were used.  On a few 

occasions, particularly with lighter viewers, this meant using up to seven days of 

videos to capture sufficient data. Most families, however, viewed sufficient 

television within four days. 

 

Editing the Footage  

 

Footage was edited to focus on commercial breaks, including only the last 5-10 

seconds of the end of the programme, bumpers, all commercials and programme 

promotions, and the first 5-10 seconds of the (next) programme. Videos for each 

family were produced that could then be used for analysis.  The final edited 
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videos were, on average, three and a half hours long.  From these tapes the 

observation took place and notes were developed building a thematic narrative.  

 

 

Multistage, Multilevel Analysis 

 

We found that the most efficient way to analyse the wealth of data was to use 

several levels of analysis: 

 

1. First, we wrote the “ethnographic story” by observation, diarising in detail 

participant behaviour.  

 

2. This analysis provided a range of insights and understandings that 

enabled us to compile a range of behaviour specific questions which were 

included in the list of the semi structured interview questions. In addition to 

this, edited clips were shown to the participants in order to probe more 

deeply into particular usage. The videos prompted further questioning and 

reminded participants of their viewing behaviour. 

 

3. This interview was filmed, transcribed and analysed using grounded 

theory.  Both the ethnographic findings and the interview insights were 

combined to facilitate a deep qualitative understanding of TV audience 

behaviour. 

 

4. Concurrently, we constructed spreadsheet data with 

graphs/frequencies/bar charts highlighting correlations. The coding 

distinguished inter alia between programme and advertising viewing - how 

advertisements were viewed or not. In addition to audience behaviour, 

microanalysis was completed to understand the families during every 

sequence. The tapes were coded using Behavioural Tracking of second- 

by-second micro-behaviour to complete a very detailed analysis of 
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audience behaviour. Although this is only a qualitative sample, the number 

of opportunities to see commercials (OTS) was enough to allow 

quantitative analysis, with the proviso that the small sample size means 

that the results cannot be reliably  generalised to the wider PVR 

population. In the event, the demographics of the sample match the PVR 

population rather well, but this should still be seen as an indicative, 

qualitative study. 

 

The Semi-Structured Interview 

 

About seven weeks after we removed the recording equipment we returned to 

conduct a semi-structured interview. The interviews took place in the families’ 

houses when all members of the family were present, usually in the early 

evening.  In-depth probing/prompting questions were asked to help the family 

express their thoughts. The semi-structured format encouraged the family 

members to be as open as possible and allowed further questions to emerge 

from the conversation. When conducting the interview, the priority was to ensure 

that all the participants felt comfortable about the questioning. This allowed 

triangulation to validate the categories that had emerged from the analysis of the 

footage.   

 

The interview questions started out broad and became progressively more 

narrow and focused during the interviews to explore views on more complex and 

specific issues. The questions were also designed to obtain an understanding of  

why the viewers had used the technology in a particular way, exploring the 

beliefs and attitudes surrounding the product on ease of use, economic 

differential and social consequences.  In addition, the questions incorporated a 

range of issues raised by two of the consortium members, ITV and Initiative.  

 

The interview enabled the exploration of actual versus perceived behaviour, 

indicative recall levels, and consumer experiences of the technology. This 
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included questions regarding the use of the PVR, viewing of advertisements and 

use of the remote, fast forwarding and zapping. The interviews took on average 

one hour and fifteen minutes. 

 

1.3 Sample 
 
Eight families were identified that were prepared to be filmed for a total period of 

three weeks during the autumn. In exchange the families received a gift of £500. 

They were told that the study was on the use of the lounge/living room and 

television, with no reference to advertising or the PVR.  Six of the families had 

bought Sky+ and represented a range of adopters, from younger starting out 

couples in rented accommodation to non-nuclear family home-owners.  Two of 

the households had non Sky+ PVRs - Digifusion and NTL/Panasonic DVR.  The 

families were as follows (names have been disguised).   
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Abraham-Smiths  

·  Unmarried 
·  Malcolm 26 – Helen 22 
·  Sky+ for 24 Months 
·  Rent small flat in city 
·  Malcolm is an engineer 
·  Helen is a communications assistant 

 

 
Benives      

·  Single mother and daughter 
·  Mandy 40 – Vanessa 18 
·  Sky+ for 24 months 
·  Own terraced house in mixed estate 

outside city 
·  Mandy is a secretary 
·  Vanessa is a student  

 
Cairns-Browns  

·  Unmarried 
·  Marlene 26 – Laurence 26 
·  NTL and Panasonic DVR for 12 

months 
·  Rent a small flat in city 
·  Laurence is a fireman 
·  Marlene is a nurse 

 
 

Daniels  
·  Married with one child 
·  Patrick 36 – Catherine 32 –  Robert 18 

months 
·  Sky+ for 12 months 
·  Own modern semi-detached house 

outside town  
·  Patrick is a plumber 
·  Catherine is a nurse 
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Evans-Jones’s  
·  Non-nuclear family 
·  Alan 44 – Molly 40 – Jack 13 – 

Beatrice 8 – Ruby 5 
·  Sky+ for 6 months 
·  Own detached house in smart 

residential area on outskirts of town 
·  Alan is an architect 
·  Molly is a tennis coach 

 
Fenners  

·  Empty nesters 
·  Philip 59 – Sonia 58 
·  Sky+ for 4-5 months 
·  Own newly built semi-detached house 

in small town 
·  Philip is a technician at a university 
·  Sonia is a housewife 

 
 

Greens  
·  Married with two children 
·  Tom 42 – Fenella 37 – Dylan 5 – 

Angus 2 
·  Sky+ for 18 months. 
·  Own a large smart detached house on 

estate in small town. 
·  Tom is a house husband 
·  Fenella is an accountant 

  
Harris-Taylors  

·  Non-nuclear family 
·  Lydia 43- Joe 41 – Neil 17 – Jennifer 

14. 
·  Integrated Digifusion Freeview box with 

80 hr hard disk for 5 months. 
·  Own large semi-detached house in 

expensive residential area on outskirts 
of county town. 

