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In-home observations and depth interviews are used to assess the role of the digital video 
recorder (DVR) in the home and audience behaviour while watching television with a 
DVR. Attention to the set, activities while viewing, selectivity and preparatory activities 
before watching television were examined. DVR owners perceive that media decision-
making roles traditionally made by networks and advertisers have been extended to the 
household level. Viewers consider the DVR to be an important technology and are highly 
engaged in the programmes they watch, but their attention to advertising is severely 
limited.

Introduction

This paper reports the findings of an in-depth qualitative study of televi-
sion viewing behaviour in digital video recorder (DVR) households in the 
US. The study is exploratory in nature and examines the media consump-
tion process in a DVR environment with respect to advertising and pro-
gramming. The DVR offers capabilities well beyond prior technologies in 
terms of enabling a customised viewing experience, including the ability 
to rearrange programme viewing and skip commercials.

About 20% of US television households contained a DVR as of 
December 2007 (Solman 2007). Many believe that the DVR threatens 
television advertising because of the commercial skipping feature (ANA/
forrester Research Study 2006; Goetzl 2006), while others downplay such 
concerns (friedman 2006; Solman 2007). As with previous technologies, 
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‘if advertisers are to keep up with the changing force in the media market-
place, they must thoroughly understand how audiences “behave” in the 
emerging media environment’ (Lin 1994, p. 30). If the viewing process 
changes in DVR homes, pre-existing findings on viewer behaviour must 
be re-examined. New research must provide an updated assessment of 
viewing in DVR homes and the implications for advertisers.

In light of this need, the current study combines in-depth interviews 
and in-home observations to examine the role of the DVR in the home 
and its relationship to viewer behaviour with respect to programming 
and advertising. The findings will provide a better sense of the potential 
changes that may occur after DVR adoption. This will provide an under-
standing of the media environment in which advertisers attempt to com-
municate with DVR owners.

Background

DVR owners have higher incomes, more education and more children 
than other television viewers (Story 2007). They tend to be younger than 
the average viewer and exhibit increased television usage (friedman 
2006). DVR use is related to greater enjoyment of and satisfaction with 
television, and DVR owners are less likely to surf channels. The most 
commonly reported uses for the DVR are fast-forwarding through com-
mercials and time shifting programmes that are scheduled at inconvenient 
times. Other popular functions include selecting programmes through an 
on-screen menu system or programme guide, and pausing live television 
(ferguson & Perse 2004). Some have suggested that DVR owners are 
less likely to leave the room or perform competitive activities while using 
television (Ho 2007).

There is disagreement over the extent to which the DVR is used for 
advertising avoidance. Skipping commercials has been reported as one 
of the most popular DVR functions, and owners are less likely to watch 
advertising than non-owners (ferguson & Perse 2004). Nielsen has 
reported that, of DVR owners who recorded American Idol and Desperate 
Housewives, less than 1% watched the advertising embedded in those pro-
grammes (Goetzl 2006). Others question the DVR’s impact on television 
advertising. One report suggests that fewer than half of people watching a 
DVR recording fast-forward through the ads (Solman 2007). Commercial 
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viewing is higher the closer to the original airtime a recorded programme 
is viewed, and drops off the longer the viewer waits to watch it. The last 
and first commercials within a pod, respectively, are the most likely to be 
viewed while watching a recorded programme, and younger viewers are 
more likely than older viewers to skip advertising (Story 2007).

Media consumption behaviour

Robertson (1971) classified innovations along a continuum ranging from 
continuous technologies that produce little shift in habits, to discontinu-
ous technologies that establish new behaviours. New technologies altered 
media consumption in the case of cable television (Krugman 1985; Lin 
1994), VCRs (Levy 1987; Krugman & Johnson 1991; Van den Bulck 1999) 
and computers (Morrison & Krugman 2001). The current study updates 
prior research by exploring whether the DVR potentially reshapes the 
viewing environment.

Media consumption can be studied along temporal and qualitative 
dimensions. Krugman (1989) distinguished between activities that occur 
during the programme and those that take place prior to viewing. Levy 
and Windahl (1984) identified selectivity, involvement and utility, respec-
tively occurring before, during and after media usage. The present study 
highlights four aspects of media consumption: attention to the set and 
activities that occur while using a DVR, and selectivity and preparatory 
behaviours that occur before viewing. We also assess the perceived role of 
the DVR in the home.

