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Abstract

 This paper looks into the effects that the network entertainment TV shows Saturday Night 

Live, The Tonight Show with Jay Leno and The Late Show with David Letterman have on 

viewers’ opinions of politicians. Occurrences of politicians making personal appearances on the 

shows as well as occurrences of politicians being depicted on the shows are studied. Two surveys 

were conducted to study these phenomena. One survey had a convenience sample and one 

survey had a representative sample. Results from the surveys found that people do believe that 

these shows have an effect on voters’ opinions, with appearances believed to have a positive 

effect and depictions believed to have a negative effect. It was also found that while perhaps 

unintentional these shows inform people about politics, though sometimes this information is 

incorrect. 

Keywords: Tonight Show, Jay Leno, Late Show, David Letterman, Saturday Night Live, Tina 

Fey, Sarah Palin, Political opinions, Political knowledge.  
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Introduction 

 There has been much debate over the value of late night entertainment shows in 

American politics. While these shows often fall under the category of “soft news” (Brewer & 

Cao, 2006), many academic researchers have found that these shows do influence voters’ 

opinions of politicians. I will be looking at two phenomena regarding these shows.  The first part 

of my research will look at personal appearances by politicians on these shows and how these 

appearances may influence voters. The second part of my research will focus on how these 

shows depict politicians and how these depictions may influence voters. For the purpose of this 

study, a depiction is being defined as an actor playing the politician, or the politician being the 

source of humor when he or she is not present, such as during a monologue. I have studied these 

topics by conducting my own original research through a survey as well as using results from a 

larger political engagement survey. In the future, I hope to also conduct a focus group in order to 

learn more about how these shows affect voters’ opinions. Based on the results from the surveys 

and other research, I will demonstrate that late night entertainment shows do play an important 

factor in politics. Results from the surveys indicate that appearances by and depictions of 

politicians do have an effect on voters’ opinions and their political knowledge. The implications 

of these findings will be examined at length. 

Literature Review

Appearances on Late Night Entertainment Shows

 Appearances by politicians on comedy shows started with Richard Nixon. In 1960, as 

Vice President, he played the piano on The Tonight Show in an effort to humanize himself 

(Baum, 2005). In 1968 he appeared on the show, Laugh-In, as a presidential candidate. Since 
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then, politicians have used entertainment shows to reach voters as well to show a more personal 

side of themselves compared to traditional news outlets (Moy, Xenos and Hess, 2005). American 

politicians have discovered that if they want to communicate with people who are not likely to 

seek out political information, then they must go to where potential voters are likely to notice 

them (Baum, 2005). Moy et al. have speculated that the audiences for these shows tend to be 

younger, male and liberal. Therefore, the political candidate needs to make a conscience effort to 

reach out to this particular type of audience in order for their appearance on the show to have a 

successful effect on the outcome of the election. Moy et al. found that the 2000 appearance by 

Governor George W. Bush on The Late Show helped him to show himself as more honest, 

inspiring, warmer and a leader, compared to his opponent, Vice President Al Gore. However, 

when Gore appeared on the same show, viewers perceived him as being more knowledgeable 

and caring. An important aspect of appearing on these shows for both candidates was to 

humanize themselves using humor, a casual chat and likability in order to sway voters (Moy et. 

all 2005).  While at this time it is unknown if appearances on these shows do sway voters, it has 

been found that people who watched these shows perceived their opposing party’s candidates to 

be more likable than viewers of traditional public affairs programming (Young, 2006). However, 

it’s important to note that while these shows often give politicians a chance to show their more 

personal side, they still often ask tough questions. An example of this is Bush’s appearance on 

The Late Show, where Letterman asked him many tough questions on public policy issues 

(Baum, 2005). This type of questioning may have given audience members political knowledge, 

even if they were not seeking out such knowledge.  Young and Tisinger (2006) write that viewers 

of Leno and Letterman generally don’t have as much political knowledge as viewers of other 
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comedy shows such as The Daily Show with John Stewart. However, that political knowledge 

seems to precede viewership of The Daily Show, not come from watching it (Young and 

Tisinger, 2006). Brewer and Cao (2006) found that during primary campaigns, audience 

members seeking entertainment from Leno and Letterman may have “accidentally” been 

informed about the campaigns due to politicians appearing on late night comedy shows. 