·  Lydia and Joe both work in the tax 
office 

  

The sample is summarised in Table 1.1 
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Table 1.1 the Sample 
  
 
Name 

Age Occupation Life stage Residence Product 

Abraham- Smith 
Malcolm Abraham 
Helen Smith 

 
26 
22 

 
Engineer 
Communications 
Asst 

Starting-out Small Flat in city 
Rented 

Sky+ 
24 months 

Benives 
Mandy 
Vanessa 

 
40 
18 

 
Secretary 
Student 

Single-Parent with  
daughter (student) 

Estate outside city 
Terraced House 
Owned 

Sky+ 
24 months 

Cairns-Brown 
Laurence Cairns 
Marlene Brown 

 
26 
26 

 
Fireman 
Nurse 

Starting-out 
 

City 
Small Flat 
Rented 

NTL & Panasonic 
DVR 
12 months 

Daniels 
Patrick 
Catherine 
(Robert 

 
36 
32 
18 
months) 

 
Plumber 
Nurse 

Young family Outside large town  
Semi-Detached 
Owned   

Sky+ 
12 months 

Evans-Jones 
Alan Jones 
Molly Evans 
Jack Evans 
Beatrice Evans 
Ruby Evans- Jones 

 
44 
40 
13 
8 
5 

 
Architect 
Tennis Coach 

Non-nuclear family Smart residential area 
on outskirts of town 
Detached House 
Owned 

Sky+ 
6 months 

Fenner 
Phillip 
 
Sonia 

 
59 
 
58 

 
Technician  
 
Housewife  

Empty-nesters Small town  
Newly built 
Semi-detached 
Owned 

Sky+ 
4-5 months 

Green 
Tom 
Fenella 
Dylan 
(Angus 

 
42 
37 
5 
2) 

 
House-husband 
Accountant 

Nuclear family Estate in country town 
Large, smart 
detached house 
Owned 

Sky+ 
18 months 
 
 

Harris-Taylors 
Joe Taylor 
Lydia Harris 
Neil Harris 
Jennifer Harris 

 
41 
43 
17 
14 

 
Tax Office 
Tax Office 

Non-nuclear family Outskirts county town 
Large semi in smart 
residential area 
Owned 

Integrated 
Digifusion 
Freeview box 
80 hr hard disk 
5 months 
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2 How the PVR Fits Into Viewers’ TV Routine 
 

2.1 Live First – PVR as Backup 
 
As in previous studies, each family and each individual had a personal routine for 

watching TV. 

  
“Let’s see what’s on.” 

 

For the great majority of participants, the PVR was “grafted” onto an existing 

routine of watching favourite programmes on favourite channels. Most viewers 

had embedded routines to watch live television first.  The use of the PVR was 

often limited to a “handy device”.  Some used it to record soaps regularly - 

“you’ve got your set stuff …like your soaps that you record” - others to record 

general favourites.  Some, however, preferred to watch soaps live or showed no 

urgency to record “’cause they’re always on”. In the main, the Electronic 

Programme Guide (EPG) was checked first.  Only if the viewers perceived there 

was “nothing on” would they go to the PVR planner and watch something 

recorded. 

  

Example 1 :  Tom and Fenella Green (18 months Sky +) check the EPG for their 

Friday night viewing and spend several minutes discussing what’s on before 

finally choosing to watch one of the two programmes they had recorded but had 

not yet viewed. There was a limited choice of two programmes that had been 

recorded for the adults, as most of the recording space was being used for 

children’s programmes. 

 

Example 2 : Malcolm Abrahams and Helen Smith (24 months Sky +) check 

what’s on during the ad break.  Having checked the EPG earlier they go to the 

planner to see if they have anything recorded that they want to watch. 
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Both examples demonstrate the embedded routine of checking what’s live first 

and then using the PVR.  Despite having had the PVR for two years, sometimes 

the Abraham-Smiths trawl through the EPG for several minutes and complain 

that there is “nothing on” but don’t check to see what they have recorded on the 

PVR.  This is surprising because often they had many of their favourite 

programmes recorded and unwatched on the PVR. 

 

“I’ll record that and watch it when there’s nothing  else on ” 

 

This habit of watching live television first meant that the PVR was largely used as 

backup by most users.  For the majority of their viewing participants tended to 

watch favourite programmes live on one of a few favourite channels. 

 

Example 1 : The Fenners, who were lighter viewers, predominantly watched 

BBC; they had established viewing routines and used the PVR as backup. The 

family watched breakfast news live each weekday morning and then watched live 

again from 5pm each weekday. Time shifted programmes were played back at 

the weekend.  Philip Fenner stated “It’s only if it’s a dead evening, if there’s 

nothing on at all. Then I’ll go straight to the PVR and have a look at the list there 

and say “right let’s look at that one” and that’s it really… but it would have to be a 

fairly dead evening like Saturday night.” 

 

Example 2 :  Molly Evans flicks through the EPG for 3 minutes before checking 

the PVR planner and choosing to watch something from the she had recorded.  

This is very similar to other families. 

 

One participant was different, using live rather than recorded TV as backup. 

Mandy Benives had developed a routine to watch recorded TV first.  “It’s about 6-

7 o’clock when we start and we try to squeeze it all in really.”  This was explained 

by the daughter who privately watches live but when her mother returns home 

from work watches time shifted.  “In the evening when mum comes home we 
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watch all the stuff that’s been taped during the day and then go back to live TV 

again.” However at the weekend the routine changed and most viewing was live 

despite having 80% of the disk not viewed.  Mandy Benives was highly 

organized, checking her planner first thing in the morning and last thing at night, 

and spending seven minutes at the weekend planning the next week’s viewing.  

She seemed to have the most available time and was the heaviest TV viewer 

overall.  60% of Mandy Benives’ commercial viewing was time-shifted.  Lydia 

Harris also watched a high proportion of commercials time-shifted (74%) despite 

never using the PVR herself.  Instead, she viewed with her partner who was a 

regular user of the Digifusion PVR. 

 

The “PVR language”, discussed in these interviews and in other studies, such as 

“catching up nights” “urgency to watch” “PVR anxiety”, was not evident in these 

participants’ viewing behaviour or routine.  

 

Example 1 : Catherine Daniels explained in the interviewing that there was “no 

urgency” for watching soaps off PVR as she could have “always watch the 

omnibus”.  However, the regularity with which she records her soaps may 

represent a possible loss of a viewing – she fast forwards at x30. 

 

Example 2 :  There was no “catching up night” viewed in this study. During the 

interview Helen Smith (22) did mention “catching up nights” as something she 

had done, however this was not observed.   

 

Example 3 :  There was stronger evidence for “squeezing in” by the most extreme 

user of the PVR Mandy Benives. Mandy Benives is atypical as most of her 

viewing was recorded, during the interview she said that, live viewing was only 

for “when you’ve run out of taped”.  This claimed behaviour is not supported by 

this study as she was observed watching live at the weekend when she still had 

80% of her planner not viewed. When questioned closely about this and shown a 

clip Mandy Benives explained that her behaviour was due to mood.  Her daily 
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routine was to squeeze in watching her recorded programmes in an evening after 

work. This routine changed at the weekend when she preferred to watch live first.   

 

2.2 Some Participants Never Used the PVR 
 
Just under a third of participants were never observed using the PVR at all, 

although some were still exposed to high proportions of time-shifted viewing due 

to the preference of the dominant user.  For example: Lydia Harris did not know 

how to use the Digifusion PVR however, when she was viewing with her partner 

Joe Taylor they only watched time-shifted. As a result she was exposed to 26% 

commercials live and 74% time-shifted. 