Attention to the set for advertising and programming

The attention paid to the set, measured as the percentage of time that 
the person’s eyes are directed towards the screen, has been used to assess 
involvement with programming and commercial breaks. Television stud-
ies conducted prior to the introduction of the DVR have found that 
attention to programming is a good predictor of attention to advertising 
(Thorson et al. 1987; Lloyd & Clancy 1991, Krugman et al. 1995). Eyes-
on-screen (EOS) measures for programming have remained stable at 
approximately 60%, from the three-network environment of the 1960s 
(Allen 1965) through the remote control and multi-channel environment 
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that was common by the 1990s (Krugman & Johnson 1991; Krugman et al. 
1995). Attention drops to about 33% for commercial breaks (Krugman et al. 
1995). By comparison, a rate of 81.7% has been found for movie rentals, 
which at the time were relatively new to the television viewing environ-
ment (Krugman & Johnson 1991).

DVR use shares characteristics with traditional programmes and movie 
rentals. Like movie rentals, the DVR potentially fosters a more involving 
environment. Because DVR viewers can record specific programmes of 
interest, high EOS times may occur on a level similar to what has been 
found for rented movies. As with traditional television, however, the DVR 
is typically used to record and watch conventional programming. The 
DVR lets viewers pause for interruptions, or rewind material that is missed 
or misunderstood. The fast-forward button can impact attention to adver-
tising (ferguson & Perse 2004; Goetzl 2006), although others downplay 
the DVR as a threat to advertising (Story 2007).

RQ1: What is the viewer attention level during programme viewing and 
commercial viewing in a DVR environment? How do attention 
levels compare to attention levels for traditional broadcast and 
advertising viewing?

Activities during and prior to viewing

Viewers often engage in other activities while watching television. 
Competitive activities, such as using the telephone, reading or doing 
chores, take attention away from the screen. Complementary activities, 
such as eating, drinking and talking to the set, do not necessarily divert 
attention. Competitive activities are negatively correlated with attention 
to the set, while complementary activities have no effect (Krugman et al. 
1995).

Different technologies and viewer perceptions of a media environment 
affect activities during viewing. Competitive activities are more common 
for traditional broadcast television than movie rentals, while complemen-
tary activities are unrelated to whether the viewer is watching a movie 
rental or traditional programme (Krugman & Johnson 1991). The abil-
ity to pause or rewind allows DVR users to interrupt viewing to engage 
in non-media activities. If a viewer lets a programme continue running 
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while performing other tasks, without pausing or rewinding to see what 
was missed, these behaviours compete for attention. However, if a viewer 
pauses the programme to perform activities, these activities lose their 
competitive characteristics.

RQ2: How can DVR users be characterised in terms of competitive 
and complementary activities performed while viewing television 
programmes?

Preparatory activities are performed before watching a programme, as 
a way to ‘get ready’ to view, and include preparing food, finishing chores, 
completing work or making sure other household members are present. 
Viewers engage in more preparatory activities before VCR movie rentals 
than before regular programmes (Krugman & Johnson 1991). In a manner 
more sophisticated than the VCR, DVR viewers can watch recorded pro-
grammes at any time, control the pace of the programme through pause 
and rewind features, and engage in other activities as long as needed 
before watching a programme, which may lessen the pressure to complete 
specific activities before viewing.

RQ3: How do DVR users characterise preparatory activities before tel-
evision viewing?

Selectivity

Selectivity is ‘the degree to which a person … sought to enter the commu-
nication setting’ (Levy & Windahl 1984, p. 62), or the ‘choice of messages’ 
(Kim & Rubin 1997, p. 108), and it plays a role in viewing involvement 
and gratifications obtained from media consumption (Lin 1993). Different 
media technologies can influence selectivity. Over two-thirds of VCR users 
engage in a high or medium-high level of planning in advance of deciding 
which programmes to record (Levy 1987), and heavy VCR users watch a 
greater diversity of genres (Van den Bulck 1999). Premium cable subscrib-
ers were more likely to consult programming resources such as TV Guide 
than non-cable viewers, indicating greater involvement in choosing what 
to watch (Lin 1994). The DVR can be used as a resource for choosing 
content by allowing viewers to select programmes from a customisable 
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on-screen menu, meaning that the DVR has the potential to complement 
or supplant prior selection resources, such as printed schedules or network 
promotions.

RQ4: How do DVR users characterise selectivity with respect to televi-
sion viewing?

Role of media technologies in the home

Media clusters are useful for assessing the role of technologies in the 
home. Clusters consist of an anchor technology, such as a television set, 
attached to one or more dependent technologies, such as a DVD player. 
The DVR is a dependent technology that cannot be used unless attached 
to the anchor technology. Media clusters have distinct roles within the 
home. The television cluster is a gathering area for household members, 
while the computer cluster is perceived as a work environment for use by 
one person at a time (Morrison & Krugman 2001).

An investigation of the role of the DVR in the home is crucial to 
understanding its impact on the television advertising environment. It 
is important to determine whether viewers perceive the DVR as merely 
an enhanced VCR, or if the advanced programme manipulation features 
of the DVR create a perception of computer-like customisability with 
respect to programme and advertising content. We explore whether view-
ers perceive the DVR as only having a small role in facilitating television 
viewing or an extensive role in bringing new viewing products, services 
and behaviours into the home.