 Appearing on late night entertainment shows is no longer just a tool that political 

candidates use to reach audiences. Two months into his presidency, Barack Obama became the 

first sitting president to appear on a late night talk show when he appeared on The Tonight Show 

with Jay Leno. President Obama’s Press Secretary Robert Gibb’s said that he did not appear on 

the show to demonstrate a sense of humor, but to get out a message across to explain the 

economic situation the country was in (Mail Foreign Service, 2009).  Likewise, on September 

22, 2009, less than a year after becoming the President of the United States, and three years away 

from his next election season, President Obama appeared on The Late Show. This time, Obama 

was able to go into personal matters such as what his daughters did during the summer, but he 

also talked at length about health care reform. As with all late night comedy shows, there were 

some funny moments as well, such as showing a picture of Obama and his wife watching a 

movie with 3D glasses (Parsons, 2009). While other politicians such as Senator John McCain 

have appeared on these shows outside of election season (IMDB, 2011), Obama’s appearance 

was the first for a sitting president. As time goes on, it will be interesting to see if the trend of 

elected officials reaching out to audiences on late night entertainment shows continues. 
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Depictions on Late Night Shows 

The longtime executive producer of Saturday Night Live, Lorne Michaels once said, 

“Our job is, whoever is in power, we’re opposed (Itzkoff, 2008).  According to Aaron Reincheld, 

“The ultimate goal of Saturday Night Live is to make it’s viewers laugh a lot while learning and 

thinking a little. If it were not possible to do both, ‘my life would be meaningless wouldn’t it?’ 

Michaels said” (Reincheld, 2006, 1). Michaels has also said, “I think people in Washington 

started to pay attention to it very early on because it was frankly about them, and so the influence 

was pretty early, but it was definitely a priority and very important to me that the show be taken 

seriously” (Reinchel, 2006, 5). Many actors became very well known due to their impersonations 

of politicians on Saturday Night Live ranging from Chevy Chase’s Gerald Ford to Will Farrel’s 

George W. Bush (Fernando, 2003). During the 2008 election, some of the most popular media 

events involved Tina Fey’s impression of the Republican Vice Presidential candidate, Governor 

Sarah Palin of Alaska. These skits gave Saturday Night Live some of the highest ratings in the 

show’s history, in addition to the millions of people who viewed the skits on the internet via 

outlets such as Hulu and YouTube (Holbert & Geidner, 351-352). When the first Fey depiction of 

Palin aired on SNL, the show had its highest ratings since former Vice President Al Gore hosted 

the show in 2008 (Flowers & Young, 2010). Despite the high ratings for SNL and Fey, it has 

been thought that Fey’s parodies, known as the “Tina Fey effect” hurt the McCain-Palin ticket 

(Sands, 1). Later in the election season, Palin herself went on to appear on the show, giving the 

show its highest ratings in 14 years (Dow, 2009, 100).  She appeared in the beginning skit and on 

Weekend Update  (CNN, 2008).
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Weekend Update is a segment of the show that parodies a journalistic news program. The 

segment is written as late as possible before show time in order to give the timeliest spoof of the 

news as possible. The idea behind the segment was not to educate the public about news, just to 

make fun of current events. However, it was discovered that the audience does learn about 

current events through Weekend Update, particularly about politics (Reincheld, 2006). SNL 

writer Herb Sargent was initially surprised by this finding. He said, “You’d talk to people who’d 

say, “You changed my mind,’ or ‘I didn’t know about it’, and you’d say, ‘But it was just a sketch 

or just a joke’ and they’d say, ‘yeah but it told us something” (Reincheld, 2006, 8). These 

reactions are very relevant to modern day politics and must be taken seriously by politicians and 

their advisors.  

While Saturday Night Live is often known for their depictions of politicians on late night 

entertainment shows, depictions of politicians also occur on The Tonight Show and The Late 

Show. For the purpose of this study, a depiction is being defined as an actor playing the 

politician, or the politician being the source of humor when he or she is not present, such as 

during a monologue. Young (2006) says, “Because late-night joke content is designed to deride 

candidates’ weaknesses, the traits that appear in late-night jokes are almost exclusively candidate 

flaws” (p. 346). Young (2006) also discovered through a content analysis of jokes made by Jay 

Leno and David Letterman during the 2000 presidential campaign that 521 jokes were made 

about George W. Bush and 383 were made about Al Gore. She found that despite the large 

number of jokes being told about these candidates, most focused on the same characteristics: 

Bush being unintelligent and Gore being stiff and boring. Young (2006) also found that late night 

viewers with less political knowledge were more affected by exposure to these shows than those 
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who had higher political knowledge when rating the traits of candidates. It is very interesting to 

see that there are themes among these jokes and that past studies have found them to have an 

influence on voter’s opinions. This is something that will be looked into further within this paper. 