 

Some participants, when in charge of the remote or watching on their own, would 

never use the PVR, even as back-up to live viewing.  For instance, Alan Jones 

did not use the Sky+ despite knowing how to. He watched mainly sport, news 

and children’s TV with his family. 

 

Reluctance to use the PVR technology may, in some cases, have been related to 

some unfamiliarity to the product.  Alan Jones, Lydia Harris and Sonia Fenner 

who was also reluctant to use Sky+, had each had PVR technology for only 4-5 

months, the shortest time of all the participants. Alan Jones who was never 

observed using Sky+ described how he was put off experimenting with the Sky+ 

advanced features by the expense of Sky Interactive. He explained that he “did 

not want to be billed for something.”  

 

In contrast the other adults in the Evans-Jones, Harris-Taylor and Fenner 

households, who had had an equal length of time to learn to operate the 

technology, were confident using the PVR. Indeed the behaviour of other 

participants in the study showed that PVR usage is determined as much by 

routine as by familiarity or ease of use.  For example:  Helen Smith (22), who had 

had Sky+ for two years, was extremely adept and confident with the remote and 
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the Sky+ features, but her routine was to watch live TV, especially soaps, after 

getting home from work and then hand the viewing choice over to her partner 

when he got home from work. 

 

Within this study there was no evidence of use of PVR by anyone below the age 

of 21. Although there was evidence on the Sky+ Planner that children’s 

programmes were recorded, we observed no playback.  We assume that the 

recordings had been done by adults as backup for their children’s viewing.  We 

did see several mothers recording for their teenagers, but in spite of this, the 

younger viewers showed very little interest in viewing the programmes.  Instead, 

the children of all ages watched live TV with some degree of routine.  

 

Example 1 : Older children in the sample watched soaps and light entertainment 

and zapped between music channels after school and to a lesser extent at the 

weekend.  Two of the teenagers (aged 13 and 18) watched television whilst 

sitting at the computer or using their laptop.   Vanessa Benives (18) said “I would 

never record a music channel, I would watch that live. When asked about PVR 

usage she explained her lack of use stating: “I mean.. I’m not really fussed”. 

 

Example 2 : The younger children watched mostly cartoons and films, often 

interacting with the advertisements. Jack Evans (13) said “We never record 

cartoons, they’re always on”  

 

The children often knew the channel numbers and were not guided by the EPG. 

For example: Jack Evans (13) “I know most of the channels off by heart”. And 

Dylan Green (5) listed his favourite programmes according to the channel 

number “Dora the Explorer was 618, Scooby Doo 603 and Inspector Gadget 

603”. 
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2.3 Ease of Use: Not the Whole Story 
 

In non Sky+ homes, use was limited to the male purchaser for reasons of 

complexity and ownership. With the exception of the adopters, those in these non 

Sky+ households who did not use the technology watched live all the time, 

unless they were viewing with the adopter. These PVRs were significantly less 

easy to use.  Whilst limited use was evidently due, in part, to the complexity of 

the technology there were also issues of ownership particularly in the non-

nuclear family (the Harris-Taylors), where Joe Taylor appeared to have made 

little effort teaching the other members of the family how to use the technology.  

There was a degree of attachment to the technology that was not evident in the 

Sky+ homes. 

 

Example 1 :  Laurence Cairns referred to the technology as his ”baby” it served a 

different purpose to that of the Sky+ PVRs –  “It’s got 143 hours – we’ve got a 

whole film collection on there at the moment”. 

 

Example 2 : Joe Taylor, the Digifusion adopter and sole user, bought the PVR to 

replace a VCR which he claimed he used to “fast forward through VHS as well”.  

 

Although the PVR was mainly treated as a backup to live viewing, some 

participants found that its flexibility and ease of use facilitated alternative viewing 

habits such as Speed-Watching.  Participants were observed fast-forwarding 

through content. Catherine Daniels “fast forwards to get to the bit that I wanted”; 

Mandy Benives fast forwards “to get to the plots that I’m interested in.”  Others 

also discussed this in the interviews.  Participants were interested in using the 

fast forward to maximize their viewing experience.  Molly Evans stated 

“Sometimes I’ll record it and I’ll just watch the little bit that I want to watch, the 

person that I want to watch and I just flick through the rest.” None of the men 

mentioned speed-watching, nor were they observed speed- watching, during this 

study.  
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Whilst some functions evidently improved participants’ perceived viewing 

capabilities, others were not fully optimized by participants unwilling to 

experiment with the more advanced features of the product.  Only three of the six 

Sky+ families used series link.  The remainder had been put off by minor 

difficulties, such as hardware problems, or lack of knowledge, e.g. they “had not 

got round to reprogramming it”. 

 

The Evans-Jones family (6 months Sky+) as well as the Fenners (4-5 months 

Sky+) did not use series link.  They were either unaware of the feature or had 

been put off experimenting by their experience with interactive: Alan Jones 

describes:  “Occasionally I’ve looked into interactive to see where they go and I 

get to a certain point and they say put your pin in and I’m thinking I’m not going 

any further with it and that’s probably why some of the functions we’ve probably 

never used.”   He explains that he was unaware of the series link because his 

family:  “ only learnt the functions that you essentially need to know and then 

eventually over time you actually get to use it .. a bit like my car probably does 

lots of things I don’t know”.   

 

The Cairns-Browns’ NTL DVR did not have a feature similar to series link.  

However Laurence Cairns, the dominant user, did use the “Reminder” function 

that prompts the viewer to record when the programme is due to start.  The 

Digifusion user, Joe Harris-Taylor, also used the Repeat function.  

 

2.4   The PVR Was Highly Valued 
  

Despite our findings that PVRs were used mainly as backup to live television and 

usage was often low with some functions not fully utilised, all the families 

perceived the PVR as an excellent product providing them with a high level of 

control over their viewing.  They all said that the PVR enabled them to watch 

more television that they really wanted to watch.  They also valued the ability to 

fast forward advertisements.  Sometimes this was to avoid advertisements but 
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mainly it was to watch more programmes.  However the participants perceptions 

of the PVR, and the value they attributed to it, was often inconsistent with their 

actual usage.   

 

Example 1 :  “It’s so easy… we use it quite a bit” is not reflective of this 

participant’s low use and the degree of complexity and confusion she 

experienced  - sometimes forgetting what she had viewed or not viewed on the 

PVR. 

   

Example 2 :”I think we’ve become more dependent on having it” again does not 

match with the speaker’s low actual usage.  When shown clips and questioned 

more closely on this point Helen Smith, who had had Sky+ for over 2 years, said 

“I forget about it, so I don’t put stuff on there”. 

 

Example 3 : Some of the Sky+ children describe the benefits:  Jack Evans (13) 

states: “You can record things, pause, play and if mum goes upstairs Alan 

pauses it and we wait for mum to come back down”, even though he was never 

observed using it.  