RQ5a: What is the perceived role of the DVR within the home?

RQ5b: Does the perceived role of television in the home change with 
the addition of a DVR?
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Research method

Participants

All participant names reported in this paper are pseudonyms. The unit 
of analysis was defined as members of households in which a DVR is 
present. Participants were recruited from a medium-sized south-eastern 
US town to participate, over two separate days, in-depth interviews and 
in-home observations. The primary participant from each home had to be 
at least 18 years old and the primary adult DVR user within the household. 
Other household members who were present during research sessions 
were invited to participate. Recruitment efforts included personal contact, 
announcements to community organisations and a snowball procedure 
whereby participants were asked to recommend other individuals who 
qualified for the study. All primary participants received $80 for their 
involvement. The researcher called each participant to schedule the initial 
in-home interview and ask a series of screening questions covering demo-
graphics and household media profile.

Recruitment yielded 36 participants in 20 households. for each 
research session one individual was unable to be present, leaving 35 inter-
view participants and 35 observation participants. Of the 20 primary par-
ticipants, 16, or 80%, were male. Among the 16 non-primary participants, 
4 were male and 12 were female. Adult participant ages ranged from 21 
to 50, with an average of 31.4. Twelve households, or 60%, consisted of 
a male–female couple. five homes consisted of two or more roommates 
of the same gender, and three contained unmarried adults living alone. 
Seven primary participants, or 35%, worked in computer or technology-
related jobs, seven held other white-collar occupations (35%) and six were 
students (30%). All were Caucasian.

The households had owned at least one DVR for an average of 17 
months preceding the study, and two-thirds had owned a DVR for at least 
one year. Six homes contained more than one DVR (30%). All but one 
had at least one DVD player (95%), and the same number had at least one 
VCR. Thirteen homes (65%) contained at least one video game console, 
with four owning more than one.
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Data-gathering procedure

In-depth interviews and in-home observations worked in concert to 
address the issues raised in the study. Interviews assessed the perceived 
role of DVR technology in the home, viewer selection of television con-
tent and preparatory activities that occur prior to viewing. In-home obser-
vations examined activities occurring while viewers watch television, and 
attention paid to commercial breaks and programming. Each method is 
uniquely suited to address different research questions and, when viewed 
together, the results give us a holistic picture of audience behaviour in 
a DVR environment, and its implications for advertising practice and 
theory.

In-depth interviews
The first research session with each household was an in-depth inter-
view that included open-ended questions adapted from previous studies 
examining the role of household television viewing behaviour (Krugman 
& Johnson 1991; Pardun 1992; Krugman et al. 1995; Morrison 1996). 
Items addressed the role of the DVR, selectivity and preparation to view. 
Participants were asked to describe the role of the television set and the 
DVR in their homes; what it would mean not to have the television set 
or the DVR; and whether the role of television had changed since getting 
the DVR, and if so, how.

To address selectivity, participants were asked how they typically chose 
what to watch, whether they selected programmes before or after turn-
ing on the set, and whether their method of selecting programmes had 
changed since getting a DVR. Items covering preparatory behaviour asked 
what activities participants engaged in before watching television and 
whether these activities had changed since getting the DVR. Items were 
pre-tested with five DVR owners, followed by minor revisions to question 
order and wording. Interviews were tape recorded and transcribed for data 
analysis.

In-home observations
At the conclusion of each in-depth interview, in-home observations were 
scheduled at a time and location within the home where primary partici-
pants typically used the DVR. The observations examined activities while 
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viewing, and attention to the set during commercial breaks and program-
ming. Participants were specifically instructed not to make special plans 
for the observations and to approach the sessions in a manner consistent 
with normal viewing. Items were adapted from prior observational studies 
of audience behaviour (Krugman & Johnson 1991; Krugman et al. 1995). 
These items included EOS measures for primary participants, competing 
and complementary activities, and conversations between viewers.

EOS measures were taken during three five-minute segments of pro-
gramming and three advertising breaks. The observer sat off to the side 
and not directly between the participant and the television, allowing the 
observer to record data without the participant being aware of the obser-
vation specifics. In other words, participants did not know EOS measures 
were being recorded. A digital clock attached to a clipboard designated 
start and end times for the measurements, and a stopwatch was used to 
measure the percentage of time that the primary participant’s eyes were 
directed towards the screen. The stopwatch fitted into the palm of the 
researcher’s hand and could be discreetly controlled with her thumb. The 
segments were averaged to create a mean EOS time for programming and 
advertising. EOS measurement yielded 59 programme observations and 
60 commercial observations across 20 homes.

