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Defining Subscriber 
Losses 
 

   s detailed later in these Research 
Notes, 2018 was not a stellar year 

for the pay-TV industry.  The nearly 2.9 
million net losses for the top pay-TV 
providers in 2018 were about double the 
net losses in 2017, and more than in any 
previous year.  When reporting these 
data, the dry term net losses is often 
replaced by the more vivid and alluring 
term cord-cutting, but this change in 
terminology can be problematic.  

 

While the results are the 
same regardless of the 
words that are used to 
label them, perceptions of 
how and why changes 
took place, along with the 
future implications, can 
be altered.  Using the 
terms net losses and 
cord-cutting 
interchangeably can lead 
to a misinterpretation, and 
an inaccurate narrative, of 
the dynamics that impact 
the pay-TV industry. 
 

When we hear that cord-cutting 
accelerated in the past year, the 
unavoidable conclusion is that consumers 
decided to exit the pay-TV category at an 
increasing rate.  However, disconnects 
are just one component of net losses.  
In understanding net losses vs. the 
common perception of cord-cutting, it is 
essential to understand that: 

• Net losses (or adds) are the sum of 
both those that disconnect a 
service, and those that add a 
service over a given period of time 

• Disconnects and new connects are 
not solely driven by consumer 
demand and preferences – 
providers’ strategies and 
decisions also play key roles  

o Related to differences in 
strategies, net losses are not 
consistent across pay-TV 
categories or individual services 

 
These components of net losses are true 
for any subscription business, be it pay-
TV, newspapers, magazines, or Netflix.  
For example, recent LRG surveys have 
found that the number of households 
that cut a pay-TV service in the past 
year, was nearly identical to the 
number that cut Netflix.  Yet, despite a 
similar annual number of people 
disconnecting Netflix as pay-TV, Netflix 
had 5.7 million net adds of paying 
streaming subscribers in the U.S. in 
2018.  Netflix can achieve net adds 
because it is at a point in its life cycle 
when newly acquired customers still far 
outnumber those that cut the service in 
the past year. 
 
An analysis of pay-TV providers’ 
reporting of results in 2018 and in recent 
years demonstrates the relationship 
between disconnects and new connects, 
and the link to corporate strategies.  For 
the pay-TV industry over the past 
couple years, net losses were as 
much related to a decline in the 
acquisition of new subscribers as they 
were to an acceleration in 
disconnects.   
 
Part of the decline in acquiring new 
subscribers is that consumers have more 
choices than ever before for finding video 
sources that fit their households’ needs 
at the prices that they are willing to pay.   
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Another part of the decline in acquiring 
new subscribers is due to decisions by 
pay-TV providers to increasingly focus 
on acquiring “profitable” or “better 
margin” subscribers. 
 
A prime example that net losses are not 
just about those that disconnect service is 
found in DISH Network’s reporting on its 
satellite TV service (DISH TV).  In its 2018 
Annual Report, DISH disclosed that over 
the past four years, DISH TV’s churn has 
remained steady, while annual gross 
additions have declined by 50%. 

• In 2018, DISH TV’s monthly churn rate 
was 1.78% – similar to 1.78% in 2017, 
1.97% in 2016, and 1.75% in 2015 

• In 2018, DISH TV had 1,114,000 
gross adds – down from to 1,477,000 
in 2017, 1,736,000 in 2016, and 
2,247,000 in 2015 

• This indicates a decline in annual 
disconnects for DISH TV from about 
3,000,000 in 2016 to about 
2,250,000 in 2018.   

 
As discussed in DISH’s 4Q 2018 Earnings 
Call, these changes are the result of “the 
painful steps of right sizing our customers, 
eliminating customers that aren't 
profitable…of not doing crazy giveaways 
and just trying to have numbers for the 
street, but rather run it as a business and 
run it for the long-term profitability of that 
business.”   
 
