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How to upgrade your TV sound

We're all watching more TV than ever while the coronavirus stay-at-home orders are in effect, but even the best
TVs have terrible speakers.

Investing in a decent audio system makes a lot of sense now that you're stuck at home with plenty of time to
enjoy it. Upgrading your TV's sound doesn't have to be difficult or expensive: it can be as easy as plugging in a
$150 soundbar. 

In this guide we'll look at the different types of home audio systems available, from soundbars to bookshelf
speakers to full-blown, surround-sound speaker packages. Here's what you should be looking for to best suit
your needs.

Soundbars are a great place to start

The soundbar is the most popular way to improve sound quality beyond your TV's built-in speakers. It's not only
convenient -- it usually involves plugging in just a single cable -- but also affordable: decent sound can be had
for under $200.

Soundbars fit into three broad types:

1. Single soundbar (with or without a separate sub)
2. Full surround with soundbar, wireless subwoofer and separate rear speakers
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3. Sound base -- designed to it flat and hold your TV on top

In general, soundbars are better for wall-mounted TVs, while sound bases are better suited for housing smaller
TVs while sitting on an AV unit. Of these two, soundbars are overwhelmingly the most popular option, as sound
bases can have issues with TVs that have legs at each end rather than in the middle. 

Step up to a surround-sound system

If you're looking for something that sounds better than a soundbar, the best option is to put together your own
system with an AV receiver and surround-sound speakers.

AV receivers can be complicated devices, but choosing one doesn't have to be. Our favorite is the $579 Onkyo
TX-NR696 and it's equipped with the usual dizzying array of features: Dolby Atmos and seven HDMI inputs,
streaming including built-in Wi-Fi, Chromecast ($40 at eBay), Bluetooth, Play-Fi and AirPlay 2. If you don't
need all the extra add-ons and are looking for a more affordable option, the $400 Yamaha RX-V485 is also
worth considering.

While you may be tempted to purchase a beefed-up $2,000 receiver with fancy-sounding internal components,
they're not always worth the money. Unless you're buying difficult-to-drive speakers like the Elac Uni-Fi series,
or you need to run speakers in multiple rooms, an AV receiver in the $500 neighborhood should be plenty.

Spend most of your surround budget on speakers

Most people have a limited budget to spend on their home audio system, so the question is: How am I going to
get the biggest bang for my buck? The answer, unequivocally, is speakers.

Speakers, like soundbars, come down to sound quality and design, and it's generally a trade-off between those
two factors. Small, stylish speakers like the Focal Sib Evo look great but at some small cost to sound quality,
while on the other hand, Pioneer's SP-PK52FS speakers are big, burly and don't look great, but they offer
outstanding sound quality for the money.



Home audio can get a reputation for being excessively expensive -- it's not uncommon for a pair of speakers to
cost $2,000 or more -- but I've deliberately picked products that prove you can get great performance on a
modest budget. The Onkyo TX-NR696 and Pioneer SP-PK52FS speakers cost $1,100 total, but if you add
affordable streamer like the Roku Streaming Stick Plus you have a home theater system that will last a decade or
more.

Whatever you do, don't spend extra money on cables. There's no difference between a $5 HDMI cable and a
$500 HDMI cable. The same can be said for speaker cables, just as long as you make sure you're using an
appropriate gauge for the length of your cable run (see guidelines here). Head to Monoprice or Amazon, get as
much cheap speaker cable as you need, and never think twice about it. A set of banana plugs is also worth
picking up to make connections easier. I personally love the Monoprice Affinity plugs -- they're affordable, look
extra slick and are easy to install.

The stereo option

The standard home audio setup used to involve two tower speakers and a receiver, but that's fallen out of fashion
with the advent of surround sound. That's too bad, since a solid two-channel system, plus a subwoofer, can be
surprisingly effective with movies and music, even without the immersive elements of rear speakers (video
games benefit more from true surround sound, in our opinion.)

The main benefit is a simpler system that can sound better than a more elaborate one for the same price. You
don't have to worry about running wires to the back of your living room or positioning a center channel speaker,
but you'll still get much better sound on music and movies than with a soundbar. And because you're only
buying two speakers instead of five, you'll have two killer front speakers, rather than five average ones. The Elac
Debut 2.0 B6.2 ($280) is an inexpensive place to start.

Another benefit to going stereo is you can opt for a compact integrated amplifier, rather than a full-size AV
receiver. Again, if you use your TV as a switcher, an excellent amp like the NAD D 3020 V2 can easily act as
the hub of your living room despite its small size.

What else do you need to know?



Is 7.1 or Atmos worth it?
If you had to pick between Atmos or 7.1, then undoubtedly it's Atmos all the way. The number of streaming
services that support Atmos is improving and the difference is palpable: height speakers really add to the sense
of immersion, particularly in action movies. A soundbar like the Vizio SB36512-F6 is affordable and it works
straight out of the box.

Yet, it's a classic case of diminishing returns: while 5.1 sounds a good deal more immersive than stereo, the
difference between 5.1 and Atmos isn't nearly as great. If you're wondering if you need it or not, then you
probably don't.

Do I need an AV receiver with built-in Bluetooth and/or Wi-Fi?
Many people use Bluetooth for streaming music from their phones, and even the most basic speakers and
receivers now include it. Wi-Fi sounds better than Bluetooth, but it can also be more complex as there isn't one
set standard; rather, many. While systems like DTS Play-Fi, Apple AirPlay 2 and Chromecast have tried to unify
different brands to work together in a whole-house way, there isn't a single victor yet. That said, if you use
Spotify a lot, buying a system with Spotify Connect will seem like manna from the gods. Click "play" in Spotify,
choose your speaker, and it turns it on and plays for you.

Does virtual surround really work?
Many soundbars claim they can create a surround-sound experience without the need for rear speakers, but in the
vast majority of cases that's not true. That's not to say the virtual surround modes are worthless -- they often do a
decent job of widening the soundstage -- but they'll rarely make you feel like the sound is coming from the sides
or behind you. The exception is Yamaha's pricey line of YSP Digital Sound Projectors, which can actually do a
convincing job of virtual surround sound from a soundbar.

Will a soundbar block the remote sensor on my TV?
This can be an issue, which is one of the reasons we like soundbars with a pedestal design, like Zvox, Bose, and
Sonos offer. It all depends on where your TV's remote sensor is, the dimensions of the soundbar itself, and how
you position it. Some soundbars, such as Yamaha's YAS-203, also feature an IR repeater, which passes on your
remote signals using a blaster in the back, so they still reach your TV.

The future



Will you want to upgrade at some point? Some systems such as the Roku Smart Soundbar and Sonos Beam let
you add a sub and rears later. If you're buying the system components yourself -- as opposed to a soundbar --
may offer even more flexibility. For example if a new must-have audio or video standard comes out you don't
need to trash the whole lot and start again, just buy a new receiver. Planning ahead now may save you some
heart- and/or wallet-ache tomorrow.

You finished reading the article "How to upgrade your TV sound" edited by the TipsMake team. We hope this
article has provided you with many useful tech tips and tricks. You can search for similar articles on tips and
guides. Thank you for reading and for following us regularly.
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