Methodology 

In order to gage how much influence these shows have, I will survey viewers and non 

viewers alike in an attempt to link viewership of these shows to political opinions. I used the 

combined class survey with a representative sample as well as my own survey using a 

convenience sample and a snow ball effect in order to reach as many different people as possible. 

In the future, I will hold a focus group to go more in depth with specific instances of politicians 

appearing and being depicted on these shows. By using two different research methods, one that 

is objective and one that is more in depth, I will be able to learn many things about what kind of 

influence these shows have on voters. However, for the time being, only the surveys will be 

focused on. My personal survey was conducted using the website www.surveymonkey.com. The 

second survey combined questions from approximately ten students along with their professor 

studying various aspects of political engagement and was conducted using a professional survey 

platform. 

Research Questions and Hypothesis’

RQ 1: Do appearances by political candidates on the shows Saturday Night Live,  The Tonight 

Show with Jay Leno and the Late Show with David Letterman have a positive or negative 

influence on viewers’ opinions of these politicians?

RQ2: Do comedic depictions of politicians on these three shows have a positive or negative 

influence on viewers’ opinions of these politicians? 
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H1: Appearances by political candidates on these shows will have a positive influence of 

 viewers’ opinions of these politicians. 

H2: Comedic depictions of politicians on these shows will have a negative influence on 

viewers’ opinions of these politicians.

Theoretical Framework 

  The ideas behind these hypothesis come from the literature review. The previous research 

has found that appearing on these shows humanizes politicians. Humanizing is a positive 

description and therefore I have hypothesized that appearing on these shows will allow viewers 

to see these politicians in a more positive light. Being seen in a more positive light could then 

translate into more votes. 

 On the other hand, comedic depictions of politicians have shown to be detrimental to 

politicians. Comedic depictions are almost always used to highlight negative aspects about 

politicians, by making of fun of their views, or of them as people. Therefore, my second 

hypothesis is that being depicted on one of these shows has a negative affect on viewers’ 

opinions and could ultimately translate to less votes. 

Findings and Analysis

Participants

In the convenience sample survey, 417 people started the survey with 320 people 

completing it (76.7%). The majority of the skipped questions were optional demographics 

questions. Survey takers were recruited through social network sites and email listervs and were 

asked to send the survey to their friends creating a snowball effect. The survey had a gender 

demographic of 79.3% female and 20.7% male. Of the 309 participants who identified their 
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country of citizenship, 91% said that they were American citizens. The other 9% represented a 

broad spectrum of countries including but not limited to Canada, Australia, Germany, China, 

India and Great Britain. In terms of education, 67.5% had earned a Bachelor’s Degree or higher. 

Of the four political knowledge questions asked in the survey, the average for correct responses 

was 76%, indicating that the majority of participants had at least a basic knowledge of American 

politics. When asked, “How closely do you follow American politics?”, 53% of participants 

indicated they followed American politics either “very closely” or “somewhat closely”.  Of those 

survey takers eligible to vote, 84% voted in the 2008 election and 44% voted in the 2010 

election. In terms of political affiliation, 20% identified as Republican, 49.2% as Democratic, 

and 30.8% as Independent. 

In the second survey which was conducted by a class of political engagement students, 

there were 1,100 participants who completed the survey. This survey had a more representative 

gender demographic with 46.2% male participants and 52.8% female participants. The 

percentage of participants who had a college degree was 52.4. Very similar to the convenience 

survey, 18.5% of participants identified as Republican, 40.8% as Democratic, and 40% identified 

as Independent or other. 

Research Question 1

The first research question focuses on appearances of politicians as guests on the shows 

Saturday Night Live, The Tonight Show with Jay Leno and The Late Show with David 

Letterman. Sixty-five percent of the survey takers had seen a politician appear as a guest on the 

show. Interestingly, more than twice as many participants had seen an appearance on Saturday 

Night Live compared to the Tonight Show or the The Late Show, despite the fact that Saturday 
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Night Live is a once a week seasonal show, and the other two shows are year-round and air five 

days a week. 

