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ABSTRACT 

This study focused on the effect of news comedy shows on viewers’ interpretation 

of media credibility. Specifically, I examined the influence of The Colbert Report and 

Stephen Colbert’s media criticism of Cable TV news in particular, such as CNN, 

MSNBC and Fox News. To first determine Stephen Colbert’s portrayal of media, I 

performed a content analysis on 32 episodes of his news comedy show, coding the news 

medium and its portrayal and use. The results found that television was portrayed most 

negatively and used as a joke more frequently than any other news media. I then 

conducted a survey which sought to answer if viewers were affected by this negative 

portrayal. The survey asked respondents (ages 18-29) questions about TV watching 

habits and views of credibility of various news media outlets. There were no significant 

findings regarding the relationship between the portrayal of cable TV news on The 

Colbert Report and viewers’ perceptions of media credibility of those cable TV outlets. 

However, post-hoc analysis did reveal further possible research on this topic.
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INTRODUCTION 

In 2006, Stephen Colbert spoke at the White House Correspondents’ Dinner. 

During his speech, he joked about people such as President George Bush and programs 

such as the NSA and Fox News. The audience met his speech with hesitance at times, not 

clapping or laughing at some of his scathing jokes, and President Bush maintained a 

straight face throughout.  

Colbert joked multiple times at Fox News’ expense that night. He began his 

speech talking about his show, The Colbert Report, saying he gives people the truth and 

called it the “No Fact Zone” (Colbert and Brumm, 2007). 

“Fox News, I hold a copyright on that term,” Colbert said. 

Colbert, maintaining the same fake-conservative persona as he did on his TV 

show, later on explained that he was “appalled” by the liberal media that is “destroying 

America,” excepting Fox News.  

Colbert said, “Fox News gives you both sides of every story: the President’s side 

and the Vice President’s side.” 

This speech is not the only incident in which Colbert has criticized cable TV 

news. In fact, on his late night comedy show which was a spin-off from The Daily Show 

with Jon Stewart, Colbert frequently criticized Fox News, CNN and personalities such as 

Bill O’Reilly through means of satire and parody (Colletta, 2009). 

Though both Colbert and Stewart have recently stepped down from their positions 

as hosts for their shows, The Colbert Report and The Daily Show both set an example of 
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press criticism for other news comedy shows. In 2008, Pew Research revealed that 8% of 

The Daily Show was composed of segments about the press and news media 

(“Journalism”). The two Comedy Central programs have the youngest audiences of any 

news outlet; the largest viewership being between the ages of 18 and 49. In a survey 

conducted by FiveThirtyEight on February 27-28, 30% of the viewers of The Colbert 

Report were between the ages 18-29 (Hickey, 2014). The Daily Show averaged 2.5 

million viewers each night and The Colbert Report averaged 1.9 million viewers for the 

first quarter of 2013, where these shows have the strongest viewership in adults ages 18-

24 (Bibel, 2013). These two comedy news programs have emerged as important sources 

of news for younger audiences (Kowalewski and Stewart, 2013). 

 In 2010, Rolling Stone Magazine hailed Colbert and Stewart as the “most trusted 

names” in news (Meddaugh, 2010).  

However, Colbert and Stewart are not held to the same standards as journalists 

because they are critics of journalists. They don’t view themselves as journalists since 

they are not meant to be viewed seriously, but rather, satirically. As a result, they hold 

journalists to an ethical standard by not following any of the rules themselves (Borden 

and Tew, 2007). Colbert operates as a “critic of the press” (Meddaugh, 2010) by 

parodying cable media channels, like Fox News, and talk-show personalities like Bill 

O’Reilly and his show The O’Reilly Factor.  Stewart differs as a critic in that he offers 

serious, satirical, and critical commentary on the media. 

A lot of scholarship has emerged on their roles as political satirists, but less has 

focused on their roles as media critics. The question, however, remains as to whether 
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their criticism is holding media accountable and helping journalists improve their 

credibility in the eyes of viewers, or if the comedians’ criticism is changing the way 

audiences interpret media credibility in general. The purpose of this study is to evaluate 

how Stephen Colbert of The Colbert Report portrays and criticizes media on his show 

and whether his persona as a media critic affects viewers’ interpretations of  

media credibility. 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

  Studying The Colbert Report and The Daily Show requires first defining media 

credibility and the differences between satire and parody news. This study will explore 

the relationship between media credibility and media criticism on “fake” news  

comedy shows. 