Data analysis

The DVR, as a new media technology, is a recent phenomenon with 
little prior research, which creates a need for investigation (Glaser & 
Strauss 1967; Pardun 1992; Pardun & Krugman 1994; Morrison 1996). 
furthermore, the adoption of new media technologies necessitates a re-
examination of previous findings on audience behaviour, as noted earlier in 
this paper. Accordingly, in-depth interview data were analysed within the 
framework of grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss 1967; Strauss & Corbin 
1990), which allows theoretical models to emerge from the data collected. 
This approach can facilitate either (1) the discovery of new theories, or 
(2) the re-examination of prior theories (Burawoy 1991; Strauss & Corbin 
1994). The present research adopts the second goal, because our research 
questions reflect specific important aspects of audience behaviour that 
require re-examination.
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Grounded theory analysis involves three steps. Open coding is the iden-
tification of categories that emerge from the data. Axial coding involves 
condensing the categories identified through open coding into broader, 
more conceptual categories. finally, selective coding reveals a core cat-
egory, or the ‘central phenomenon around which all other categories are 
integrated and forms the heart of the integration process’ (Morrison 1996, 
p. 267; see also Pardun 1992).

findings for each research question were analysed separately for the 
open coding phase. Interview transcripts were examined, and responses 
were placed into tables so that all responses were grouped together 
under their corresponding interview items and research questions. Every 
response for each interview item was examined to identify the theme 
expressed, and to reveal the most frequently recurring themes.

Observation data were counted, categorised and compared to previous 
studies. The most common viewer behaviours were identified, including 
those which would compete with attention to the set, those that would be 
complementary to viewing, and conversations between participants. EOS 
times during programming and advertising were averaged for each primary 
participant, followed by an overall average to determine the mean EOS 
times for the whole sample. This allows us to compare the level of atten-
tion paid to programming versus advertising for DVR users.

Different approaches were required to analyse the open-ended inter-
views and quantitative observations, so it was crucial to re-examine these 
individual findings collectively. When viewed together, the results give 
us a detailed view of how DVR technology fits into the household view-
ing environment, and the potential implications of DVR technology for 
advertisers. With this in mind, the open coding findings were re-examined 
using axial and selective coding (Glaser & Strauss 1967).

Axial coding involves condensing the concrete findings into more 
abstract themes. Commonalities were identified between the themes that 
emerged during the initial analysis, and these commonalities revealed the 
axial categories. At the selective coding phase, the axial categories were 
evaluated to determine the core category, or the overarching theme, that 
could explain the impact of DVR technology on the viewer–television 
relationship.
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Observation results

Attention to the set
Observations addressed the first and second research questions, which 
dealt with attention to the set and activities while viewing, respectively. 
To analyse attention to the set, we averaged each primary participant’s 
EOS percentages for programming and advertising. Individual averages 
were used to compute the mean EOS percentages across the 20 primary 
participants. The findings indicate (1) high attention to programming and 
(2) very low attention to advertising in a DVR environment.

High attention to programming
DVR users were highly attentive to programming. for the 59 EOS meas-
urements completed during programming for 20 primary participants, 
viewers’ eyes were directed towards the screen an average of 85.1% of the 
time. While the 20 individual EOS averages ranged from 25.5 to 98.7%, 
only two participants’ averages fell below 50%. A total of 65% of respond-
ents looked at the screen 90% of the time.

The EOS measure of 85.1% for DVR programme viewing is higher than 
the roughly 60% found in observations of viewers in the three-network 
environment of the 1960s (Allen 1965), the multi-channel, remote control 
environment of the 1990s (Krugman et al. 1995) and the 81.7% for viewers 
watching VCR movie rentals (Krugman & Johnson 1991). Table 1 com-
pares EOS measures in this study with previous findings.

Table 1: Comparison of eyes-on-screen measurements

Media setting With DVR Without DVR

TV programme 84.98 62.3a, 60.7b, 60.0c

Advertising Negligibled 32.8a, 50.0c

VCR movie rental Not measured 81.7b

Notes:
a. Source: Krugman et al. (1995)
b. Source: Krugman & Johnson (1991)
c. Source: Allen (1965)
d. Average EOS for advertising was 3.84. Since only two out of 20 participating households watched advertising, attention to 
advertising is considered negligible for this study.
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Very low attention to advertising
In 57 of 60 advertising segments coded (95%), participants fast-forwarded, 
switched to another live or recorded programme, or left the room. Only 
three EOS measurements were completed for advertising, representing 
5% of coded segments. Only two of the 20 primary participants engaged 
in any commercial viewing at all. The average EOS score for all 20 house-
holds was 3.84%, the average for the two participants who watched was 
38.4% and the average for the three segments measured was 76.8%.