When asked, “How beneficial or detrimental do you think it is for politician’s to appear 

on these shows?”, 54% said that they felt it was at least somewhat beneficial, 37.2% said that 

they felt it was neither beneficial or detrimental, with only 8.8% feeling it was at least somewhat 

detrimental. However, when asked, “Do you believe that appearances by politicians on these 

shows has a positive or negative effect on voters’ opinions of these politicians?”, only 44% 

indicated a positive effect, with 31% indicating a negative effect and 25% saying “no effect”. 

Additionally, of the participants who do watch these shows, 67% said that appearances by 

politicians on these shows had little or no effect on their opinions of these politicians. These 

results show that while the majority of the survey takers believe that appearances of politicians 

on these shows does have an effect on voters’ opinions as a whole, they themselves feel that they 

are not affected by politicians’ appearances on these shows. 

In the second survey, respondents were asked, “How likely are you to watch a late night 

entertainment show such as David Letterman or Jay Leno to help you inform an opinion about a 

politician who is a guest on the show?” Nearly half the respondents answered this question with 

“very unlikely”. Only 3.4% answered “very likely”, with 20.9% at “somewhat likely” and 26% 

at “somewhat unlikely”. This again shows that most people do not believe that these shows affect 

them personally and more specifically, people do not seek out political information from 

watching these shows. However, it is possible that they are learning from these shows based on 

the research by Young, Baum etc. 
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Additionally, respondents from both surveys were asked about how they felt about 

politicians appearing on the show Saturday Night Live, taking into account the political party 

that the politician belongs to. The results from the convenience survey and the professional 

survey were actually very similar. In the convenience survey, when asked how their opinion of a 

Republican might change if he or she appeared on SNL, 63% said their opinion would not 

change, while 14.3% said they would think worse of him/her and 22.7% said they would think 

better of him/her. Comparatively in the representative survey, 60% said that their opinion would 

not change, while 14.9% said they would think worse of him/her and 24.6% said that they would 

think better of him/her. When asked the same question about Democratic politicians,  60.9% of 

respondents from the convenience sample indicated their opinion would not change, while 11.5% 

indicated they would think worse of him/her, and 27.7% indicated they would think better then 

him/her. In comparison, in the representative survey, 60.7% of respondents said that their opinion 

would not change, while 13.4% said that they would think worse of him/her and 25.9% said they 

would think better of him/her. It is very interesting that despite the vast difference in sample size 

and demographics such as gender from these two surveys, that the results from these questions 

were all within a few percentage points of each other. 

Research Question 2

The second research question was, “ Do comedic depictions of politicians on these three 

shows have a positive or  negative influence on viewers’ opinions of these politicians?”. For 

the purposes of this study, a depiction has been defined as an actor playing the politician, or the 

politician being the source of humor when he or she is not present, such as in a monologue. 

Seventy-two percent of survey takers acknowledged that they had seen a depiction of a a 
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politician on one of these shows. Of the survey takers that had seen a depiction on the show, 

almost 99% had seen a depiction on Saturday Night Live. Comparatively, only 17.6% had seen a 

depiction on The Tonight Show and 16.9% on the Late Show. 

One of the most famous depictions on Saturday Night Live in recent memory is Tina 

Fey’s impersonation of 2008 Vice Presidential Nominee Sarah Palin, who at the time was the 

Governor of Alaska. In two interviews with Katie Couric on CBS and Charlie Gibson on NBC, 

Palin mentioned Alaska’s proximity to Russia. In one of Fey’s depictions of Palin, she said, “I 

can  see Russia from my house”. Governor Palin never said these exact words during the 2008 

campaign. However. when asked, “During the 2008 Presidential Campaign, who said, ‘I can see 

Russia from my house.’?”, 75.3% of survey takers attributed the quote to Sarah Palin. Only 

15.6% were aware that Tina Fey was in fact the person who said those words, while 8.9% gave 

other answers or admitted to not knowing the answer. This result shows just how much influence 

a show like Saturday Night Live can have on peoples’ knowledge of politics, or lack thereof. 