Conceptualizing credibility 

According to Merriam-Webster’s dictionary, to be credible is to offer “reasonable 

grounds for being believed.” Scholars today have created several conceptual definitions 

in order to define media credibility. The approaches to define credibility differ because 

some give a conceptual definition based on source or medium, while others create an 

index to measure credibility. 

Spiro Kiousis introduced credibility in two ways: Source or Medium (2001). 

Source credibility represents the influence specific communicators have on the content, 

whereas medium focuses more on the channel, such as television versus internet. For 

these purposes, source credibility, where “source expertise and trustworthiness” are two 
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“central attributes,” will be examined in the face of news comedy shows and media 

criticism through the television channel (Kiousis, 2001).  

Philip Meyer states that there are two dimensions of credibility: believability and 

community affiliation (1988). Meyer cites the Gaziano and McGrath credibility index for 

the basic definitions of credibility among the many definitions. Under that index, media 

credibility is measured on: trust, separation of fact from opinion, telling the whole story 

accurately without any bias, fairness, respect of people’s privacy, concern about the 

public’s interest, and if reporters are well-trained, watch out for the public’s interests, and 

are patriotic and concerned about the community’s well-being (Gaziano and McGrath, 

1986).  Borden and Tew have defined media credibility as reliability, truthfulness, 

 and independence (2007). 

Media credibility is important for journalists to maintain because more people 

today view the media as the political “watchdog,” according to a survey by the Pew 

Research Center for the People & the Press (2013). Timothy Gleason, in his book The 

Watchdog Concept, suggests that the press is given constitutional freedom because of the 

service the press does for the public good as a “watchdog” (1990). Support for this 

“watchdog” role has risen since 2011, and viewers look to the media to “keep leaders 

from doing things that shouldn’t be done” (“Amid,” 2013).  Some accuse journalists of 

acting more like “guard dogs” than watchdogs of the elite in power  (Holbert, 2007), 

while others suggest the role of journalist has transformed to “lapdog” of government and 

big business (Meddaugh, 2010). Therefore, media credibility is pertinent to maintain the 

watchdog role that journalists originally set out to accomplish.  
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Trends show that the public has continually decreasing trust in the news each 

year. The public’s perceptions of news media credibility have declined significantly 

among the public since the 1970s (Gillespie, 2004). In 1970, about 26% to 30% of 

Americans had “not very much” confidence to “none at all” in the media’s accuracy and 

fairness (Gillespie, 2004).  By the 1980s, media credibility ratings for individual news 

sources among the public began to decline (Doherty, 2005). In 1990, 74% of Americans 

polled said they had a great deal or some confidence in the press, but by the end of the 

1990s, the public attitude became much more cynical and negative towards the media’s 

performance (Doherty, 2005). By 2000, that number dropped to 58%, and by 2004, 55% 

of Americans had little trust in the media (Gillespie, 2004).  

According to the Pew Research Center for the People & the Press, a third of 

Americans say they can believe the reporting and credibility by 14 major news 

organizations, including Fox News, CNN and MSNBC (2010). Although, CNN, MSNBC 

and CNBC have been losing viewers lately, Fox News viewership remains high, and 

ABC, CBS, and NBC have all declined in believability ratings (“Americans,” 2010). 

CNN received a credibility rating of 29%, while Fox News received 27%  

(“Americans,” 2010). 

Ratings of news organizations have declined steadily since Pew Research first 

began tracking attitudes in 1985, and by 2011, those attitudes had reached an all-time low 

(“Amid”). In 2012, 60% of Americans said they have little or no trust in the mass media 

to report the news fully, accurately and fairly, which contributes to the challenge to 

“democracy and to creating a fully engaged citizenry” (Morales). A 2012 Pew Survey 

shows that Fox News is among the least trusted news sources (Beaujon). 
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However, Americans are supposedly spending more time following the news 

(“Americans,” 2010). Kiousis found that viewers are generally skeptical of all three 

media outlets, but out of newspapers, online news and television, television has the 

lowest credibility in audience’s perceptions (2001).  This is interesting given that a 2013 

Pew Research Center for the People & the Press survey found that 69% of those surveyed 

said that television is their top source for news. The 2013 State of the Media by the 

Project for Excellence in Journalism shows that the three main news channels – CNN, 

Fox News, MSNBC – saw a less positive revenue picture than in years past. However, 

according to the 2013 State of the News Media, Fox News revenue and viewership 

increased slightly, as did MSNBC. 

