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ABSTRACT 

 

 

The purpose of this study was to analyze how John Oliver, the television host of 

HBO’s Last Week Tonight, adopts journalistic role performance throughout the long-form 

segments of his program. Last Week Tonight, a satirical news show and spiritual 

successor to The Daily Show with Jon Stewart, frequently devotes the majority of its half-

hour, once-a-week program to conducting a deep-dive on an issue, sometimes 

independently of the weekly news cycle. Using field theory as a framework, this study 

explores how Oliver’s position on a cable network, independent of the advertising system 

other news (and satirical) programs are built on, enables the television host use 

journalistic roles with less external resistance. This qualitative analysis found that while 

Oliver serves as a vocal champion for concepts such as democracy and empathy and the 

profession of journalism, there is very little to suggest he has the means or the inclination 

to replace the work of traditional journalists and is in actuality, by his own admission to 

his audience, very much dependent on their work.   
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 
 Since 2014, John Oliver has hosted Last Week Tonight, a once-a-week half-hour 

comedy news show on the Home Box Office Network. According to his biography on 

the show’s webpage (Home Box Office, 2019), Oliver first joined The Daily Show with 

Jon Stewart (heretofore referred to as TDS) in 2006 and actually acted as a substitute 

host for the program during the summer of 2013. In addition to his work on TDS and 

LWT, Oliver previously hosted a podcast called The Bugle with a fellow British citizen, 

but he left the program shortly after he began hosting his HBO program (Locker, 2016).  

  Oliver frequently devotes the majority of his show to a long-form segment (ten 

minutes or more) to offer a comprehensive view of an issue. These include segments on 

abuse of civil forfeiture laws (LastWeekTonight, 2014a), the state of American prisons 

(LastWeekTonight, 2014b), and standardized testing (LastWeekTonight, 2015a). While 

frequently following the TDS style of using video clips from new sources to provide 

context to the audience, Oliver’s show has also been known to use reports and, on 

occasion, conduct original research, as they did when they pulled tax records for Miss 

America competitions throughout the country for an investigative segment on the 

organization’s scholarship claims (LastWeekTonight, 2014c). In an interview with NPR 

Oliver describes his program as an extension of the skills adopted by his time on The 

Daily Show:  

We liked the idea of using the skills that we had learned from working with Jon 

Stewart for so long to some longer-form stories — things where we're not reacting 

so much to the news cycle and we were more looking at single issue stuff. 

(McEvers, 2016) 
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 While Jon Stewart’s impact on audiences and news has been scrutinized in 

scholarship, Oliver is relatively new and has not received as much analysis. 

Furthermore, Oliver spends a significant portion of his once-a-week program (a quarter 

of The Daily Show’s weekly output) devoted to in-depth coverage of issues that are not 

given substantial attention within the 24-hour news cycle of other outlets or even his 

former colleague’s program, and Oliver has received praise by journalists and media 

commentators (Gross, 2014; Uberti, 2014) for not only addressing these issues, but 

arguably explaining them better than traditional journalists can.  

 While popular topics in scholarship about comedians of Oliver’s ilk focus on where 

they fall in the larger spectrum of media and their impact on viewers, this study is 

primarily interested in examining what Oliver actually does. The intention of this study 

was to examine the long-form segments of his show, using the six dimensions of role 

performance operationalized by Mellado (2015) and Pierre Bourdieu’s field theory as a 

point of reference to explore how Oliver, an entertainer outside the journalistic field, is 

adopting these roles and how they appear within these segments. While the role 

performance addresses the gulf between journalistic ambition and the final production 

and field theory raises concerns about how insular and external forces can have a 

dramatic influence on institutional spheres, such as media and politics, the purpose of this 

study was to explore how a comedian backed by the production budget of a media 

conglomerate and adopting the tropes of a journalist presents long-form issue-based 

stories to his audience. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

 

 

John Oliver, The Daily Show and Jon Stewart 

While the show is currently in the middle of its sixth season, Oliver is still 

relatively new at serving as the headliner of a satirical comedy program and has not 

received as much attention in scholarly work. However, given that Oliver has credited 

Stewart’s approach to inspiring his own show, it is important to examine the perceived 

importance of Jon Stewart to the field of journalism and the public to explore how 

Oliver stands as a successor to his work. 