 

All participants, including those who were never observed using the PVR 

themselves, recognised that it enabled them to watch only programmes they 

wanted to watch rather than watching the “least objectionable” programme when 

there was nothing better on the familiar channels. Given the amount of time 

people spend watching TV, this is seen as a big benefit.  Future research could 

explore this benefit by comparing audience appreciation scores in PVR versus 

non-PVR homes, although the results should be interpreted with care, since 

people who like television may be more likely to buy a PVR. 

 

Some viewers used the PVR for a specific function - to record favourites that they 

were otherwise unable to see when broadcast live. Played back in private, this 

additional viewing is often highly valued.  
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Example 1 :  Catherine Daniels regularly used the PVR to record her soaps that 

she was unable to view live because she was busy either working or tending to 

her baby. Watched alone, she valued this time greatly. “I think you watch more 

because you can record stuff you would have missed before…what tends to 

happen is that soaps get recorded and then I can watch them the next day if it’s 

my day off  ... I pick the baby up from mums, he’ll be ready for a nap, so I put him 

to bed and sit down and relax, have a cup of tea and you know watch the soaps 

from last night.  It’s nice because being that time of the day there’s not an awful 

lot on that’s interesting on the television.” 

 

Example 2 :  Molly Evans used the PVR to record programmes that she thought 

she would miss. She then watched these when the children were in bed.   

“Jonathan Ross…I will watch it another day, but when there is nothing else on”.    

 

Example 3:   Non Sky+ user Laurence Cairns, a shift worker, used the 

Panasonic/NTL DVR during the day whilst his partner was working to watch 

favourite films. He describes “I mainly like movies, and they’re always on late, so 

I always like to tape them and watch them during the day time. Because err, on a 

night shift during the week, like you’ve got Trisha and Sally Raphael or whatever, 

you know, all the talk shows, and I can’t stand watching all that during the 

daytime so I’d rather watch a film that I’ve recorded.” 
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3 Most Commercials Are Still Viewed Live 
 

3.1 Live versus Time-Shifted Opportunities to See C ommercials 
(OTS) 

 

Of the 3480 opportunities to see commercials (OTS) in our data, 2438 (70%) 

were live and 1042 (30%) were time-shifted. Note that our study excludes 

viewing on other sets within the home. Assuming that the main set accounts for 

88% of OTS in PVR homes and that all viewing of other sets is live, this would 

suggest that roughly 74% of all OTS in these homes are live.  

 

In fact, early results from BARB, based on a much larger, statistically 

representative sample of Sky+ homes and hard data on all sets within the home, 

suggest that the proportion of live viewing is even higher than this, 86%.  

 

Directionally, these results are consistent, although our study is based on a 

small, qualitative sample and the two measures (total viewing on BARB, 

opportunities to see commercials in our study) differ.  It is possible that our study 

encouraged the families to use the PVR more than they would otherwise have 

done.  Nevertheless, in our study, as in the more reliable BARB data, the key 

point is that – in contrast to claims based on the very early adopters of TiVo in 

the USA – PVR users in the UK still watch most commercials live.   

 

The total time-shifted commercial OTS was 30%. Within these observations there 

is great diversity with time-shifted percentages varying from 75% - 0%.    
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Table 3.1: % of Commercials Time-Shifted  

 

The total observed commercial OTS of 3480 included 504 relating to guests and 

children under 5 leaving the remainder of 2976 commercial OTS belonging to the 

22 participants.  The time shifted proportion was nearly identical for both groups 

at 31% - therefore the guests and children under 5 had a minimal impact on 

these results.    

 

The participants varied greatly in the proportion of their OTS which were time-

shifted during the study, from 75% for Sonia Fenner (a fairly light viewer) to zero 

for 7 of the 22 (also mostly light viewers).  The higher percentages relate to the 

Participant (Age) Total OTS  Time-Shifted  %TS 
 
Sonia Fenner (58) 44 33 75 
Lydia Harris (43)  77 57 74 
Joe Taylor (41) 90 57 63 
Phillip Fenner (59) 55 34 62 
Mandy Benives (40) 417 250 60 
    
Vanessa Benives (18) 291 158 54 
Molly Evans (40) 105 40 38 
Catherine Daniels (32) 228 78 34 
Tom Green (42)  91 26 29 
Malcolm Abraham (26) 231 55 24 
    
Laurence Cairns (26) 252 49 19 
Fenella Green (37) 91 17 19 
Alan Jones (44) 71 13 18 
Helen Smith (22) 243 44 18 
Patrick Daniels (36) 168 4 2 
    
Jack Evans (13) 48 0 0 
Beatrice Evans (8) 4 0 0 
Ruby Evans-Jones (5)  39 0 0 
Dylan Green (5) 95 0 0 
Marlene Brown (26) 184 0 0 
    
Neil Harris (17) 90 0 0 
Jennifer Harris (14) 62 0 0 
All 22 Participants 2976  915 31% 
Guests, Children under 5 504 127 25% 
Total 3480 1042 30% 
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heaviest users of the PVR technology and their partners. The lower percentages 

were for habitual live viewers, including children and teenagers who did not use 

the technology.   

 

The chart below clearly identifies the non usage by seven participants and the 

variation in the percentage of time shifted viewing amongst the participants.  

Four of the users time-shift 61-80%, none more than 80%. The majority of 

participants time-shift less than 40%. 
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3.2 Commercials versus TV Promotions 
 

Programme promotions were mostly viewed live.  In fact, the proportion time-

shifted was even lower than for commercials, an average of 23% for the 22 

participants (versus 31% for commercials, for these participants, see Table 3.1).  

The implication is that programme promotions are more likely than commercials 

to be seen as interesting and/or relevant. 

 

As with commercials, there was wide variation in the percentage of programme 

promotions time-shifted, from 61% for one participant to zero for seven 

participants, mostly young (Table 3.2).  The rank ordering of participants is highly 

correlated between the two tables. 
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Table 3.2: % of Programme Promotions Time-Shifted 

 

 

3.3 Claimed vs. Actual – Time-Shifting 
 

Claimed use of Sky + was found to be distorted by optimistic bias and perceived 

behavioural control by participants. Only two of participants, Catherine Daniels 

and Helen Smith, accurately reported the proportion of their viewing which was 

time shifted.  Other participants claimed a much higher proportion of their viewing 

was time-shifted than was observed during this study.  

