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Free ad-supported streaming TV (FAST)1 providers are 
enjoying the most rapid expansion in their history. Pluto 
TV, which launched in early 2014, took six years to reach 
16 million monthly active users (MAUs)in the US.i It has 
almost doubled that total in the last two years. Other 
FAST services – including Xumo and The Roku Channel – 
have enjoyed similarly explosive growth. 

It is not surprising that such a dynamic market has 
attracted a host of other FAST services. All the major 
smart TV manufacturers now have built-in FAST services. 
Of the top four US smart TV brands - TCL, Samsung, LG, 
and Vizio – three have branded FAST services available 
from the home screen. Samsung and LG provide access 
to their FAST services TV Plus and Channels from the 
home menu bar. Vizio does the same for WatchFree but 
also dedicates a button on the TV remote. Connected TV 
(CTV) device manufacturers such as Roku, Amazon Fire 
TV, and TiVo 4K Stream also have native FAST apps. App 
providers such as Plex and DistroTV also provide access 
to vLinear channels.2

To be sure, conditions for the rapid expansion of free TV 
services have become much more favorable in the last 
several years. Most homes that want broadband services 
now have it and, with 82% of US households using at 
least one SVOD service,ii virtually all are streaming. In 
other words, there is a massive audience streaming 
and searching for things to watch online. However, the 
availability of an audience does not explain why so many 
are gravitating toward FAST services. To understand the 
dynamics behind FAST’s growth, we must look at the 
motivations of three key market participants: streamers, 
hardware manufacturers, and content providers.

1.0  Introduction

1. This paper defines a FAST service as a provider of free TV channels that look like traditional “live” television to consumers. The channels they deliver are 
called virtual linear (vLinear) because they may not be “scheduled” like traditional TV. They can be and frequently are created using a playlist of VOD assets, 
sometimes blending in live events; 2. Some services, like Peacock and IMDd TV, are primarily on-demand services with some vLinear channels.

Pluto TV US monthly active users 2019-2020
in millions.

Free video streaming services used by US adults
in millions.
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1.1.1  Unwilling to pay for everything they 
watch

The popularity of free TV seemed to be in question as 
SVOD began its rapid expansion five years ago. Recently, 
however, streamers seem to be reaching their limits on 
the number of services to which they will subscribe. 
Between July 2020 and February 2021, the number of 
TV viewers saying they had added a new SVOD service 
grew from 28% to 44%. But so did the number saying 
they had canceled a service, from 18% to 25%.iii Rather 
than checking out another SVOD brand to find something 
different to watch, consumers increasingly turn to FAST 
services. 

Today, advertising-supported services, including virtual 
linear (vLinear) channel providers such as Peacock, 
Pluto TV, and The Roku Channel, are used by 13+% 
of consumers.iv Moreover, services including vLinear 
channels grab the largest share of weekly streaming 
among free ad-supported providers.

1.1.2  Looking for a different viewing 
experience than on-demand

While Netflix is the most popular SVOD service in the 
US, it does not provide the right experience for all its 
members all the time. According to comScore, peak 
Netflix viewership days are Saturday through Tuesday, 
with Wednesday through Friday seeing much lighter use.v 
Are Netflix subscribers taking a break from TV? Likely 
not. Some are switching to virtual linear services like 
Pluto TV. 

The comScore data shows that Pluto TV busy days are 
when Netflix is most lightly used. It could be that the 
linear format works better for people in the middle of 
the workweek. When people finish their workday, rather 
than rummage through a huge on-demand catalog, 
many would rather have someone else choose what they 
should watch next.

1.1  Why consumers watch FAST 
services

Changes in viewership for Pluto TV and Netflix 
throughout the week.

Of TV viewers added a new  
SVOD service between July 2020 
and February 2021.

44%



Source: nScreenMedia, 2021
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1.2.1  Why they are building vLinear into 
devices

Making a profit from the sale of TVs and TV-connected 
devices has never been easy. When GE sold its consumer 
electronics business, including the dominant RCA TV 
brand, in 1987, it was barely profitable.vi Things have not 
improved. The TV divisions of LGE and Samsung have 
struggled to maintain profit above 5% in recent times.
vii Similarly, Roku has seen margins on streaming media 
players vary from 3% to 15% over the last four quarters. 
Hardly attractive businesses!