Likewise, AT&T’s strategic decisions on 
managing its video assets have resulted 
in a change in AT&T’s overall pay-TV 
subscriber totals, along with variations in 
the individual performances of its three 
pay-TV brands.  Also, because AT&T is 
the #1 pay-TV provider in the U.S., 
these decisions and corresponding 
results have had a significant impact 
on the pay-TV market overall. 
 
Since officially acquiring DIRECTV in July 
2015, AT&T’s annual net gains/losses for 

the DIRECTV satellite (DBS) service, and 
for its landline U-verse service, have seen 
dramatic annual swings.   

• In 2015, DIRECTV had 167,000 net 
adds – followed by 1,228,000 net adds 
in 2016, then 554,000 net losses in 
2017, and 1,236,000 net losses in 
2018 

• In 2015, AT&T U-verse had 303,000 
net losses – followed by 1,359,000 net 
losses in 2016, then 624,000 net 
losses in 2017, and 47,000 net adds in 
2018 

 
These fluctuations were largely due to 
AT&T’s shifts in prioritization and 
packaging of these two brands related to 
differences in programming and 
acquisition costs.   
 
AT&T’s decisions related to its third brand, 
the Internet-delivered (vMVPD) service, 
DIRECTV NOW, have also had major 
implications for the company’s pay-TV 
subscriber totals, as well as for the pay-TV 
industry as a whole.  This was particularly 
true in the second half of 2018.   
 
DIRECTV NOW was launched in 
November 2016, and quickly began 
adding subscribers for this lower channel/ 
lower cost service. 

• DIRECTV NOW added 267,000 
subscribers after its launch in 2016 – 
followed by 888,000 net adds in 2017  

• In the first half of 2018, DIRECTV 
NOW had 654,000 net adds – 
followed by 218,000 net losses in the 
second half of 2018 

 
This abrupt shift in DIRECTV NOW’s 
growth last year was not a function of 
consumers suddenly deciding to cut 
(the non-cord to) the service.  Rather, 
this was driven by AT&T’s decision to 
eliminate vastly discounted promotional 
pricing “for low value, high churn 
customers” and to focus on the profitability 
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of the service by taking “DTV Now up to 
market-based pricing.”  While the strategy 
resulted in a net loss of subscribers, AT&T 
reported that ARPU’s “increased about 
$11 or $12 in the fourth quarter year-over-
year.” 
 
This is all part of AT&T’s stated strategy 
for their pay-TV business that includes 
being “laser-focused on cost controls,” 
with an emphasis on profitability and 
stabilizing margins.  
 
For pay-TV industrywide, the road to 
declines in 2018 was not a smooth linear 
one.  In fact, the first half of 2018 had 
fewer net losses than the first half of 2017.  
Yet, the second half of 2018 saw a 
precipitous decline in subscribers, with 
3Q and 4Q 2018 each having more net 
losses than in any prior quarters.  This 
downturn coincided with AT&T’s 
strategies shift. 

• Across its three brands, AT&T had a 
net loss of over 955,000 subscribers 
in H2 2018 – compared to a gain of 
70,000 subscribers in H2 2017 

 
The pay-TV industry overall lost about 
2.15 million subscribers in the second half 
of 2018 compared to a loss of about 
330,000 subscribers in the second half of 
2017.  Partly related to AT&T’s changes in 
strategy, DBS and vMVPD services saw 
significant declines compared to a year 
ago.  

• DBS services had a net loss of about 
1,510,000 subscribers in H2 2018 – 
compared to a loss of about 740,000 
subscribers in H2 2017  

• vMVPD services lost 145,000 
subscribers in H2 2018 – compared 
to a gain of about 1,060,000 
subscribers in H2 2017 

 
These patterns of year-to-year losses 
were not consistent across all categories 
of pay-TV services.  Telco and cable net 

losses in the second half of 2018 
improved from the second half of 2017.  
 
