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Netflix Streaming: Convenience or Quality? 

By ERIC A. TAUB 

Netflix made big news recently, when it announced that it would offer a streaming-only 
plan in the United States.  As Reed Hastings, the chief executive of Netflix, said in a press 
release, “We are now primarily a streaming video company delivering a wide selection of 
TV shows and films over the Internet.” 

What he didn’t mention is that consumers who prefer to stream their content will learn 
that just as with cellphones, they’ll often have to sacrifice quality to get convenience. 

When it comes to streaming, the quality of the image depends on two things: the speed of 
one’s Internet connection and the display capabilities of the viewing device, i.e., the 
television. Few Americans have a broadband speed capable of giving them Blu-ray quality 
or, often, even DVD quality. As a result, movies and TV shows streamed from Netflix 
servers to HDTVs often look demonstrably worse than if one were watching the same 
material using a DVD or Blu-ray disc. 

To avoid image stuttering and stalling, Netflix uses a dynamic system, constantly 
adjusting the image quality to maintain the streaming without interruption. And 
depending on the device you use to stream a Netflix movie to a TV, you may not be able to 
obtain HD or Blu-ray quality, regardless of the speed of your connection. 

Watching Netflix movies through your Wii? If you use the standard composite cable that 
came with your unit, the best quality you’ll get is 480i, approximating the image of a 
standard definition broadcast. In tests earlier this year, I found the quality to be about on 
a par with VHS. As I mentioned then, you can improve the picture quality by purchasing 
a special component cable for the Wii. While it’ll look a lot better, it still won’t be HD 
quality. 

The Apple TV, which can stream Netflix video, does pass through high definition, but 
only at 720p resolution, not the 1080p resolution that is part of the Blu-ray standard. 

Sony’s PS3 and Roku’s XD and XDS models both have the capability of passing through a 
1080p signal, as long as the broadband speed is fast enough. 

If you’re an audiophile, note that only Apple TV and PS3 can deliver 5.1 channel sound 
from Netflix. All other devices deliver two-channel sound. 
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Before you decide to ditch the Netflix disc plan in favor of streaming only, it’s a good idea 
to check with the manufacturer of your game console, TV or Blu-ray player, as well as 
your broadband provider, to get a sense of what image and audio quality you’ll be able to 
reasonably achieve. 

After all, part of the reason you bought that large 1080p set was presumably to get the 
best picture possible. You may not want to be disappointed. 
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