 
 

Participant (Age) Total Promos TS Promos %TS 
 
Lydia Harris (43)  23 14 61 
Catherine Daniels (32) 73 38 52 
Molly Evans (40) 43 21 49 
Joe Taylor (41) 38 18 47 
Mandy Benives (40) 84 39 46 
    
Vanessa Benives (18) 55 20 36 
Tom Green (42)  60 18 30 
Fenella Green (37) 58 16 28 
Sonia Fenner (58) 51 12 24 
Phillip Fenner (59) 78 13 17 
    
Malcolm Abraham (26) 58 9 16 
Helen Smith (22) 72 9 13 
Laurence Cairns (26) 52 5 10 
Alan Jones (44) 29 3 10 
Patrick Daniels (36) 46 2 4 
    
Jennifer Harris (14) 13 0 0 
Ruby Evans-Jones (5)  12 0 0 
Neil Harris (17) 31 0 0 
Marlene Brown (26) 66 0 0 
Dylan Green (5) 46 0 0 
    
Jack Evans (13) 25 0 0 
Beatrice Evans (8) 3 0 0 
All 22 Participants (5+) 1016 237 23% 
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Table 3.3 Showing Claimed Time-shifted Behaviour Vs  Actual Time-shifted 
Behaviour 
 
 
Participant Perceived TS vs. live Actual % 

commercials OTS 
viewed live/TS 

Helen Smith (22) 
 

“I probably don’t watch that much off the 
disk” 

82% live 18% TS 

Malcolm Abraham 
(27) 
 

“more off the disk than I do just live 
television” 

76% live 24% TS 

Patrick Daniels (36) 
 

"3/4 of it is watched live…I probably use it 
more"  

98% live  2% TS 

Catherine Daniels  
(32) 

Agrees with P: "3/4 watched live." 
 

66% live 34% TS 

Fenella Green (37) “90?  80? Time shifted  Of mine”   “80 direct 
and 20 recorded” (KIDS) 
 

81% live 19% TS 

Tom Green (42) "60, 70%, probably" TS 71% live 29% TS 

Joe Taylor(41) “Three quarters” TS 37% live 63% TS 

Mandy Benives (40) “I would say the majority of it is taped” 40% live  60% TS 

Vanessa Benives 
(18) 

Mainly live except when watching with 
mother 

46% live 54% TS 

Phillip Fenner (59) 25% TS 38% live 62% TS 

Sonia Fenner (58) "half and half’?...25% TS" 25% live 75% TS. 
Usually BBC. 

Laurence Cairns 
(26) 

30% LIVE 30% TS   30% DVDs 81% live 19%TS 

Marlene Brown (26) “I’d probably say 60 % of telly 
really…5%HDD” (Hard disk drive) 

100% live 

 
 

The importance of measuring actual behaviour in natural context and not relying 

purely on claimed has been demonstrated and is a key consideration for those 

conducting future research. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 39

4 Fast Forwarding Time-Shifted Commercials 
 

4.1 Two Thirds of Time-Shifted Commercials are Fast  
Forwarded 

 
Of the total 1042 opportunities to see time-shifted commercials (OTS), 329 (32%) 

were played back at normal speed.  The other 713 (68%) were fast-forwarded at 

various speeds.  Therefore, out of the total of 3480 OTS, 2767 (80%) were 

viewed at normal speed, either live (2438) or time shifted at normal speed (329).  

 

Again assuming that these commercials on the main set accounted for 88% of all 

commercials seen within the home, this suggests that, in our sample of PVR 

homes, roughly 82% of commercials were seen either live (on the main set or 

another) or time-shifted at normal speed (on the main set). 

 

Applying the same percentage (32%) to time-shift viewing on the BARB panel 

would mean that 90.5% of commercials are viewed either live (86%) or time-

shifted at normal speed (32% x 14% = 4.5%). 

 

Putting this another other way, if (a) our result that 68% of time-shifted 

commercials are fast-forwarded generalises, and (b) BARB’s initial result that 

86% of viewing in PVR homes is live is also robust, the net effect would be that 

only about 10% of commercials in PVR homes are fast-forwarded – far less than 

most earlier studies (based on claimed behaviour among early adopters) would 

suggest. 

 

These results need to be replicated, but they suggest that, even if advertising 

exposure were zero during fast-forwarding (which is very much not the case, as 

discussed in Section 5), the overall impact would be limited.  

 

The proportion of commercials that were fast forwarded is not yet that significant 

in the context of the large number of commercials seen.  For example: The 
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Cairns-Browns were exposed to 89% of OTS commercials live whilst even 

Mandy Benives who displayed the highest usage of PVR (heavy TV viewer) was 

still exposed to  40% commercials live or 167 commercials, with another 19% or 

79 commercials watched time shifted at normal speed.  

4.2 Fast Forwarding Speeds 
 

Fast-forward speeds vary. Preponderance to fast forward can either be 

measured in terms of “instances” of fast forwarding at different speeds, measured 

by summing coded sequences of behaviour or by  summing the total “OTS”  

(discrete numbers of ads) under each fast forward speed. Both measures give 

about 90% FF at x12 or x30 but the predominant speed measured in sequences 

is x12 whereas under OTS it is x30, due to the high number of ads fast-forwarded 

at x30 within a discrete sequence.   

 

Under OTS, the majority (66%) of fast forwarded commercials were fast-

forwarded at the maximum speed (48% of all time-shifted ads). For the six Sky+ 

homes (and the equivalent speeds for the two non Sky + homes), the distribution 

was as follows:   

         Speed OTS  Instances 

x 30 66%   28% 

   x 12 25%  54% 

   x 6   6%   11% 

   x 2   2 %    7%      

 All FF 100% 

 

Only 15 of the 22 participants saw any commercials in fast-forward.  (The 

remaining seven included all children aged under 18 – none of whom saw any 

commercials in fast-forward).  Table 4.2 shows the individual fast-forward speed 

distributions for these 15 participants.  
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Table 4.2: Individual Fast-Forwarding Speed Distrib utions 
 
 
Percentage OTS at FF Speed x2 x6 x12 x30 
          
All 2% 6% 25% 66% 
      
Molly Evans 0% 0% 0% 100% 
Alan Jones 0% 0% 0% 100% 
Catherine Daniels 0% 4% 0% 96% 
Mandy Benives 1% 0% 1% 99% 
Vanessa Benives 1% 0% 0% 99% 
      
Phillip Fenner 0% 0% 0% 100% 
Sonia Fenner 0% 0% 0% 100% 
Helen Smith 2% 2% 48% 48% 
Mark Abrahams 0% 0% 60% 40% 
Laurence Cairns * 16% 63% 21% 0% 
      
Tom Green 0% 0% 100% 0% 
Fenella Green 0% 0% 100% 0% 
Joe Taylor* 15% 13% 72% 0% 
Lydia Harris * 15% 13% 72% 0% 
Patrick Daniels 0% 100% 0% 0% 

*Equivalent to Sky+ speeds 
 

Some viewers who do not use the remote to fast-forward are still sometimes 

exposed to fast-forwarded ads. Participants have habitual speeds and the 

dominance of the remote holder will dictate the viewing of other family members.  