In 2018 overall, the top cable companies 
had about 910,000 net video losses, 
compared to 680,000 net losses in 2017.  
These net losses are actually well below 
the annual losses in the early part of the 
decade when competition from Telcos and 
DBS was heightened.  In fact: 

• Over the four years from 2015-2018, 
top cable companies had a net loss of 
about 2,300,000 video subscribers – 
compared to a net loss of about 
5,900,000 subscribers in the four 
years from 2011-2014 

 
For the major cable companies, video 
is not even their priority anymore as 
they are increasingly focused on the more 
profitable broadband segment (as well as 
business services).  In Comcast’s 4Q 
2018 Earnings Call it was stated that “we 
made a very successful transition to a 
connectivity centric model.” And that 
“we're going after and will attract the most 
profitable video customer relationships 
that we can.”  Similarly, in Charter’s 4Q 
2018 Earnings Call it was said that the 
company is “using the video business to 
drive our core business, which is 
connectivity.” 
 
The pay-TV industry is clearly changing 
for both providers and consumers.  
Ultimately, whether it’s called net losses 
or cord-cutting, the industry has peaked 
and has experienced net losses at an 
increasing rate in recent years.  But, by 
going beyond the headline of total losses, 
we are able to see that the components of 
net losses are more nuanced than the 
commonly used analogy of scissors 
cutting a cable wire. 
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16% of Ages 18-44 Get a 
vMVPD Internet-Delivered 
Pay-TV Service  
 
        ew consumer research from 

Leichtman Research Group, Inc.  
found that 18-44 year-olds account for 
71% of adults in the U.S. that have a live 
streaming vMVPD pay-TV service (like 
Sling TV, DIRECTV NOW, Hulu with Live 
TV, YouTube TV, or PlayStation Vue).  
Overall, 16% of adults ages 18-44 
currently have a vMVPD service – 
compared to 6% of ages 45 and above.    
 
Of those that currently get a vMVPD 
service, 43% switched directly from a 
traditional (cable, satellite, or Telco) pay-
TV service, and 25% also have a 
traditional service.  In addition, 17% 
switched from another vMVPD service, 
and 15% were most recently non-
subscribers to any type of pay-TV 
service. 
 
These findings are based on an online 
survey of 6,715 households from 
throughout the United States and are 
part of a new LRG study, Internet-
Delivered Pay-TV Services 2019.  This is 
LRG’s second annual study dedicated to 
this topic. 
 
Other related findings from the study 
include: 

• 42% with a vMVPD service are ages 
18-34 – compared to 26% of 
traditional pay-TV subscribers, and 
33% of pay-TV non-subscribers in 
TV households 

• vMVPD subscribers have a mean 
annual household income similar to 
traditional pay-TV subscribers, but 
33% above non-subscribers in TV 
households 

 

• 73% of vMVPD subscribers are very 
satisfied with their service – but, 20% 
are very likely to switch from a 
vMVPD service in the next six 
months 

• 93% with a vMVPD service also have 
an SVOD service from Netflix, 
Amazon Prime, and/or Hulu – 
compared to 71% of traditional pay-
TV subscribers, and 74% of non-
subscribers in TV households  

• vMVPD subscribers watch these 
services at home 78% of the time – 
compared to 82% at home viewing of 
HBO NOW, and 88% at home 
viewing of Netflix  

• 24% of those that do not currently 
have a vMVPD service are very 
interested in getting one  
 

vMVPD services were first introduced 
about four years ago, and the market for 
these lower-cost/lower-channel pay-TV 
services is still growing and evolving.  
Consumers continue to experiment with 
the various vMVPD services, along with 
other traditional and streaming options, to 
find the best combinations of video 
content and cost. 
 

 
 
 
 

N 

51% of pay-TV non-subscribers 
have a TV antenna – compared 
to 38% of all with a vMVPD 
service, and 19% of traditional 
pay-TV subscribers 



 

 

 

     © 2019 Leichtman Research Group, Inc.  All Rights Reserved              5                                                                      
 

Major Pay-TV Providers 
Lost About 2,875,000 
Subscribers in 2018   
 
        eichtman Research Group, Inc.  
         found that the largest pay-TV 
providers in the U.S. – representing 
about 95% of the market – lost about 
2,875,000 net video subscribers in 2018, 
compared to a pro forma loss of about 
1,510,000 subscribers in 2017. 
The top pay-TV providers account for 
89.1 million subscribers – with the top six 
cable companies having 47 million video 
subscribers, satellite TV services 29.1 
million subscribers, the top telephone 
companies 9 million subscribers, and the 
top Internet-delivered (vMVPD) pay-TV 
services 4 million subscribers. 
 