Activities during media consumption

Activities during media consumption included (1) competitive activities 
that take attention away from the set, (2) conversations between partici-
pants, (3) pausing the set, and (4) complementary activities that do not 
compete for attention to content on the screen.

Competitive activity brief
Of the 23 competitive activities coded for primary participants, 20 lasted 
less than one minute, with three cases lasting four, five and six minutes. 
The most common competitive activities were leaving the room and 
interacting with pets. Across the 20 households, 20 different participants 
left the room at some point, with at least one other person continuing to 
watch without pausing. Sixteen participants engaged in competing com-
munication-related behaviour, including reading a book or magazine (four 
participants), reading mail (three participants), typing on a computer (four 
participants), checking cell phone messages (two participants), and mak-
ing or taking a telephone call (four participants). Other competitive activi-
ties included interacting with children, and hobbies.

Conversations mostly programme-related
Programme-related conversations averaged 9.4, while non-programme 
conversations averaged 4.4 (see Table 2). Conversation patterns for view-
ers in a DVR environment are more similar to discussions during movie 
rentals than traditional television programmes. Prior research found 5.3 
programme-related conversations and 5.0 non-programme conversations 
during television programming, and 9.9 programme and 3.4 non-pro-
gramme discussions for movie rental viewing (Krugman & Johnson 1991). 
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Coupled with the eyes-on-screen averages for programming, this indicates 
high psychological involvement with recorded programmes. No conversa-
tions about DVR rules took place, and only two observations recorded 
someone asking for advice about DVR use.

Pausing the set
Pausing the set was coded separately from competitive and complementary 
activities. Across the 20 households, pauses ranged from zero to three, with 
an average of 1.05 pauses per home. In 14 out of 20 observations (70%), 
viewers paused at least once, but nine individuals paused only once, rep-
resenting 45% of the sample and 64.3% of homes where pausing occurred. 
The pause feature is used consistently but infrequently. Typically, viewers 
pause once during a programme. Most pauses lasted less than one minute, 
although three lasted between five and seven minutes. All of these longer 
pauses involved a participant answering the telephone.

Two participants paused one channel and switched to another channel 
to avoid advertising. When the second programme went into a commer-
cial break, they paused again, returned to the first channel, fast-forwarded 
through the commercials and resumed the first programme. They repeated 
this process every time a commercial break began.

Complementary activity
Most participants engaged in complementary activities. The most com-
mon were consuming food or beverages and interacting with programmes. 
Twenty-six participants ate or drank, three consumed alcoholic beverages 
and one smoked a cigarette. Others ate snacks while watching. Twelve 
participants talked to the set and 19 laughed at programme content.

Table 2: Conversation patterns in various television settings

Media setting Programme-related conversations Non-programme-related conversations

DVR 9.4 4.4

VCR movie rental* 9.9 3.4

Traditional television* 5.3 5.0

* Source: Krugman & Johnson (1991)
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Activities while viewing and attention to the set
The present study supports prior findings that competitive activities have 
a negative relationship to attention to the set, while complementary activi-
ties have no relationship (Krugman & Johnson 1991; Krugman et al. 1995). 
Post hoc analysis revealed that competitive activities were negatively cor-
related with attention to programming (r = –0.624; p < 0.01). The mean 
EOS was 94% when no competitive activities were performed, and 72% 
when competitive activities were recorded (F = 16.991; p < 0.001). There 
was no significant relationship between complementary activities and 
attention to the set.

Even when DVR viewers engage in competitive activities, attention 
to programming remains high, with an EOS average of over 70%. This 
is higher than the overall programme attention levels found in pre-DVR 
observations (Allen 1965; Krugman & Johnson 1991; Krugman et al. 1995), 
further indicating that DVR users have a high level of interest in selected 
programmes.

Interview results

Preparatory activity

Interviews addressed the third, fourth and fifth research questions on 
preparatory activity, selectivity and the role of the DVR, respectively. 
All participant names are pseudonyms, as noted earlier. Interview items 
for preparatory activity included whether participants typically engaged 
in any activities before watching television and whether those activities 
had changed since the adoption of DVR technology. The category that 
emerged from these responses was greater flexibility to finish tasks before 
watching a programme, because the DVR would ‘wait’. Viewers often 
deliberately delayed watching in order to perform tasks that were deemed 
to be more important.

Richard H: … what we’ve also found ourselves doing is you say, ‘We’re not 
going to start watching this show … until you have … these five or six things 
done.’

Helen f: …it’s a much more relaxed dinner atmosphere … it’s not like, ‘Uh, 
Friends is on. Let’s just eat spaghetti in front of the TV.’
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The DVR had not influenced the specific preparatory activities that 
participants performed, which included work, chores, cooking, eating, 
personal activities, turning down the lights and nothing.