 

Example 1: The Evans–Jones couple both view 100% at x30 but Molly Evans is 

the main PVR user.  

 

Example 2: Lydia Harris has the same distribution of fast-forwarding speeds as 

her partner Joe Taylor. Lydia never uses the PVR, but views fast-forwarded ads 

with Joe, often nudging him to remind him to fast-forward. 
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The middle ranking speeds are used by those who prefer closer control whether 

adept users or not. This is particularly the case with non Sky+ PVRs.  

 

4.3 Claimed vs. Actual Fast-Forwarding 
 

Claimed technical prowess distorts the accuracy of self report data.   This is 

evident in most of the sample. For example the claimed behaviour of the 

teenagers in the interview would suggest that they knew how to use the 

technology and did so.  However, our research revealed that despite this 

prowess they did not actually know how to use the technology nor did they try to 

learn.   This methodology enabled the research to have full knowledge of the 

viewers’ comments regarding PVR prowess such as “the fastest” “x30” and “fast 

forward all ads” prior to interview. In most cases we found that the speeds were 

not accurate and the viewers did not always fast forwards ads.  Fundamentally 

we found once again that the degree of perceived behavioural control and 

technical prowess is very different to actual audience behaviour.  For example: 

Phillip Fenner states in the interview: “I’m a fast forwarder and I always take it to 

30”  thereby suggesting he fast forwards 100% of the time, in fact he fast 

forwards only 24% of time shifted ads, either forgetting to fast-forward, watching 

or multi tasking during the remaining 76% of time shifted ads.   

 

When claimed behaviour is similar to actual, it doesn’t always provide the detail 

we need to understand audience behaviour.  For example: Joe Taylor, the 

Digifusion user claimed that he fast forwards. Though this is the case it fails to 

show that whilst fast forwarding ads, Joe Taylor also interacts with the ads such 

as  “I love science fiction films” and commenting on Haagen Daz Ice Cream ads 

rejecting the claim that it’s the best ice-cream in the world saying “No, Ben and 

Jerry’s actually.” 
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5 Audience Attention During Live vs. Time Shifted 
Commercials 

 

5.1 How attention was measured 

 

This study looked at attention levels in relation to live ads, fast forwarded ads, 

and ads that were time-shifted but not fast forwarded. Attention was assessed by 

direct ethnographic observation of video footage in relation to each advert 

sequence and OTS. Although for 21% of OTS we were either unable to assess 

attention or considered it as inattentive if their eyes could not be seen. (The 

conservative assumption would be that where we cannot observe the degree of 

attention it is usually low, but this assumption needs to be tested).  Full attention 

was typified by participants looking directly at and listening to the TV while doing 

nothing else which required conscious attention. Partial attention was typified by 

intermittent eyes on screen often associated with some other concurrent 

behaviour such as social interaction or using a laptop.. Where both full and partial 

attention was occurring during the same sequence, a decision was made on the 

overall attention level.  For example if a participant paid full attention for 25 

seconds of the advert, but was distracted for 5 seconds, full attention would be 

coded. 

 

The following table shows how attention varies in the sample between live and 

time shifted and when fast forwarded. Notably, full attention to commercials was 

higher at 51% during time shifted viewing, than live at 38%.   
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Table 5.1 Attention levels relating to Live, Time S hifted and whether FF 
 
 

Commercials 
OTS 

Fully 
Discernible 

- Full 
Attention 

Fully 
Discernible 

– Partial 
Attention 

Inattention or 
Not 

Discernible Total 
All 1262 1092 622 2976 
Live 791 841 429 2061 
TS Normal 
Speed 64 189 7 260 
FFX2 13 1 1 15 
FFX6 16 6 2 24 
FFX12 149 13 19 181 
FFX30 229 42 164 435 
All FF 407 62 186 655 
All TS 471 251 193 915 
      
All 42% 37% 21% 100% 
Live 38% 41% 21% 69% 
TS Not FF 25% 72% 3% 9% 
FFX2 87% 7% 6% 1% 
FFX6 67% 25% 8% 1% 
FFX12 82% 8% 10% 6% 
FFX30 53% 10% 37% 15% 
All FF 62% 10% 28% 22% 
All TS 51% 28% 21% 31% 

 

 

 

Of the total participants’ commercials OTS, 42% were given full attention and 

37% partial attention, the remaining 21% accounting for non discernibles or 

otherwise inattentive. Where attention was fully discernible, 54% were given full 

attention, 46% partial attention. 

 
The following table shows the total number of commercials analysed (not OTS), 

that were given: full attention by at least one viewer, partial attention by at least 

one viewer, and the number of commercials for which all viewers were not 

discernible or otherwise inattentive. 
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Table 5.1.2. To show number of commercials with at least one person 

paying full attention 

 

 

 

 

The table above shows that 52% of commercials analysed were viewed with full 

attention by at least one viewer, and that 90% of commercials were viewed with 

some level of attention (full or partial) by at least one viewer. Partial attention by 

at least one viewer accounted for 37% of commercials. 

 

The ethnographic stories for each family were written following close observation 

of the participants’ behaviour including their attentiveness to and avoidance of 

advertisements.  The primary drivers of attention were partly contextual i.e.: the 

time of day, the number of people viewing and other distractions in the household 

including concurrent behaviours, and partly to do with the participants’ own 

routines, habits, mood and preferences. On average, routine, habit and time of 

day were the most significant drivers of attention. The motivation to avoid adverts 

consequently varied with the time of day and concurrent behaviours, as well as 

T.V. content.   

 
Number of 

commercials % 

Full attention by at least one 
person 1096 52% 

Partial attention by at least 
one person 776 37% 

At least one person partial or 
full attention 1872 90% 

All viewers inattentive or not 
discernible 232 11% 

Total 2104 100% 
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It is important to note that there may be a relationship between having a PVR and 

attention.  Participants often demonstrated high levels of attention and significant 

interaction with time-shifted advertisements both watched at normal speed and 

fast-forwarded.  Indeed attention is significant overall and certainly not zero 

during fast forwarding. When viewers were fast-forwarding through commercials, 

they almost invariably concentrated on the screen unless distracted by other 

tasks when they would sometimes forget to fast forward.  This will be discussed 

in greater detail in section 5.4. 

5.2 Attention during Live Commercials 
 

Participants demonstrated less full attention during live viewing than during time-

shifted viewing. For all OTS, attention to commercials was full 38% of the time 

during live viewing, compared to 51% during time-shifted viewing. Where there 

was attention which was fully discernible, attention to commercials was full 48% 

of the time during live and 65% during time-shifted viewing.  Partial attention was 

higher during live commercials at  41%, compared to time-shifted at only 28%. 