Key findings include: 

• Satellite TV services lost about 
2,360,000 subscribers in 2018 – 
compared to a loss of about 
1,550,000 subscribers in 2017  

o DIRECTV lost 1,236,000 
subscribers in 2018 – compared 
to a loss of 554,000 subscribers 
in 2017 

o In 2018, DBS services 
cumulatively lost 7.5% of video 
subscribers – compared to a loss 
of 4.7% in 2017 

• The top six cable companies lost 
about 910,000 video subscribers in 
2018 –compared to a loss of about 
680,000 subscribers in 2017 

o In 2018, the top cable providers 
cumulatively lost 1.9% of video 
subscribers – compared to a loss 
of 1.4% in 2017 

• The top telephone companies lost 
about 245,000 video subscribers in 
2018 – compared to a loss of about 
885,000 in 2017 

o AT&T U-verse added 47,000 
subscribers in 2018 – compared to 
a loss of 624,000 subscribers in 
2017 

o In 2018, the top Telcos 
cumulatively lost 2.6% of video 
subscribers – compared to a loss 
of 8.7% in 2017 

• The top publicly reporting Internet-
delivered (vMVPD) services, Sling TV 
and DIRECTV NOW, added about 
640,000 subscribers in 2018 – 
compared to about 1,600,000 net adds 
in 2017 

o Subscribers to these vMVPD 
services increased by 19% in 2018 
– compared to an increase of 90% 
in 2017 

• Traditional pay-TV services (not 
including vMVPD) lost about 
3,515,000 subscribers in 2018 – 
compared to a loss of about 3,110,000 
in 2017  

 
The pay-TV market saw net losses 
increase in 2018.  Overall, the top pay-TV 
providers lost 3.1% of subscribers in 2018 
compared to a loss of 1.6% in 2017.  
Since the industry’s peak in 1Q 2012, pay-
TV subscribers for the top providers have 
declined by about 6,000,000.  This reflects 
a decline of about 10,000,000 subscribers 
for traditional services, offset by the 
addition of about 4,000,000 subscribers 
for the publicly reporting vMVPD services.   

L 

75% of all adults agree that 
there are specific networks or 
programming genres that are 
“must haves” as part of a TV 
service for their household 
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2.4 Million Added 
Broadband From Top 
Providers in 2018  
   

        eichtman Research Group, Inc.  
         found that the largest cable and 
telephone providers in the U.S. – 
representing about 95% of the market – 
acquired about 2.4 million net additional 
broadband Internet subscribers in 2018, 
compared to a pro forma gain of about 
2.1 million subscribers in 2017.   
 
These top broadband providers now 
account for 98.2 million subscribers, with 
top cable companies having 64.3 million 
broadband subscribers, and top 
telephone companies having 33.9 million 
subscribers. 
 
Key findings include:  

• Overall, broadband additions in 2018 
were 116% of those in 2017 

• The top cable companies added 
about 2,900,000 subscribers in 2018 
– compared to about 2,725,000 net 
adds in 2017 

o Comcast and Charter each 
added over a million broadband 
subscribers in 2018 

• The top telephone companies lost 
about 465,000 subscribers in 2018 – 
compared to a net loss of about 
620,000 subscribers in 2017 

o Telcos have had net broadband 
losses in each of the past four 
years 

• At the end of 2018, cable had a 65% 
market share vs. 35% for Telcos 

o Cable’s broadband market share 
is at the highest level since 3Q 
2003 

 
 
 

The top cable and Telco broadband 
providers in the U.S. cumulatively have 
over 98 million subscribers, and the 
industry is still growing.  The top 
broadband providers added 4.5 million 
net broadband subscribers over the past 
two years, with cable companies 
accounting for 5.6 million net adds. 