When asked, “How likely is it that your opinion of a politician would be effected by a 

depiction of him/her on one of these shows?”, 35.1% said somewhat likely or very likely. 53.8% 

said somewhat unlikely or very unlikely with 11.1% saying they were unsure. However, when 

asked “Do you believe that depictions of politicians on these shows have an effect on voters’ 

decisions?”, 79.9% said yes, while just 20.3% said no. Furthermore, when asked, “Do you 

believe that depictions of politicians on these shows have a positive or negative effect on voters’ 

opinions of them?”, 61.3% indicated they believed the effect was negative, with just 16.7% 

believing the effect was positive. Twenty-two percent believed that depictions of politicians on 

these shows had no effect voters’ opinions. This is interesting because survey respondents felt 

 Gagliardi, 13



that their was an effect on voters who watched depictions of politicians on these shows, but just 

like in the first research question regarding appearances, the respondents did not feel that their 

opinions were personally effected by the depictions. 

Discussion

Previous research in the field of politics and late night entertainment shows has shown 

that these shows do teach viewers about politics and current affairs, whether or not the viewer is 

seeking such information. This study delved further into these ideas, focusing on how these 

shows affected viewers’ opinions about politicians as well as how these shows shaped viewers’ 

political knowledge. These variables are very important to study and understand because it is 

possible that appearances by and depictions of politicians on these shows could have an effect on 

voters. This could especially be true for independents and swing voters who do not have party 

loyalty and have not made up their mind about who they are going to vote for. Roughly 65% of 

survey takers from both surveys identified as either a Republican or a Democrat, leaving about 

35% of survey takers as people without a political affiliation. This shows a connection with an 

average of 38.5% of participants from both surveys who said that their opinion might change, for 

better or for worse if a politician appeared on Saturday Night Live, regardless of whether or not 

the politician is a Democrat or a Republican. Calculating results from both surveys, 61.15% of 

respondents said their opinion would not change if a Republican or Democrat appeared on 

Saturday Night Live. Along with the 35% of swing voters that the politicians are likely trying to 

reach out to, this also shows that there are a small percentage of voters who self identify with one 

party whose opinions might be affected by a politician appearing on Saturday Night Live. While 

previous research has shown that appearing on these shows often does make a politician appear 

 Gagliardi, 14



more likable to those who support the opposing party, there is not confirmed research that this 

could actually translate into votes. However these survey results show that there is a possibility 

to change the minds of a small percentage of party affiliated voters, along with the ability to 

convince nonaffiliated voters who to vote for. 

However, we must also focus on the fact that Saturday Night Live is in the business of 

creating humor and politicians are often the source of that humor. The producer of Saturday 

Night Live himself has said that they target whoever is in charge. During a campaign, no one is 

in charge, especially in the 2008 presidential campaign where neither the sitting president nor 

vice-president were seeking office. This opened the door for Saturday Night Live to be extra 

creative with their jokes, giving each major candidate in the race an actor to play him/her. When 

Senator John McCain, the 2008 Republican Presidential Candidate, announced that he had 

chosen the (then little known) Governor of Alaska, Sarah Palin, as his running mate, it was 

immediately recognized how similar she looked to former SNL star, Tina Fey.  At the time, Fey 

had left SNL to produce and star in her own TV show, Thirty Rock, but agreed to return to 

Saturday Night Live for the duration of the election season (AP, 2008). One of Fey’s most 

famous skits involved her and Amy Poehler, who was playing former presidential candidate 

Hilary Clinton, talking about the presidency. It was in this skit where Fey spoke the famous 

words of “I can see Russia from my house.” As noted in the methods section, 75.3% of survey 

takers attributed this quote to Sarah Palin herself with only 15.6% attributing the quote to Tina 

Fey. 

This one instance shows how a show like Saturday Night Live can influence what people 

know or think they know, about politics. While an average of 76% of the survey responders 
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answered the political knowledge questions correctly, an interesting difference was discovered  

when respondents were asked which states the vice presidential candidates were from. When 

asked, “From what state was the Republican vice presidential nominee?”, 86.8% knew that Sarah 

Palin was from Alaska, despite the question not mentioning her by name. However, when asked, 

“From what state was the Democratic vice presidential nominee?”, only 66.9% knew that the 

current Vice President ,Joe Biden, who was also not mentioned by name, is from Delaware. 