On the other hand, profit margins on ad-driven 
businesses are much higher. Roku’s Platform business, 
which is dominated by ad revenue, has exceeded 50% 
for the last five quarters and reached 67% in the first 
quarter of 2021. Little wonder that Roku has pivoted its 
business from hardware to ad-sales.

In 2017, Roku player sales were responsible for three-
in-five revenue dollars the company earned, and the 
business generated half a billion in revenue. Today, Roku’s 
Platform business provides four-in-five revenue dollars 
the company earns. Ad sales are in large part responsible 
for the company becoming a $2 billion business.viii

1.2.2  Roku-envy sweeping the industry

Many smart TV manufacturers have watched Roku 
reinvent its business and are working to do the same. 
Vizio, the third most popular TV brand in the US, 
became a public company in March 2021. The company 
bifurcated its business into two parts: hardware sales 
and its Platform+ group. Platform+ brings together 
the company’s smart TV OS SmartCast including the 
WatchFree FAST service and advertising sales and data 
insights group Inscape. In Vizio’s IPO documentation,  
it declared:

1.2  Why hardware makers 
provide FAST services

Platform and player share of Roku revenue
Q1 2017, Q1 2021.

36.4%

81.2%

63.6%

18.8%

Q1  2017

Q1  2021

Platform Player

 
We believe that Platform+ will be the key driver 
of our future margin growth and financial 
performance.ix

Samsung is putting a similar focus on its built-in TV Plus 
FAST service, backed by an ad sales team called  
Samsung Ads.
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1.3.1  vLinear a vital part of a total 
distribution plan

With most major TV producers participating in the direct-
to-consumer (D2C) market, many analysts expected 
broadcasters to reserve their best content for their 
SVOD services. Like Disney, some have decided to stop 
licensing top content to potential competitors such as 
Netflix. However, others do not see it that way. Marc 
DeBevoise, Chief Digital Officer at ViacomCBS, says the 
company sees wide distribution – including via FAST 
services - as key to growing brands like CBSN and CBS 
Sports Network:

1.3.2  A better way of monetizing some 
content

Many TV providers have deep content catalogs which 
they traditionally monetize through syndication to 
TV broadcasters. However, the shifting viewing habits 
of consumers are opening opportunities to monetize 
library content in new ways. For example, Endemol 
Shine worked with Vizio WatchFree and others to create 
channels around popular brands such as Deal or No Deal. 
According to Kasia Jablonska, Head of Digital Distribution 
and Monetization Endemol Shine, FAST services are an 
important new distribution outlet:

1.3  Why content owners deliver 
via FAST services

 
At this point, we are trying to grow these brands 
across all platforms on a free basis. They live 
inside Pluto [TV], they live on Amazon Fire [TV], 
they live on other platforms as they do.x

ViacomCBS also uses Pluto TV to promote original shows 
on its SVOD services. For example, when the company 
launched Picard on CBS All Access, it also launched a 
pop-up channel on Pluto TV that played the first episode 
continuously. When it launched a reboot of the show 
The Hills, it launched a companion channel on Pluto TV 
devoted to the original show.

 
It’s a major change in viewing habits, and I think 
the industry needs to catch up with this.xi 

In discussions with nScreenMedia, Ms. Jablonska said 
that in some cases, FAST distribution is a better option 
than other more traditional licensing opportunities for 
some library titles.

Some SVOD providers are also leveraging FAST services 
as a key part of their distribution strategy. The BBC 
partners with ITV in the successful BritBox US SVOD 
service. However, according to Tara Maitra, Americas 
Chief Commercial Officer for BBC Studios, FAST services 
provide another valuable distribution option: 

We are very excited to be working with Pluto. 
We have a Doctor Who channel and Antiques 
Roadshow channel, we recently launched in 
January a BBC Food and BBC Home channel. We 
want to be where consumers are; we want to be 
where the audiences are.

Ms. Maitra went further, saying that they are using the 
Doctor Who Channel to promote the availability of the 
full Doctor Who library on BritBox.