Selectivity

Interview items addressing selectivity included how participants typically 
choose what to watch, whether they decide what to watch before or after 
turning on the set, and whether selection methods had changed since 
adopting the DVR. Two categories emerged: (1) the DVR as a selection 
tool and (2) more flexibility in programme selection.

DVR as a selection tool
The DVR’s menu of pre-recorded programmes was the most common 
method for choosing what to watch. This was often the first place viewers 
turned for programmes.

Mark M: I’ll look to see what I’ve recorded and I’ll choose what I want to 
watch.

Paula M: I flip through the TiVo … see what’s going to be deleted …

Some had individualised approaches for using the list of recordings. 
Brian H and Barbara E sometimes begin by seeing what is currently air-
ing, and then watch a recorded programme if nothing on live television 
appeals to them. Others used the list to catch up on programmes that had 
not been watched in a long time, or placed a priority on programmes that 
came on infrequently. Other DVR features used in programme selection 
included the programme guide, on-screen menu, and creating a ‘wish list’ 
of actors or topics. Non-DVR selection methods included interpersonal 
communication inside and outside the home, specific programmes viewed 
out of habit, random choice, media promotions and mood.

Flexibility in programme selection
DVR technology removes constraints on programme selection. Participants 
no longer settle for whatever happens to be on when they are able to 
watch, no longer set an appointment to view a programme and, in some 
cases, no longer have to choose between conflicting programmes that 
appear on different channels at the same time.
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Debbie W: You were stuck with the Thursday night lineup … now there’s a lot 
more freedom … I don’t get sucked into shows that I don’t necessarily like …

Henry J: Yes, it’s changed … because we have the ability to watch and record 
two shows at a time …

Role of the DVR

Interview items for the fifth research question included the role of the 
DVR, what it would mean not to have the DVR, and whether the DVR 
had changed the role of television. Three categories emerged: the DVR 
(1) is synonymous with television, (2) enhances control over television, 
and (3) helps with time management.

Synonymous with television
When participants were asked about the role of the DVR, the most 
common response was that it had become synonymous with television. 
Participants referred to the importance of the DVR and improved quality 
of television. DVR technology has become an inseparable, necessary part 
of television for participants. They make no distinction between ‘watch-
ing television’ and ‘using the DVR’.

Brett H: … basically the same as TV
Ellis L: TiVo is, I think, synonymous with television.

Participants had an unwavering high regard for the DVR. To say the 
least, they would be upset if the DVR were gone, with 18 explicitly saying 
they would watch less television or none at all without it.

Evan M: … I wouldn’t have TV without TiVo anymore.

Phyllis D: I don’t want to watch TV if it’s not with the TiVo.

Control over television
The DVR increases perceived control over television. Richard H believed 
television had become ‘subservient’ because of the DVR. David E com-
mented that ‘not to be jerked around by the networks is pretty handy’. 
Similar responses alluded to convenience as an important benefit of the 
DVR. Many participants used some variation of the phrase ‘what we want 
when we want it’ in expressing this opinion.
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Bob J: … [It lets] us watch what we want to watch …

Henry J: It’s getting to watch what you want to watch when you want to watch 
it.

The ability to avoid advertising contributes to the sense of control over 
television. Participants do not watch advertising because it is seen as an 
irritation and a waste of time.

Evan M: You … skip through commercials so … an hour sitcom takes 
45 minutes.

Anthony W: … it’s just too frustrating to have to deal with commercials.

When discussing control over television, other participants mentioned 
DVR features such as pausing the set, replaying content that had been 
missed and, in some homes, watching or recording two programmes 
simultaneously.

Time management
DVR users are not bound by predetermined schedules. Instead of 
‘appointment viewing’, they watch whenever their schedules permit. for 
example, Brian H said that, without the DVR, he would have to choose 
between watching a programme and going out with friends. Paula M now 
has ‘no idea what times things come on anymore’. Others made similar 
remarks.

William f: … we don’t have to say, ‘Well, it’s almost 8 o’clock … we both 
wanted to watch this show, we might want to go ahead and go.’

Shelley B: I used to … sit here and not do anything, because I don’t want to 
miss something, but now I can go out and not worry about it as much, because 
I know I can just TiVo it and come right back and watch it.

In addition to enhanced scheduling flexibility, participants felt better 
psychologically about the time they spent with television. They believed 
they were more likely to choose higher-quality content because they 
perceived a greater sense of purpose in choosing programmes, instead of 
watching simply to ‘kill time’, as Richard H put it. Evan M similarly felt 
less likely to use television for ‘background noise’.

Paula M: … it makes my time spent in front of the TV more quality time …
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Stephen B: I used to watch TV because I got bored, [but] now I watch it 
because I want to watch something specific.