 
  

L 

From 2011-2018, top cable 
providers had about 21.9 
million net broadband adds, 
while top Telcos had virtually 
no net broadband adds over 
that period 
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Industry by the Numbers 

Subscribers at end of 4Q 2018 

21,986,000  

16,606,000  

4,015,000  

3,307,500  

776,000  

326,423 

47,016,923 

 

19,222,000  

9,905,000  

29,127,000 

 

4,451,000  

3,704,000  

838,000  

8,993,000 

 

2,417,000  

1,591,000  

4,008,000 

89,144,923 

 

Top Pay-TV Providers in the U.S.             
               

Cable Companies  

Comcast    

Charter     

Cox* 

Altice      

Mediacom 

Cable ONE      

Total Top Cable                

Satellite Services (DBS) 

DIRECTV      

DISH TV      

Total DBS                 

Phone Companies   

Verizon FiOS 

AT&T U-verse  

Frontier      

Total Top Phone                

Internet-Delivered (vMVPD) 

Sling TV 

DIRECTV NOW 

Total Top vMVPD^ 

Total Top Pay-TV                

 Sources: The Companies and Leichtman Research Group, Inc.  
*  LRG estimate 
^  vMVPD does not include Hulu with Live TV, YouTube TV, or PlayStation Vue, which do not publicly report 
Company subscriber counts may not solely represent residential households 

Top pay-TV providers represent approximately 95% of all subscribers  
Top cable companies do not include overbuilder WOW with 406,100 subscribers   

Net additions reflect pro forma results from system sales and acquisitions, and reporting adjustments -- therefore, comparing totals 
in this quarter’s Notes to prior Notes may not produce accurate findings 

       Net Adds in 2018 

(371,000) 

(244,000) 

(115,000) 

(98,000) 

(45,000) 

(37,465)  

(910,465) 

 

(1,236,000) 

(1,125,000)  

(2,361,000) 

 

(168,000)  

47,000 

(123,000)  

(244,000) 
 
 

205,000 

436,000 

641,000 

(2,874,465) 
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Sources: The Companies and Leichtman Research Group, Inc.  
* LRG estimate 
^  CenturyLink only reported residential subscribers in 2018.  LRG estimate including non-residential subscribers 
^^ Windstream’s 4Q 2018 results were reported after the original press release containing these data  
^^^ Cincinnati Bell does not include the acquisition of Hawaiian Telecom 

Company subscriber counts may not solely represent residential households  
Top cable and telephone companies represent approximately 95% of all subscribers  

Net additions reflect pro forma results from system sales and acquisitions, and reporting adjustments – therefore, comparing totals 
in this quarter’s Notes to prior Notes may not produce accurate findings 

 

Cable Companies 
 

Subscribers at end of 4Q 2018 Net Adds in 2018 

Comcast 27,222,000  1,353,000  

Charter 25,259,000  1,271,000  

Cox* 

Altice 

5,060,000 

4,118,100 

100,000 

71,900  

Mediacom 1,264,000  55,000  

WOW (WideOpenWest) 759,600  26,900 

Cable ONE 663,074 19,921 

Total Top Cable 64,345,774 2,897,721 

Telephone Companies   

AT&T 15,701,000  (18,000) 

Verizon 6,961,000  2,000 

CenturyLink^ 5,400,000  (262,000) 

Frontier 3,735,000  (203,000) 

Windstream^^ 1,021,000  14,400 

Consolidated 778,970 (1,824) 

Cincinnati Bell^^^ 311,000  2,300 

Total Top Phone 33,907,970 (466,124) 

Total Top Broadband  98,253,744 2,431,597 

   

 

 
 
 

  

Top Broadband Internet Providers in the U.S. 



 

 

 

     © 2019 Leichtman Research Group, Inc.  All Rights Reserved              9                                                                      
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Leichtman Research Group, Inc. 
www.LeichtmanResearch.com 

(603) 397-5400 
 

 