Tara Maitra, Americas Chief 
Commercial Officer, BBC Studios
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Service providers make bold claims about the time spent 
viewing the channels. For example, Justin Evans, Head of 
Marketing and Analytics at Samsung Ads, says that its smart 
TV users spend almost as long watching the ad-supported 
streaming video (79 mins per day) as ad-free video (81 
mins per day.) Further, Sang Yoon Kim, VP of product and 
marketing at Samsung Electronics, says the company’s FAST 
offering TV Plus is absorbing much of the viewing time:

1.4.1  Consumer usage of FAST services

1.4.1.1  How many are watching? 
The average North American uses almost nine TV services. 
Five of those services are paid services and include SVOD 
service like Netflix, Hulu, or Amazon Prime Video. Also 
included in the five are traditional broadcast TV services 
in the form of cable, satellite, or telco TV (74.3 million 
US homes), over-the-air antenna (17 million), and vMPVD 
services (11 million.)3 The remaining 3.7 services are filled by 
free ad-supported TV services.

Which services are people watching? Magid says the top ad-
supported services that also include a vLinear component 
are Peacock (15%), Pluto TV (14%), Roku (13%), and Tubi 
(13%.)xii Samsung TV Plus also has a significant number of 
users, as does Xumo and Vizio WatchFree. 

Two FAST companies stand out as the market leaders. While 
the two leading ad-supported services Peacock and The 
Roku Channel focus on video-on-demand viewing, Pluto 
TV and Xumo lead with vLinear delivery. Pluto says it has 
50 million global MAUs (monthly active users), with about 
30 million in the US.xiii XUMO had 24 million MAUs at the 
end of the third quarter of 2020, though with international 
expansion and continued domestic growth, it is likely close 
behind Pluto TV.xiv A key strategy for both companies is 
helping other FAST brands power their service. For example, 
many of the vLinear channels in LG Channels are provided 
by Xumo, and Pluto TV powers many Vizio channels. 

1.4.1.2  How long are they watching for?
FAST service providers are reluctant to provide details of 
how long people stay tuned into their services each month. 
However, some seem to be attracting more attention than 
others. For example, the average Pluto TV user says they 
spent 12% of their TV time watching vLinear channels on the 
service. Since the average person spends about four hours 
per day watching TV from all sources, the average Pluto TV 
user thinks they are watching for just over twenty minutes 
a day. Peacock and Roku users say they spend more time 
(16%) with ad-supported. However, it is not clear how much 
of their time is spent watching vLinear since Peacock and 
Roku also offer on-demand ad-supported viewing. 

1.4  Today’s FAST market

3. Data gathered by nScreenMedia as of Q2 2021; 4. Wurl has created a 
FAST video ecosystem that connects video producers, channels, video 
services, and advertisers.

Source: TiVo Q2 2021 Video Trends Report

Number of services per person.

Paid TV
Services

5
Free TV

Services

3.7 8.8

Source: Magid Video Entertainment Pulse Study, 2021

Average weekly streaming share of AVOD services.

Right now [Samsung TV Plus] comfortably sits in the 
top apps used in terms of hours, in terms of usage.”

He also claims TV Plus is the second most popular ad-
supported app on the company’s smart TVs.xv 

Sean Doughty, CEO of Wurl4, told nScreenMedia that the 
average FAST channel receives 1 to 1.5 minutes of viewing 
per month per active viewer. In other words, a FAST service 
with 200 channels would have each monthly active user 
watching channels for about 5 hours a month (or 10 minutes 
per day.)

All the data discussed suggests that the average FAST 
monthly active user is streaming channels for between 10 
and 15 minutes per day. The typical viewing session is likely 
much longer than this. Most people are watching a show or 
movie once or twice a week, which average out to the 10 to 
15 minutes per day. 

16%16%

12%11%
9%
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1.4.2  FAST business dimentions

1.4.2.1  Ad load
Many of the services tested by nScreenMedia for this 
paper showed between 13 and 14 minutes of ads per 
hour. In other words, the ad load is almost identical to 
traditional television. For example, A&E TV networks 
aired 13.7 minutes of ads per hour in the first half of 
2020, while NBCU networks aired 11.8.xvi Peacock was the 
service with the lightest ad load in its vLinear channels. It 
promised to air just five minutes of ads per hour, and we 
can confirm that is the load we observed.