Some participants did not think the DVR had changed the role of televi-
sion. Although they had a favourable view of the DVR, the function of tel-
evision had remained the same for them. for others, the DVR was seen as 
a source of entertainment and information. Lesser mentioned roles for the 
DVR included resolving conflicts with other household members over what 
to watch and saving money by recording movies instead of renting them.

Axial and selective coding

for axial coding, the findings from open coding were analysed to identify 
broader themes related to DVR use. Two categories emerged: (1) greater 
control over television beyond traditional viewing environments, and 
(2) increased affective involvement with television. The first category 
relates to the functional impact of the DVR with respect to the selection, 
scheduling, and manipulation of programming and advertising content. 
The second category represents an affective dimension of DVR use, illus-
trated by greater attention to programming and the sense that the DVR 
becomes a necessary part of television. These categories are summarised 
in Table 3.

Table 3: Axial categories

Axial category Open categories included (corresponding research question)

Functional control Very low attention to advertising (RQ1)

 Pausing the set (RQ2)
 Flexibility in completing preparatory activities (RQ3)
 DVR as a selection tool (RQ4)
 Flexibility in selection of programming (RQ4)
 Control over television (RQ5)
 Time management (RQ5)

Affective involvement High attention to programming (RQ1)
 Activities while viewing and attention to the set (RQ1)
 Competitive activities brief (RQ2)
 Conversations mostly programme related (RQ2)
 Complementary activity (RQ2)
 Synonymous with television (RQ5)
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Functional control over television

DVR owners develop a sense of ‘über-control’ over television. This cat-
egory includes the open categories of control over television and time 
management, use of the DVR as a selection tool and greater flexibility 
in programme selection, flexibility in completing preparatory activities, 
pausing the set, and very low attention to advertising.

The term ‘über-control’ reflects a stronger, qualitatively different form 
of control that has not previously been found. A clear synergy takes place 
when consumers combine selection, scheduling, sorting, pacing, pausing 
and rewinding of programming, and skipping through undesired content 
and advertising. As previously noted, participants frequently used the 
phrasing ‘what we want, when we want’ in describing the role of the DVR. 
This highlights two key areas where the DVR increases perceived control 
over television.

‘What we want’ refers to control over content. The DVR makes it easier 
to sort through the numerous choices available through subscription 
services. Owners use multiple selection options, including a programme 
guide, title search, keyword search and a viewer-created ‘wish list’. These 
methods are used to create a menu of pre-recorded programmes that can 
be viewed at any time that is convenient. DVR viewers become more 
deliberate in selecting programmes and more demanding of programme 
quality, as they are less likely to settle for whatever ‘happens to be on’ 
when they turn on the set.

‘When we want’ refers to the timing of viewership. The DVR frees view-
ers from having to structure their daily routines around media schedules. 
Commercial skipping occurred frequently during in-home observations. 
Interviews revealed that users value this feature because it lets them fin-
ish a programme more quickly. The ability to pause and rewind relates 
to the pacing of the programme, giving viewers the freedom to interrupt 
a programme to perform other activities without missing any content. 
Similarly, the DVR makes it easier to complete preparatory activities 
before watching a programme.
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Affective involvement and interaction

Affective involvement is reflected in the open categories of the DVR being 
synonymous with television, competitive and complementary activities, 
conversations that were mostly programme orientated, and high attention 
to programming. Participants believed that the DVR had dramatically 
improved the quality of television and that it helped them to make bet-
ter use of time spent watching. The DVR enhances media usage to the 
point that consumers consider it to be inextricably linked to television. 
for these users, television ‘viewing’ cannot be separated from the use of 
a DVR. Participants were adamant about using a DVR, and many stated 
they would rather do without television altogether than watch without it.

The status attached to the DVR was reflected in the high level of atten-
tion to programming. Even when performing competitive activities, EOS 
averages remained above 70%. In addition to the high EOS averages, 
viewer conversations focused on programme-related discussions more 
than in pre-DVR homes. These findings, when examined collectively, 
indicate a heightened level of involvement with programming.

Selective coding

In the selective coding phase, the overarching theme that emerged from 
re-examining the axial categories was that the DVR facilitates a new 
viewer–television relationship in which the viewer transitions from reac-
tive content receiver to proactive media decision maker. DVR owners 
experience enhanced functional control and affective involvement with 
television, enabling them to take ownership of media consumption. The 
viewer takes on gate-keeping roles traditionally performed by organisa-
tional decision-makers. Networks, service providers and marketers have 
a lesser ability to dictate exposure to specific content at a predetermined 
day and time. Skipping advertising exemplifies the empowerment felt by 
DVR users. Advertising is considered to be irrelevant for many viewers, and 
saving time by skipping commercials is a key benefit of the DVR. Losing 
the DVR would mean giving up autonomy over media consumption.