Many national reporters and editors cite credibility and a decline in public trust as 

one of the biggest problems facing journalism today (Doherty, 2005). Jamieson and 

Cappella state that the media are influential in shaping sense of the world, but public 

confidence in the press has declined as more readers become critical of journalism’s 

cynical news coverage (1997). With low credibility ratings, the public does not 

completely trust government or news media, but it is unclear at this point whether or not 

that is due to “fake news” shows and their criticism of the media. 

“Satire News” and “Parody” 

The Colbert Report and similar shows such as The Daily Show with Jon Stewart 

present news in comedy format for entertainment value, known as “soft news,” or  

“fake news.” 
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Matthew Baum says soft news is “entertainment-oriented, quasi-news media” 

(2003). Soft news media has the ability to influence public opinion, and there is a greater 

emphasis on human-interest stories to capture and sustain audience interest (Baum, 

2003). Baum says, “Americans have a strong appetite for soft news, especially  

on television” (2003). 

Satire critiques human vices. It criticizes stupidity and lack of moral standards, 

typically utilizing laughter as a weapon (Colletta, 2009). Satire suggests betterment and 

achieves this by shocking the audience and revealing the social signification underneath 

the humor (Colletta, 2009). Satirical news coverage can influence viewers’ knowledge, 

opinions and trust (Brewer, Young and Morreale, 2013). Parody, on the other hand, 

implies the true message. It is, like satire, a humorous critique of vice and stupidity. 

Parody, unlike satire, allows the comedian to fully embody the character he or she is 

criticizing, and to perform the criticism in an implicit way. 

Stephen Colbert and Jon Stewart, both humorists who have their own “fake news” 

comedy shows, differ in their style and delivery of humor and criticism. They give 

performances that are appropriate and speak for their roles as comedians, and they parody 

and satirize the news while presenting and criticizing it (Borden and Tew, 2007). Colbert 

and Stewart are not necessarily journalists, but draw attention to what “journalistic 

integrity” should look like (Borden and Tew, 2007). Lisa Colletta says that Colbert and 

Stewart’s performances “can be considered some of the most bracing and engaging 

commentary on the television landscape” (2009). These shows satirize the sensationalism 

and parody the polarity that has invaded television news broadcasts and talk shows. 



  8     

 

The Colbert Report is a parody, as Colbert embodies in his performance 

conservative news personalities, such as Fox News’ The O’Reilly Factor’s host Bill 

O’Reilly (Baumgartner and Morris, 2008). Colbert’s message is indirect, or implied, as 

his parody is a critique of these conservative media personalities because as audiences 

laugh with him, they also make fun of these personalities (Baumgartner and Morris, 

2008). As Colbert embraces these characters, he “articulates implicitly what conventional 

journalism hesitates to say explicitly” (Meddaugh, 2010). 

The Daily Show with Jon Stewart is a fake evening news show with Stewart 

playing the role of anchor (Brewer, Young and Morreale, 2013). Stewart is more of a 

satirist. He criticizes as a comedian, but makes pronouncements, so that he at times 

performs journalism “better than journalists themselves” (Borden and Tew, 2007). The 

Daily Show offers a “satirical critique” of many things including “journalism as a 

profession” by offering viewers humorous perspectives of the stories dominating the 

news and the gathering and storytelling of journalists (Holbert, 2007).  He takes on the 

satirist’s role by posing as an anchorman as well as a “skeptical and bemused” observer 

(Holbert, 2007). Stewart insists that his show is not real journalism, but it performs a 

function close to that of journalism and allows people to think critically about what’s 

happening in the public (“Journalism,” 2008). The Daily Show is more straightforward 

with its humor than The Colbert Report (Kowalewski and Stewart, 2013). Rather than an 

implied message through parody, Stewart lets the audience in on the joke. 
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Media Criticism and Fake News 

The Daily Show and The Colbert Report “aim a constant stream of criticism at the 

news media,” mocking and satirizing the competency of journalists and the credibility of 

those news media stations (Stewart and Littau, 2009). Television is portrayed far worse in 

these shows than other media, which gives viewers an even more negative view of Cable 

TV news media (Stewart and Littau, 2009). 