1.4.2.2  Ad and ad break length and frequency
The size and frequency of ad breaks and the lengths of 
the ads within them diverge sharply from traditional 
television. Watching the Tiny House Hunting channel on 
Samsung TV Plus, ad breaks came at intervals between 
6 and 9 minutes. The number of ads per break varied 
from 3 to 6 and ad break length from 1 to 3 minutes. Ad 
lengths also varied, with 7/8, 15, 30, 45, and 60-second 
ads common. We saw similar break frequency, ad break 
length, and ad length variety while watching CBSN and 
World Poker Tour channels on Vizio WatchFree.

1.4.2.3  Ad fill rate
The fill rate5 is harder to assess by simply watching the 
vLinear channels. Sometimes it was obvious that an ad 
slot had not been sold because the provider showed 
a message saying, “We’ll be right back,” or something 
similar. Other times, it was not clear if the ad slot was 
filled or not. For example, on Samsung TV Plus, a still 
image banner ad for the Toyota Mirai was shown for 45 
seconds. It certainly didn’t seem like a legitimate video 
ad. We also saw many duplicate ads. Again, it was not 
clear if the duplicates were “sold” or simply held over 
to fill the slot with something, anything. Assuming 
duplicate ads are all paid for, and that still images like for 
Toyota Mirai are not, fill rates of between 60-80% were 
observed in our testing. 

Viewers are likely disappointed that the ad load in 
FAST services is the same as in television. However, the 
experience of FAST channels should improve over time. 
According to Jeff Shultz, Chief Strategy and Business 
Development Officer at ViacomCBS (the owners of Pluto 
TV,) as more of the ad inventory is targeted and fill rates 
rise; services can lighten the ad load. 

5. Fill rate is the ratio of ads shown to ad slots available.
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1.4.3  The size of the market

1.4.3.1  Value of the market today
Using the above market data, nScreenMedia’s models 
show that FAST providers will generate about $2.1 billion 
in ad revenue in the US this year from the vLinear 
channels.6 The industry will report 190 million MAUs in 
total, though this does not mean there are 190 million 
FAST users. Many will use more than one service. This 
fact might at first seem strange. However, consider that 
top services like Peacock, Paramount+, and Discovery+, 
which primarily focus on on-demand access, also provide 
some vLinear channels. Users of those services will watch 
those channels sometimes but will also use other FAST 
services with a broader selection of channels.

Pluto TV dominates the FAST market in 2021. In 
VIacomCBS’s second quarter earnings call, CEO Bob 
Bakish said he expects the service to exceed $1 billion in 
revenue.XX Though it operates in 25 markets around the 
world, most of its revenue will be earned in the US.

By 2023, the industry will generate $4.1 billion in US ad 
revenue from their vLinear channels. Though Pluto TV 
will remain the market leader in the US, its share will 
diminish as smart TV OEMs and services like Peacock and 
Paramount+ lean in to the opportunity. Four things will 
drive the near doubling in revenue:

6. nScreenMedia does not include on-demand ad revenue generated by the 
companies in this estimate; 7. The total number of FAST users – those using 
at least one service – will be much less than the total reported number of 
MAUs since many users will use multiple services and be counted more 
than once.

The total number of MAUs reported 
will grow to 216 million71
Average CPM rates will increase 
from $10 in 2020 to $15 due partly to 
increased ad targeting and competition 
for ad inventory

2
Average viewing times per MAU will 
increase 27% from 2021 to 2023 to 
reach a still modest 13 minutes per day3
Fill rates will improve to 70% as more 
advertisers recognize the usefulness of 
FAST services in reaching consumers 4

Predicted US FAST ad revenue 
from vLinear channels by 2023.

$4.1B

Source: nScreenMedia, 2021

US FAST revenue derived from vLinear channels
in billions.
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1.5.1  Broad FAST compatibility

With so many FAST providers and a host of other 
services with a vLinear component, you need a video 
solution that can distribute your channels to many 
services simultaneously. Integrating with each requires 
dealing with different content guides, search functions, 
metadata standards, and video formats, among many 
areas of potential incompatibility. Letting the video 
solution deal with the details allows you to focus on 
the content and the effectiveness of each distribution 
platform.

1.5.2  Flexible playlist and channel creation

Your channels may integrate live broadcasts with 
on-demand assets. They may also provide highly 

personalized channels requiring constant updating of 
the channel schedule (or playlist.) You also may want to 
create and distribute pop-up channels to focus on the 
latest breaking news or events. Your video solution must 
allow you to do all this and more.