While it cannot be proven that people know where Sarah Palin is from due to Saturday Night 

Live or any specific television program, it is interesting that more people know where a former 

governor is from compared to the current Vice President, especially when over 91% of 

respondents indicated that they were US citizens. While during the campaign, Palin’s origins 

were heavily discussed as no one from Alaska had ever been part of a presidential ticket before, 

one explanation for this piece of knowledge could be the reality TV show “Sarah Palin’s 

Alaska”, which aired in the fall of 2010 about six months before this survey was conducted.  

In terms of politicians appearing on the TV shows, whether its a late night comedic talk 

show like The Late Show with David Letterman or The Tonight Show with Jay Leno, or an 

entertainment show like Saturday Night Live, survey takers felt that appearing on these shows 

was beneficial to the politicians and had a positive effect on voters. However, the majority of the 

respondents did not feel that they were personally affected by watching an appearance by a 

politician on one of these shows. This, “it affects them but not me”, attitude could indicate a 

sense of denial of how much the respondents actually are effected by watching politicians appear 

on these shows. 
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One of the questions on the convenience survey asked respondents why they thought 

politicians appear on late night talk shows. A number of ideas were presented and respondents 

could check all that applied as well write in their own suggestions. The majority of survey 

respondents (81.7%) chose, “to show a more personal side”. This supports Moy et al.’s (2005) 

findings of politicians looking to humanize themselves by appearing on these shows. 

Additionally, 37.9% indicated to “make fun of themselves”, while only 25.8% indicated “to 

make fun of their opponent.” This further shows that going on these shows is about making them 

seem like a more regular person. By spending more time making fun of themselves as opposed to 

making fun of their opponent, politicians allow for their flaws to be highlighted which in turn 

makes them appear to be a more humble, fun and likable person. 

 Interestingly, only 41.3% of respondents felt that politicians appear on these shows in an 

effort to convince voters to vote for them. This number is similar to the number of people who 

said that their opinion of a politician might be affected if the politician were to appear on 

Saturday Night Live (35%). Perhaps some of these Independent swing voter respondents have 

been persuaded to vote for a certain candidate due to their appearance on a late night talk show in 

the past. However, this may be because they liked the person they saw on the TV and not 

because they learned more about their political stance. Only 14.3% of respondents thought that a 

reason for politicians to appear on these shows is to inform the audience about public policy. 

Research has shown that audience members do learn about public policy from these shows, but 

this finding confirms the idea that the learning is accidental and something that the viewers may 

not even realize has occurred. 

 Gagliardi, 17



The idea that politicians are reaching out to a younger audience was supported through 

this survey, with 62.5% of respondents indicating this as a reason for politicians to appear on 

these shows. Comparatively, only 6.5% felt that politicians appear on these shows to reach out to 

an older audience. However, a 2010 study by TV By The Numbers found that the average age for  

Late Show viewers was 54.4 years, and the average age for Tonight Show viewers was 55.9 

years (Seidman, 2010). This shows that while young voters may be the target of politicians 

appearing on late night TV shows, they are actually reaching a very broad age spectrum. This 

corresponds with the 66.5% of survey takers who indicated they believed politicians appeared on 

these shows in order to reach a “wide audience.” 

Conclusion

In conclusion, there is certainly a connection between peoples’ opinions of politicians and    

these three late night network television shows. This study has found that many people believe 

that these shows do have an effect on voters, whether the politician appears on the show him/

herself or is depicted on the show. The hypothesis’ that appearing on the shows would have a 

positive effect on viewers, while being depicted on the shows would have a negative on viewers 

have been confirmed through these surveys.  Additionally, it was also proven that whether 

intended or not, viewers do form their political knowledge at least in part by watching these 

shows. However, more work needs to be done in order to further study these phenomena and 

confirm the research results. 

One weakness of this study is that the majority of the data came from a convenience 

sample survey with only 320 people completing the entire survey and the demographics being 

unrepresentative. While it was very useful to be able to use the professional survey platform as 
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part of the group of political engagement students, in the future conducting the full survey using 

this platform may lead to results that can better confirm what the initial survey has already 

found. Furthermore, using a qualitative research method such as a focus group in addition to the 

quantitative method may lead to more in depth ideas of why these phenomena occurred and what 

they mean. 
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