Colbert and Stewart have the freedom to criticize the media and journalists 

because they do not “fully inhabit the role of journalist” (Borden and Tew, 2007). They 

are not bound to the same journalistic ethics or moral commitments, and they make a 

contribution to media ethics by serving as media critics (Borden and Tew, 2007). Humor 

has the ability to persuade audiences, and exposure to The Daily Show resulted in 

decreased trust in the media (Baumgartner and Morris, 2008). 

Sandra Borden and Chad Tew write that gatekeeping, factuality and objectivity 

are the bases of media criticism (2007). Cable TV journalists have become more 

sensational to attract a larger audience, and this is why Stewart and Colbert criticize the 

media (Borden and Tew, 2007). They separate themselves with their comedy to perform 

media criticism and bond with their audiences (Borden and Tew, 2007). They function as 

media critics with “quasi-insider status” because their criticism relies on the expectation 

of journalism’s ethical commitments (Borden and Tew, 2007). Fake news allows other 

journalists to re-examine their own performances in order to maintain journalistic 

integrity (Borden and Tew). 
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Colbert and Stewart provide the media criticism of cable news channels, such as 

Fox News Channel and CNN, to bring awareness of the credibility these channels have. 

Since Colbert and Stewart are not necessarily held to the same standards as journalists, 

they can be those watchdogs of the press. The question remains whether The Colbert 

Report’s comedic criticism of Fox News and The O’Reilly Factor or Stewart’s satirical 

critiques affect viewers’ interpretations of media credibility of these sources. If viewers 

are looking to the media to have a “watchdog” role, their shows are a “watchdog” for 

these media sources by questioning and criticizing their morals and “truthiness,” and 

holding specific journalists to a standard of moral commitment and truth.  

RQ1: How does Colbert portray and critique news media on his show? 

RQ2: To what extent do the portrayals of news media channels differ?  

RQ3: To what extent do these news comedy shows affect viewers’ perceptions of media 

credibility of these cable news outlets? 

METHOD 

 This study will consist of two parts. The first part will use a content analysis to 

analyze how The Colbert Report portrays different types of media. Then, a survey will be 

utilized to compile data to see how viewers’ perceptions of media are affected after 

watching The Colbert Report.  

Content Analysis 

 The first part of this study will answer the first two research questions using 

content analysis to examine the portrayal of news media on The Colbert Report, and 
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analyze Stephen Colbert’s critique of the different news media channels. Each episode 

will be coded according to the news media channel, Cable TV and how it is portrayed. 

 The first category will determine what type of news media is being portrayed: 

television, print, radio, or online news source. The second category will be coded whether 

or not the news media is a cable TV outlet, and which outlet it is, the main cable TV 

references being Fox News, CNN and MSNBC. The last category will be coded on how 

that news media is portrayed, whether it is positive, negative, neutral and unknown. A 

positive code would be if the reference to the news media is complimentary or is being 

presented as only factual. A negative code would occur if the news media is criticized 

with a joke or statement that makes it appear as if the information presented was not 

credible. A neutral code would be used in the case there are both positive and negative 

references about the same news medium in the same bit, therefore appearing neutral. An 

unknown code would mean it is unclear whether the portrayal was meant to be positive  

or negative. 

Survey 

 The second part of the study will include a survey to gather data to answer the 

third research question. Because this question concerns the effect on viewers’ perceptions 

of media credibility of a news comedy show where the main audience is ages 18-29, 

college students will be used to participate in the survey. The students will be given 

questions pertaining to the number of days in a week they typically watch news comedy 

shows, such as The Colbert Report. They will then be asked questions about their 

perceptions of the credibility of Cable TV news outlets. The main idea will be to 

determine if those respondents who watch news comedy shows such as The Colbert 
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Report more often have a lower outlook on media credibility of cable TV news than those 

respondents who don’t frequently watch news comedy shows.   

RESULTS 

 The first part of this study included a content analysis examining 32 episodes of 

The Colbert Report. One researcher coded all 32 episodes for the categories of News 

Medium, Cable TV, Media Portrayal and News Media Source Use.  

RQ1, which intended to explore how Colbert portrays and critiques news media 

on his show, exhibited significant findings.  Television was most frequently utilized in 

references on The Colbert Report as it made up 66 percent, while Internet was 18.8 

percent, Print/Print Website was 14.6 percent and Radio was 0.6 percent. The three main 

cable TV channels (Fox News, CNN and MSNBC) made up 39.2 percent of the 

television referenced. Of all the media portrayals on the show, 26.8 percent of media 

references were negative, while 23.5 percent were positive. Neutral references, meaning 

those references that were both negative and positive about the same news medium in the 

same bit, therefore appearing neutral, made up 22.7 percent, and 27.1 percent were 

unknown. Chi-square analysis found these differences to be strongly significant in the 

crosstabs of media portrayals and news media [X²=29.244, p˂0.01]. Colbert critiqued and 

utilized 25.4 percent of the news media for a joke, while 50 percent was used solely as 

information, and 24.6 percent were used as both.  