1.5.3  A seamless, quality ad experience

Support for server-side ad insertion (SSAI) guarantees a 
smooth, secure ad experience for your viewers. However, 
quality goes far beyond a smooth ad transition. If your 
channel provides low-latency live content, ads must be 
delivered with the same speed and efficiency. With the 
growing popularity of ultra-HD content, ads must also 
provide the same peerless viewing experience. 

Since programmatic ads play such an important part in 
free ad-supported streaming, a video platform should 
work with the major programmatic platforms. As well, 
it should provide access to advanced techniques that 
optimize ad values, like prebid technology. 

Finally, detailed data and advanced analytics are 
necessary to track and report on ad performance. It can 
also help optimize the size and frequency of ad breaks 
and control ad duplication. 

1.5.4  Secure, reliable delivery

You need to know your channels are delivered reliably 
24x7x365. The video platform you chose must deliver the 
reliability you expect. It must scale to meet your viewer’s 
needs, and its infrastructure must be protected from 
malicious attack. It also needs to monitor performance 
and be ready to act when things do not measure up.

Amount vLinear 
market predicted 
to grow by 2023.~2X

1.5  Achieving successful FAST 
distribution
If you are a content owner, provider, or aggregator, the 
near doubling of the FAST vLinear market by 2023 should 
emphasize why it needs to be an integral part of your 
distribution strategy. The added benefits of revenue 
diversification, brand promotion, and more efficient 
content monetization make the opportunity even harder 
to ignore. 

However, to participate effectively in the FAST market 
and take full advantage of its business benefits, you need 
a video solution built with FAST distribution in mind. 
Here are some of the features of a video platform that 
make it particularly appropriate for assisting in a FAST 
distribution strategy.
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The FAST market will continue to expand rapidly both 
in the US and around the world. Today, according 
to Nielsen, US adults watch over three hours of live 
television every day.xvii As viewers transfer viewing 
online, some of that TV time will switch to on-demand 
viewing. However, linear viewing will remain a popular 
and significant part of people’s daily diet of television. 
It is sure to increase significantly from the ten or so 
minutes online viewers spend with vLinear today.  

Ads in vLinear channels will continue to garner an 
increasing share of the overall connected TV ad market. 
According to eMarketer, US connected TV ad spending 
will be $11.36 billion in 2021, of which $2.1 billion - 18% 
of all CTV ad spending - will come from FAST services.
xviii 2023 will see CTV ad spending grow by 50% over 2021 
levels, while vLinear spending will double, taking its share 
to 25% of the CTV ad market. Expect the CTV ad market 
to continue to expand through the end of the decade, 
with vLinear FAST ad revenue growth consistently 
outpacing the overall market. 

One thing is clear about the FAST market: it is just 
beginning a rapid expansion. Speaking during Viacom’s 
first-quarter 2021 earnings call, CEO Bob Bakish put the 
opportunity for the company’s FAST service Pluto TV this 
way: 

1.6  Final words

Learn more

To successfully navigate changes in the marketing 
landscape, advertisers and agencies should 
consider taking action now. Reach out to learn 
more about how we can help you prepare for the 
road ahead.

Contact us

Note: digital advertising that appears on connected TV (CTV) devices; includes display 
ads that appear on home screens and in-stream video ads that appear on CTVs 
from platforms like Hulu, Roku, and YouTube; excludes network-sold inventory from 
traditional linear TV and addressable TV advertising
Source: eMarketer, Oct 2020

US connected TV ad spending, 2019-2024
billions, % change, and % of total media ad spending.

Pluto TV continues to be an incredible growth 
engine for this company. And when you—when 
we looked at it, we see four really powerful 
underlying growth drivers for Pluto TV, all of 
which are delivering now and all of which have a 
lot of room to run.xix

He says more people are coming to vLinear and 
spending longer watching the channels. The expanding 
engagement attracts more and better content and 
advertisers, which drives up ad values and fill rates. In 
other words, the industry is locked in a virtuous cycle, 
one that certainly seems to have “a lot of room to run.” 

2019

2.6%

46.5%

$6.38

2020

3.5%

$8.11

2021

4.2%

$11.36

2022

4.8%

$14.11

2023

5.1%

15.8%

$16.34

2024

11.9%

$18.29

5.4%

27.1%

40.1%

24.2%

Connected TV ad spending

% change % of total media ad spending

https://www.edgecast.com/contact-us/
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