Where there was attention which was fully discernible, partial attention was 52%, 

compared to time-shifted at only 35% partial attention.  Attention during live 

commercials was lower than during time-shifted commercials because of the high 

level of attention paid to fast-forwarded ads, and possibly because live ad breaks 

are often used as a convenient time to chat or otherwise multi-task. Joe Harris 

was fully attentive to only 22% of live commercials, and was frequently distracted 

by his laptop and other concurrent behaviours, in contrast to this, during time-

shifted commercials he was fully attentive 89% of the time.  Although full 

attention to live commercials was low, viewers were frequently observed 

interacting with live advertisements. For example: 

 

Example 1 : The Abraham-Smiths often chat about commercials together, 

sharing thoughts on ads including price and value, singing along and suggesting 
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to one another “shall we get that?”  All ads watched at normal speed were live as 

100% of time-shifted ads were fast-forwarded. 

 

Example 2 :  Ruby Evans-Jones was observed paying full attention to 78% of live 

commercials, and frequently responded to live ads for children’s toys stating “I 

wanna get that”.   

 

5.3 Attention during Time-Shifted Commercials Viewe d at 
Normal Speed 

 
Of the 722 time-shifted OTS commercials for which attention was fully 

discernible, 469 (65%) were fast forwarded, but 253 (35%) were watched at 

normal speed. Partial attention was highest, at 75% during time-shifted ads 

watched at normal speed. This is because when attention is only partial the 

viewer was less likely to fast-forward ads. This creates a marked difference 

between partial attention to commercials TS but viewed at normal speed (75%) 

(72% for all OTS) and live commercials (46%), (41% for all OTS). 

 

Example 1 :  Mandy Benives, who watched the most time shifted commercials, 

did not fast forward 32% of time-shifted commercials. She would often forget to 

fast forward when viewing with friends. The Benives family watched time-shifted 

lifestyle programs including Property Ladder one evening when they had a guest.  

 

Many of the ad breaks were not fast forwarded during this evening as the group 

were distracted by conversation. Mandy was partially attentive 96% of the time 

that time-shifted commercials were not fast-forwarded and her attention was 

discernible.  

 

Example 2:  The Fenners on the other hand fast forwarded only 24% of their time 

shifted commercials and appeared to forget to fast forward, often reading 

newspapers or otherwise distracted. Philip Fenner was the dominant remote 
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user, and was nearly always only partially attentive (92%) during time-shifted 

commercials not fast-forwarded.  

 

Example 3 :  Mrs Daniels fast forwards all advertisements when she watches 

time shifted, the only exception being when she is multi-tasking and so is 

distracted. She forgets to fast forward while on the telephone or reading. Mrs 

Daniels was partially attentive 68% of the time that time-shifted commercials 

were not fast-forwarded.  

 

Time shifted advertisements had particular impact when positioned next to 

serious programmes. For example, having watched a serious documentary “The 

Real Sex Traffic” on a Sunday afternoon the Fenners forget to fast forward 

(possibly due to the intensity of the programme) and watched the 

advertisements.  Whilst Phillip Fenner glanced up at some of the commercials, 

his wife watches fully attentive, her mood is visibly lifted by a commercial for 

Marks and Spencer’s which sparks positive conversation about the content of the 

advertisement and the clothes featured in the commercial “Doesn’t Twiggy look 

fantastic…. I looked at that skirt.” 

 

5.4 Attention during Fast Forwarded Commercials 
 
Instead of the PVR leading to a switch from a fully attentive audience during live 

viewing to a fully inattentive audience during fast forwarding the audience is 

frequently partially attentive under both conditions. 

 

Full attention is higher during time-shifted commercials (51%) than during live 

commercials (38%). Where attention was fully discernible the difference is bigger 

with attention during time-shifted commercials (65%) as opposed to live 

commercials (48%). This is due primarily to the high level of attention required 

when fast-forwarding. Most fast forwarded ads (62%) (87% where fully 

discernible) were watched with full attention.  
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 Often viewers not in control of the remote also concentrated closely on the 

screen and interacted with the ads. For example, Lydia Harris was frequently 

observed watching the screen closely while Joe fast-forwarded the ads. Lydia 

watched 61% of commercials fast-forwarded at x12 with full attention, but did not 

use the remote to fast-forward once. 

 

Further, when viewers in control of the remote were fast-forwarding through 

commercials, they sometimes commented on particular commercials, watched 

them at slower speed, and occasionally even rewound them to watch them again. 

Participants were observed rewinding adverts in some cases including those fast-

forwarded at high speed (x30, x12).   

 

Example 1:  Joe Taylor would talk to the TV, often prompted by ads.  

Furthermore he would pause if he saw an advertisement he liked or a character 

he recognized.  He was observed commenting using a very slow speed to fast 

forward ads, as if he wanted to be able to see them. He commented negatively 

and positively about the ads whilst fast forwarding, saying “Oh I love fish when 

it’s like that…yum mushy peas with oven chips nice chips mmmm”.   

 

Example 2:  Other participants were observed recognizing and interacting with ad 

content even at high fast forwarding speeds.  Malcolm Abrahams was observed 

recognizing two celebrities in one advertisement - Cat Dealy and Beyonce whilst 

fast forwarding at x12, he then stopped and rewound the ad which he watched at 

normal speed and discussed.   

 

Example 3:  Mandy Benives recognised Windy Millar, a nostalgic character whilst 

fast forwarding at x 30, she rewound the ad and interacted with it, showing off to 

her daughter. 

 
 

This shows that viewers are able to interact with ads whilst fast-forwarding, 

dependent on speed and other factors.  Commercials were commented on and 
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rewound, and viewers were compelled, by some PVR functions, to watch fast-

forwarded ads again.  

 

Example 4: Laurence Cairns, for example, when using his NTL DVR, fast 

forwards most  advertisements but he rewinds or slows down advertisements he 

wants to watch.  When interviewed and shown the clip of his slowing down and 

watching the ad, he explained: “I was gonna go and see that … and I saw it flash 

up so I zoomed back, had a watch and cued up to the start of the film.”  

 

Some features of the NTL DVR necessitate increased exposure to ads in fast-

forward. For example, if Laurence Cairns wished to archive the film he would 

take some time to remove the advertisements which is a laborious process and 

takes 8 minutes and exposes him to those same ads in fast forward again.  He 

describes this process of eliminating the ads as a “pain”. 

 

Instead of the PVR leading to a switch from a fully attentive audience during live 

viewing to a fully inattentive audience during fast forwarding the audience is 

frequently fully or partially attentive under both conditions.  Users of the PVR 

were often fully attentive whilst fast forwarding time-shifted commercials whether 

holding the remote or otherwise. 