 RQ2 sought to explore to what extent the portrayals between these different news 

media channels differed.  Television, which was portrayed significantly more often than 

the other news media at 66 percent of the references, was also portrayed more negatively 
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than the other news media, racking up 84.5 percent of the negative portrayals. Chi-square 

analysis showed significant findings in these crosstabs between news medium and media 

portrayal [X²=29.244, p˂0.01]. Fox News in particular was the most frequently 

referenced cable TV station of the three main cable TV channels at 21.8 percent, but it 

was also portrayed negatively 36.1 percent of the time, as compared to CNN, which was 

negative 16.5 percent of the time, or MSNBC at 3.1 percent. Chi-square analysis found 

significant variance between cable TV and media portrayal [X²=45.812, p˂0.01]. Fox 

News was also used as a joke 35.9 percent of the time, which was again more frequent 

than either CNN, which was used as a joke 15.2 percent of the references, or MSNBC at 

2.2 percent [X²=28.244, p˂0.01]. Television in general was used as a joke in 81.5 percent 

of the television references [X²=18.452, p˂.01]. Chi-square analysis found these 

significant differences in the crosstabs between Cable TV and news media source use, as 

well as news medium and news media source use. 

  The second part of this study involved a survey where 89 participants, ages 18-

29, were asked a series of questions concerning their TV watching habits and their views 

of credibility of different news media. There were no significant findings in the initial 

survey analysis, only some findings approaching significance. However, post-hoc 

analysis exhibited significant findings. 

 RQ3 sought to find a relationship between the portrayal of cable TV news on The 

Colbert Report and viewers’ perceptions of media credibility of those cable TV outlets. 

Based on the survey results, no significant relationships were found between the two. In 

looking for a relationship between the frequency of watching Colbert and beliefs in 

media credibility, no relationship was found. An analysis of variance, or One-way 



  14     

 

ANOVA, was performed on the numbers [F=1.414, p=.228]. Post-hoc analysis compared 

all who reported watching Colbert at least once a week against those who reported 

watching no times a week. The mean for those who reported not watching Colbert 

(n=65), was 3.03, which was above the neutral point, while the mean for those who 

reported watching at least one time a week (n=20) was 2.95, slightly below the neutral 

range. However, those differences in means between the groups were not significant 

[F=.114, p=.737]. The difference in means was greater when looking specifically at Fox 

News. These numbers approached significance [F=2.592, p=.111] when the views of the 

credibility of Fox News were examined for people who watch The Colbert Report at least 

1 day a week versus those who do not watch it at all. When those numbers are combined 

with the viewership numbers of the Daily Show with Jon Stewart, it further approached 

significance in post-hoc analysis. The only points of significance were in post-hoc 

analysis. The means for those who don’t watch The Colbert Report were lower compared 

to those who did watch it when it comes to views of online and print credibility. Those 

who did not watch Colbert had less credible views of print and online news. Those who 

did watch Colbert had more credible views of print and online news. Both were 

significant, but views on print credibility had a stronger relationship [F=4.825, p=.031] 

than views of online credibility [F=4.421, p=.039]. 

DISCUSSION 

 The content analysis revealed two significant findings in regards to television 

news portrayals on The Colbert Report that support the purposes of this study. First, 

content analysis results indicated that television was the most frequently mentioned and 

most negatively portrayed on The Colbert Report. Of the 32 episodes coded, television 



  15     

 

made up 66 percent of all news media references in the content analysis. This may be 

because it is more appealing to Colbert’s audience for Colbert to air visual and audible 

video clips from other television news stations on his television show than it is to just 

show a screen grab from a print or online news source and have Colbert read it, or play 

an audio clip from radio. The three main cable TV news stations (Fox News, CNN and 

MSNBC) made up 39.2 percent of the television referenced. Colbert most likely 

mentioned these three stations frequently because despite declining viewership of the 

television news stations, Fox News has kept up its viewership numbers (“Americans,” 

2010). Colbert also portrayed television news media more negatively than other news 

media on his show, including internet, print/print website and radio. While the highest 

percentage of media portrayals were unknown, more of the media portrayals were 

negative than positive. Colbert operates as a “critic of the press” which is most likely why 

there were more negative portrayals than positive on his show (Meddaugh, 2010). 