The DVR adds complexity to the television consumption process 
because of the range of choices viewers are called on to make. Instead of 
deciding whether to accept or reject content, DVR users identify, select 
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and schedule desired content, and avoid undesired material. The viewer 
manages the timing and pacing of consumption, and decides whether to 
retain a programme for repeated viewing or to delete it. The traditional 
notion of structuring the day around television gives way to structuring 
media use around non-media activities, which may take higher priority in 
viewers’ lives and lessen the importance of television. The control expe-
rienced by DVR users encourages high involvement with programming, 
and a strong attachment to the DVR. Programme attention remained high 
even when viewers engaged in competitive activities, and conversations 
during viewing were almost twice as likely to be about the programme as 
about non-programme topics.

Managerial implications and agenda for future research

When marketers target DVR users, they are attempting to reach prospects 
that have formed a new relationship with television in which they, the 
viewers, have more autonomy. Participants in the present study consider 
advertising as not relevant to viewing. for some, advertising was seen to be 
annoying and a waste of time. The issue of ad skipping has been the focus 
of much recent discussion about advertising metrics. The Advertising 
Research foundation has advocated ‘engagement’ as a parameter in 
media planning (Creamer 2006), with supporters suggesting that viewers 
who are heavily involved in a programme are likely to watch the advertise-
ments in that environment (Clark 2006). The present findings, however, 
indicate that, as Erwin Ephron (2006, p. 12) argues, ‘Media engagement 
and advertising engagement are very different things.’ Participants were 
highly attentive to programmes but still almost universally skipped com-
mercials. This finding is very different from viewing studies conducted 
prior to the DVR, which found attention to programming to be a predictor 
of attention to advertising.

future research should clarify ad-skipping motives and identify circum-
stances in which people would choose to watch advertising. for example, 
advertising effectiveness variables could include perceived relevancy 
of the ad and the likelihood that a viewer would either watch the ad or 
choose to fast-forward past it. If someone is ‘in the market’ for a product, 
or if they have a special ‘affinity’ for certain product categories, brands or 
creative themes, they may elect not to fast-forward. Nielsen has reported 
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that viewers who watch a recording close to the original airtime are more 
likely to watch advertising than those who wait longer to watch. Younger 
viewers tend to skip advertising more than older viewers (Story 2007), 
but what about characteristics such as social influences, household size, 
gender, education, income and ethnicity? Even if non-skippers represent 
the minority of DVR viewers, they likely represent the best prospects for 
marketers because of their willingness to watch the commercials. The 
ability to identify these viewers would help advertisers to target messages 
with greater accuracy.

Research needs to explore how to communicate with viewers who skip 
advertising. This includes alternative strategies such as product place-
ment or programme sponsorships. There is a need to identify content that 
consumers would choose to watch (McArthur 2007). Visa, for example, 
employed bright colours for its ‘Life Takes Visa’ campaign in attempting 
to capture the attention of viewers who are fast-forwarding (Story 2007). 
Another strategy would be the use of ‘intelligent’ set-top boxes to target 
advertisements to specific people. for example, middle-aged parents may 
see a spot promoting a minivan, while a single adult watching the same 
channel would see a sports car (Ho 2007).

Many DVR models have multiple fast-forward speeds, including slow, 
medium and fast. Viewers who use a slower speed would presumably 
see and recall more visual elements than those who use the faster speed. 
Another variable of interest in DVR homes is the image on the screen 
during a pause. If a viewer pauses the set during a commercial break, 
for example, can the individual recall what was on the screen during the 
pause, and what psychological effects does that have?

The present research is an exploratory, qualitative study based on a 
sample of 20 households, which precludes determination of statistical 
significance. future studies using larger, more diverse samples should 
be developed. The sample for the study was homogeneous in terms of 
ethnicity, education level and interest in technology. Given that DVRs are 
present in less than 20% of US television households (Story 2007), these 
individuals are part of the innovator and early adopter segments (Rogers 
1995). future studies should include length of ownership as a variable, in 
order to compare the perceptions and behaviours of early and later adop-
ters, especially with regard to skipping advertising. Later adopters may 
have different consumption patterns from early adopters. Perhaps early 
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adopters have a higher level of enthusiasm for technology, and a differ-
ent propensity to avoid advertising. Also, no direct comparison was made 
between DVR users and non-users.

The order of data-gathering techniques also may have influenced results, 
as participants may behave differently in a study in which the observations 
are performed before the interview. Interviews were conducted first as a 
way to establish rapport between the researcher and participants, and to 
reduce the level of discomfort from having a stranger in the home while 
participants watched television. However, it is possible that the interviews 
led participants to think the researcher was ‘expecting’ certain behaviours 
from them in the observations and to adjust their activities according to 
those perceived expectations.
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