 

The pattern for fully discernible OTS varied depending on whether the OTS 

related to the person controlling the remote 63% or another household member 

37%.  For those controlling the remote, 95% of fast-forwarded commercials were 

viewed with full attention and 5% with partial attention.  For those not controlling 

the remote, 74% of fast forwarded commercials were viewed with full attention 

and 26% with partial attention. This reinforces the observation that attention 

during fast forwarding is higher than normal viewing especially for the remote 

holder but also for viewers not holding the remote. 
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One implication of the predominance of live (and normal speed time-shifted) 

viewing is that, for the great majority of fast-forwarded commercials, viewers 

have already had at least one prior exposure at normal speed so they rarely have 

to “decode” a fast-forwarded ad from scratch.  We need to explore this 

relationship further, together with the effects of both initial and repeat exposures 

at differing speeds. 
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6 Conclusions, Implications and Recommendations  
 
Conclusions: 
 
·  The PVR may not be such a threat to commercial advertising for the medium 

term as previously thought.  

·  Claimed behaviour in this study was often found to be less than reliable 

possibly biased by perceived behavioural control, self presentational bias and 

other demand characteristics.  This has resulted in a less than accurate 

picture of use, attention, avoidance and fast forwarding speeds. By combining 

interviews with video ethnography we were able to get a more accurate 

indication of real usage. 

·  Embedded routine was extremely important.  Currently most individuals and 

families have an embedded routine of how they watch TV.  For 21 of the 22 

participants the routine was to check the EPG live or scan and in one case 

check the Radio Times, however only if there is nothing on would viewers 

check what was on the PVR. Typically families have programmes recorded 

which are used as back up, live television is always checked first, with the 

exception of one participant whose routine is to squeeze time shifted 

programmes into weekday viewing and watch the majority of viewing at the 

weekend live.    

·  Low usage, PVR viewing was added onto viewers existing routine. 

·  No use by children and several adults including the female partners of the two 

men who had bought non Sky + technology. However there may have been 

ownership issues due to the technology and household dynamics in that the 

children in this study were not directly related to the PVR owners. 

·  All participants whether they were non, low or high PVR users valued the 

product highly.  

·  The vast majority of commercials are viewed live.   
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·  Fast forwarded advertisements are not yet that significant in the overall 

context of viewing. 

·  Instead of the PVR leading to a switch from a fully attentive audience (during 

live viewing) to a fully inattentive audience (during fast-forwarding), the 

audience is frequently fully or partially attentive under both conditions. 

Attention levels are high during fast forwarded commercial breaks and they 

can be recognised and interacted with.  Users of the PVR were often fully 

attentive whilst fast forwarding time-shifted commercials whether holding the 

remote or otherwise 

 

Implications: 

These results are important in two ways: 

 

(a) For the specific issue of ad avoidance, they suggest that the likely 

impact (at least in the short to medium term) has been greatly 

exaggerated. Even if viewers received no exposure to commercials during 

time-shifted viewing – which is very much not the case, the audience loss 

in those homes would be only 20% or less. Combined with the penetration 

figure, rising steadily but still only around 9% in the UK, this casts serious 

doubt on predictions that PVRs will reduce commercial audiences (across 

all homes) by 10% or more in the next few years. 

 

(b) In the wider digital context, they also suggest that the shift from live 

viewing to on-demand viewing over the next 10 years will be less dramatic 

than many are predicting. Sky+ is extremely easy to use and requires less 

effort than video on demand (VoD) as well as being free at the point of 

use. If, as the BARB data (supported by our study) suggest, over 80% of 

viewing in Sky+ homes is still live, it is hard to see how more than a small 

minority of homes (mostly technophile early adopters) will switch to a 

routine where true on-demand content accounts for more than 10% or 

20% of viewing. 
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Time-shifted viewing of programmes off the PVR, mostly recorded from a few 

favourite channels, could account for up to 15% of all viewing in 10 years time, 

with optimistic assumptions about penetration and a gradual increase in time-

shifting within early adopter homes, and also assuming that later adopters time 

shift almost as much as early adopters. Similar optimistic assumptions about 

video on demand (VoD) might add a further 5% true on-demand viewing. On this 

basis, on-demand and time-shift together could account for up to 20% of viewing 

in 10 years. The other 80%-plus would still be live and 95% (i.e all the live and 

time-shift viewing) would still be based on channels, mostly favourite channels. 

Note that these numbers are based on optimistic assumptions about the adoption 

and usage of PVRs and VoD: under our “best guess” assumptions, the impact on 

channel viewing will be even less than this. 

 

Recommendations: 

 

·  The study needs to be scaled up to increase the size of the sample to 

broaden the group to represent households with less potential for complex 

ownership issues of PVR.  Furthermore, it needs to increase the number 

of Sky+ homes to reduce the complexity issue of potential usage and 

ensure that it is representative of current adoption figures. 

·   Further research must focus on the motivations to use the PVR, existing 

behaviour and what influences the change in behaviour over time. The 

research will need to be longitudinal in order to measure and explore that 

change in behaviour and the possible increase in the use of the PVR. This 

will assist in determining how the advertising industry should mitigate 

these changes. 

·   The study needs to be conducted on a matched sample of non PVR 

homes to understand attentiveness and to understand whether there is 

any difference in attention between PVR homes and non PVR homes. 
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·   Revisit the families that have been studied to examine viewing behaviour 

one year after this study to assess whether the routine of checking live first 

dominates or whether there is more of a gradual shift into viewing off the 

disk. 

·   A mid-scale follow-up study in 4 more Sky + homes plus at least 12 non 

PVR homes together with a representative sample of home PC and other 

TV use.  This would provide enough data to give a reliable indication of the 

likely impact on advertising exposure and revenue, as well as some of the 

underlying patterns in relation to genres, product categories, etc, to 

complement more quantitative approaches using surveys, BARB, or 

BSkyB's own data. It would be sensible to ensure that the next study also 

included a range of nuclear families to see if there was any comparative 

difference in usage by the children.   

·   There is a risk that if live TV is not more engaging at key times of the day 

then the PVR could become used more than back up in most homes. 

·   An opportunity exists to understand how more partial attention could be 

converted into full through a better understanding of attention triggers 

based on a natural context behavioural analysis. 

·   It is important to understand how adverts could be more engaging and 

operate as an effective nudge under fast forward conditions. Fast 

forwarded digital television assists this recognition due to the fact that the 

increase in speed is achieved by a reduction of frames resulting in 

increased frames per second.  The result is a series of still frames which 

are recognizable. Whilst there is no sound, it is quite possible to recognize 

the visual components of the advert and also where the advert has been 

previously viewed it represents a nudge.  This has implications for the 

layout and construction of advertisements as well as the commercial value 

of time-shifted adverts. 

·  The importance of the EPG in prompting or reinforcing decision making in 

relation to live or time-shifted viewing needs to be better understood. 
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·  There is a significant emerging risk of competition for attention in the home 

from on-line activity and Video on Demand.  Through further qualitative 

study of the interplay between computer usage and TV viewing in the 

home the actual risk will be better understood and the market impact can 

be better managed. 
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