Television news comprised 84.5 percent of the negative portrayals. This is due in part to 

the fact that television was mentioned more frequently than any other news media, so it 

was expected to have a larger percentage of the negative references. However, it may also 

be because it is easier for Colbert to satirize and parody anchors and reporters from 

television news than it is to comment on online or print news articles or audio clips from 

radio. Although a significant amount of the references were negative, news media sources 

were most often used as information. Television was also used more frequently as a joke 

than any other news media source. Once again, this is probably due in part because 

television news appeared more often than any other news media on his show, but also 

because it was just portrayed more negatively and is easier to parody since Colbert 
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himself implicitly parodied television talk show host, Bill O’Reilly (Baumgartner  

and Morris, 2008). 

Secondly, of the three main cable television channels (CNN, MSNBC, and Fox 

News), Colbert portrayed Fox News more negatively. Like television in general, Fox 

News was the most frequently referenced, but also the most negatively portrayed. These 

findings correlate with a 2012 Pew survey which found that that Fox News is among the 

least trusted news sources (Beaujon). Colbert most likely contributed to this public 

distrust since he so often referred to Fox News negatively. Fox News was portrayed 

negatively 12 times more than MSNBC and 2 times more than CNN. Once again, this is 

probably due in part to the fact that it was more frequently referenced than either CNN or 

MSNBC. Fox News was also used as a joke 2 times more frequently than CNN and 16 

times more frequently than MSNBC. A 2010 Pew Research study backs this data because 

it found that CNN had a credibility rating of 29%, while Fox News received a credibility 

rating of 27% of those surveyed (“Americans,” 2010). However, this overall negative 

portrayal of Fox News in particular did not necessarily have significant results on Colbert 

viewers’ interpretation of the credibility of Fox News. Post-hoc analysis found that this 

was approaching significance (p=.111) when combined with viewers of The Daily Show 

with Jon Stewart, but wasn’t quite significant enough. Combining viewership data of The 

Colbert Report with that of The Daily Show likely approached more significance because 

Jon Stewart is more satirical and straightforward with his criticism of the media. Further 

research with The Daily Show audiences and the views of credibility of Fox News might 

develop more significant results because of Stewart’s straightforward critique, which may 

be more obvious to viewers than Colbert’s implicit parody. 
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 There were no significant findings in the initial survey analysis. However, post-

hoc analysis revealed that news comedy shows, like The Colbert Report, may affect more 

than viewers’ interpretation of media credibility of cable TV news. The Colbert Report 

seemed to be connected with viewers’ interpretations of media credibility of print and 

online news. There may be causal effect and could be a topic of future study. Those who 

watched Colbert at least one time in a typical week had more positive views of media 

credibility of print news and online news sites than those who did not watch any Colbert 

in a typical week. This could be because Colbert portrayed television news significantly 

more negatively than he did print news and online news. Even in 2001, Spiro Kiousis 

found that viewers are generally skeptical of all three media outlets, but out of 

newspapers, online news and television, television has the lowest credibility in 

audience’s perceptions (2001). “News comedy” shows like The Colbert Report have 

probably been perpetuating these findings with constant criticism of television news over 

the years. Colbert also utilized television news as a joke more often than he did print 

news and online news. So in retrospect, print news and online news were shown more 

positively on his show in comparison to television. This may affect the way viewers see 

the credibility of print news and online news as compared to television news. Colbert 

may be acting as a “watchdog” of the press by holding television journalists more 

accountable for the way audiences view the credibility of cable TV news. In the survey, 

print credibility had a stronger relationship [F=4.825, p=.031] than online credibility 

[F=4.421, p=.039]. These relationships should be analyzed in further research concerning 

portrayals of print news and online news on “news comedy shows” and its effect on 

viewers’ interpretation of media credibility. Further research in this could also establish a 
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better understanding of Colbert and other “fake news” comedians, like Jon Stewart, and 

their roles as a “watchdog” of the press. 

CONCLUSION 

The purpose of this project is to determine if news comedy shows, such as The 

Colbert Report, have any effect on viewers' interpretation of media credibility of cable 

TV news in particular, such as CNN, MSNBC and Fox News. Despite the limitations of 

the study, significant results were found in the content analysis, and significant results in 

post-hoc analysis of the survey data. On his show, Colbert portrayed television more 

frequently than any other news media. He also portrayed television more negatively and 

used it as a joke more often. Fox News in particular was referenced more often than any 

other of the main cable TV news stations, CNN and MSNBC, and it was portrayed more 

negatively than those stations as well. Post-hoc analysis found that those surveyed who 

did watch Colbert had less negative credibility views of print and online news than those 

who did not watch Colbert. This is interesting because it seems that Colbert positively 

affects viewers’ interpretations of print and online news media credibility.  

Limitations and Future Research 

Although survey results were not significant enough to say that the negative 

portrayals of cable TV on The Colbert Report affect viewers’ interpretations of media 

credibility, some findings were approaching significance, and I think could prompt 

further research. The survey did have limitations in the number of people surveyed. The 

sample size was only 89 people, ages 18-29, and majority college students. Further 

research on this subject would be more likely to produce significant results if the sample 
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size was expanded and the age reach was broadened. Another limitation could have been 

the lack of understanding in those surveyed of the definition of “credibility” pertaining to 

media. Credibility could have been better defined in the survey as trustworthiness and 

source expertise (Kiousis, 2001). Further research could also look into the effects of other 

news comedy shows on viewers’ interpretation of media credibility of cable TV and of 

print and online news in particular. Now that both Colbert and Stewart are leaving their 

shows, it will be interesting to see how recent news comedy shows, such as Last Week 

Tonight with John Oliver, will critique cable TV and assume the role of watchdog for the 

media watchdogs – whether it be through satire or parody.  
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APPENDIX A: CONTENT ANALYSIS CODE BOOK 

Segment: A segment is the period between commercial breaks. There may be several 

segments per show. 

Bit: A bit is a subpart of a segment, where the host (Colbert) comments on a different 

topic in the news. A change in news topic will result in a new bit. There may be several 

bits per segment.  

News Medium: The news medium is the media used during the bit. For example, a clip 

from a television network may be used after an internet source for the same bit. 

 Instructions: Circle the medium number. 

 1=Television; 2=Internet/Online news source; 3=Print/Print website; 4=Radio 

Cable TV: This is a subcategory of television in the “news medium” entry. If it is network 

TV or not a news Cable TV channel, code as not cable TV. 

Instructions: Circle the Cable TV medium entry 

 1= Fox News; 2=CNN; 3=MSNBC; 4=Other; 5=Not Cable TV 

Media Portrayal: This is the way the medium is being portrayed by Colbert in the bit. 

Positive means the reference is complimentary or is being presented factually. A negative 

code occurs if the news media is criticized with a joke or a statement that makes the 

information appear not credible. A neutral code is used in the case there are both negative 

and positive references or if it is clearly neither negative nor positive, making it appear 
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neutral. An unknown code means it is unclear whether the portrayal was meant to be 

positive or negative. 

Instructions: Circle the media portrayal medium 

 1=Positive; 2=Negative; 3=Neutral; 4=Unknown 

News Media Source Use: This is how the medium is being used in the bit, whether it is 

used for a joke, information, or both a joke and information. 

Instructions: Circle the Source use entry. 

 1=Joke; 2=Information; 3=Both 
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APPENDIX B: CONTENT ANALYSIS FREQUENCY AND 

CROSSTABULATION TABLES 

News Medium 

 Frequency Percent Cumulative Percent 

Television 239 66.0 66.0 

Internet 68 18.8 84.8 

Print/Print Website 53 14.6 99.4 

Radio 2 .6 100.0 

Total 362 100.0  

 

Cable TV 

 Frequency Percent Cumulative Percent 

Fox News 79 21.8 21.8 

CNN 44 12.2 34 

MSNBC 19 5.2 39.2 

Other Cable 87 24.0 63.3 

Not Cable 133 36.7 100.0 

Total 362 100.0  
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Media Portrayal 

 Frequency Percent Cumulative Percent 

Positive 85 23.5 23.5 

Negative 97 26.8 50.3 

Neutral 82 22.7 72.9 

Unknown 98 27.1 100.0 

Total 362 100.0  

 

News Media Source Use 

 Frequency Percent Cumulative Percent 

Joke 92 25.4 25.4 

Information 181 50.0 75.4 

Both 89 24.6 100.0 

Total 362 100.0  

 

News Medium * Media Portrayal Crosstabulation 

 Positive Negative Neutral Unknown Total 

Television 44 82 50 63 239 

Internet 21 9 21 17 68 

Print/Print 

Website 

20 5 11 17 53 

Radio 0 1 0 1 2 

Total 85 97 82 98 362 
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Chi-Square Test for News Medium * Media Portrayal Crosstabulation 

 Value Df Asymp. Sig. (2-

sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 29.244 9 .001 

Likelihood Ratio 31.798 9 .000 

Linear-by-Linear 

Association 

.135 1 .713 

N of Valid Cases 362   

 

Cable TV * Media Portrayal Crosstabulation 

 Positive Negative Neutral Unknown Total 

Fox News 5 35 18 21 79 

CNN 12 16 9 7 44 

MSNBC 9 3 2 5 19 

Other Cable 16 26 20 25 87 

Not Cable 43 17 33 40 133 

Total 85 97 82 98 362 

 

Cable TV * Media Portrayal Chi-Square Test 

 Value Df Asymp. Sig. (2-

sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 45.812 12 .000 

Likelihood Ratio 49.923 12 .000 

Linear-by-Linear 

Association 

.049 1 .825 

N of Valid Cases 362   
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Cable TV * News Media Source Use Crosstabulation 

 Joke Information Both Total 

Fox News 33 28 18 79 

CNN 14 19 11 44 

MSNBC 2 14 3 19 

Other Cable 25 40 22 87 

Not Cable 18 80 35 133 

Total 92 181 89 362 

 

Cable TV * News Media Source Use Chi-Square Test 

 Value Df Asymp. Sig. (2-

sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 28.244 8 .000 

Likelihood Ratio 28.869 8 .000 

Linear-by-Linear 

Association 

9.272 1 .002 

N of Valid Cases 362   
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News Medium * News Media Source Use Crosstabulation 

 Joke Information Both Total 

Television 75 107 57 239 

Internet 8 38 22 68 

Print/Print 

Website 

8 35 10 53 

Radio 1 1 0 2 

Total 92 181 89 362 

 

News Medium * News Media Source Use Chi-Square Test 

 Value df Asymp. Sig. (2-

sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 18.452 6 .005 

Likelihood Ratio 19.9292 6 .003 

Linear-by-Linear 

Association 

2.602 1 .107 

N of Valid Cases 362   
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APPENDIX C: SURVEY ANALYSIS MEANS AND ONE-WAY ANOVA TABLES 

ANOVA table of relationship between the frequency of Colbert-watching and audiences’ 

views of media credibility of Cable TV 

Cable Credibility Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

Between groups 5.994 5 1.199 1.414 .228 

Within Groups 66.994 79 .848   

Total 72.988 84    

 

Post-hoc analysis of those who do not watch Colbert to those who watch at least once a 

week 

Means table of those who do not watch Colbert and those who watch at least once a week 

Colbert Y/N Mean N Std. Deviation 

.00 3.03 65 .935 

1.00 2.95 20 .945 

Total 3.01 85 .932 

 

ANOVA Table of views of Cable TV credibility of these groups 

Cable Credibility F Sig. 

Between Groups (Combined) .114 .737 

Within Groups   

Total   

 

ANOVA Table of the views of credibility of Fox News for people who watch Colbert at 

least once a week to those who do not watch at all 

Fox Credibility Sum of Squares df Mean Square 

Between Groups (Combined) 4.672 1 4.672 

Within Groups 145.979 81 1.802 

Total 150.651 82  

 

Fox Credibility F Sig. 

Between Groups (Combined) 2.592 .111 

Within Groups   

Total   
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Post-hoc analysis ANOVA Table of audiences’ views of print and online credibility for 

those who do not watch Colbert and those who watch at least once a week 

 Colbert Y/N F Sig. 

Radio Credibility Between Groups (Combined) .699 .405 

Print Credibility Between Groups (Combined) 4.825 .031 

Newspaper Credibility Between Groups (Combined) 2.177 .144 

Network TV Credibility Between Groups (Combined)  .047 .829 

Cable TV Credibility Between Groups (Combined) .114 .737 

Online Credibility Between Groups (Combined) 4.421 .039 

CNN Credibility Between Groups (Combined) .023 .880 

BBC Credibility Between Groups (Combined) .921 .340 

MSNBC Credibility Between Groups (Combined) 1.013 .317 

Fox News Credibility Between Groups (Combined) 2.592 .111 
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