 As more young Americans were turning to comedy programs like TDS for their 

political news (Pew Research Center, 2004), researchers started to examine what impact 

the show could have on its audience. Some studies raised concern the show could 

increase cynicism toward political institutions and the media (Baumgartner & Morris, 

2006; Morris & Baumgartner, 2008), and while late night comedy shows like TDS may 

raise some awareness toward political figures and issues, there is some skepticism 

regarding whether audiences are actually learning substantive information (Brewer & 

Cao, 2008).  

Yet, there is some reason to believe TDS can provide political awareness even 

among those seeking out the show solely for entertainment purposes (Cao, 2010). 

Furthermore, the appeal of the show, and its spin-off The Colbert Report, to viewers 

might have come from its ability to provide additional context to news which the 

audience is already aware (Rottinghaus, Bird, Ridout, & Self, 2008; Young, 2013). In 
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spite of whatever benefit TDS may provide, the question remains whether Stewart’s 

audience – now Trevor Noah’s – is large enough to create any substantive change in 

attitudes or public opinion nationally (Young, 2008).  

A popular question among mass media and academic sources is whether 

comedians like Stewart are actually journalists. Faina (2013) suggests that Stewart (and 

Colbert) could have been practicing a form of public journalism, a more values-based 

reporting style that seeks to engage the audience as citizens. Faina argues the men used 

humor as a tool to involve the audience on issues that affect them, although he 

acknowledges that it is not a perfect fit given the hosts’ tendencies to dismiss criticisms 

from media outlets over the content of their program. In one particular instance, Stewart 

addressed comments from Fox News contributor Bernie Goldberg over Stewart’s failure 

to serve as an adequate political commentator: 

To say that comedians have to decide whether they’re comedians or social 

commentators...comedians do social commentary through comedy. That’s how 

it’s worked for thousands of years. I have not moved out of the comedian’s box 

into the news box. The news box is moving towards me... I’m just doing what 

idiots like me have done for thousands of years. (Central, 2010) 

Stewart’s ability to highlight problems in government and within the media has 

led to soul-searching and occasional envy among journalists (Feldman, 2007) who feel 

the show exposes how journalistic norms can set some limitations to their coverage. 

Feldman writes: “For journalists, The Daily Show appears to offer a way of 

circumventing these conventions through the use of comedic techniques such as parody 

and satire” (p. 413). Others have concluded their work suggesting journalists see shows 

like TDS as a call to reevaluate professional norms, such as objectivity (Young, 2008). 

Others suggest reporters can learn from the comedian’s critiques and style, not only by 
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accepting that occasional subjectivity is the appropriate response to a news event, but 

also recognizing that Stewart had a talent for placing his audience on equal footing with 

the performer, helping them learn some of the standard conventions of news production 

(Borden & Tew, 2007). 

Baym (2005) also argues that Stewart and TDS are representative of an 

alternative model of journalism, “one that uses satire to interrogate power, parody to 

critique contemporary news, and dialogue to enact a model of deliberative democracy 

(261).” In a conversation with another scholar (Jones & Baym, 2010), Baym argues that 

the impact of The Daily Show, as well as The Colbert Report, comes not solely from 

their impact on the audience, but how the audience chooses to use segments of the 

program to engage others in political discussion (p. 289-91). Furthermore, you can 

easily see this practice online as various media outlets post clips of late-night shows like 

TDS and LWT addressing issues of the day (Leeds, 2016; Crouch, 2015).  

 While disputing the notion that Stewart is a journalist, some argue the former 

Daily Show host, as well as Stephen Colbert, are most certainly media critics (Borden & 

Tew, 2007; Painter & Hodges, 2010). Researchers Painter and Hodges (2010) argue that 

Stewart and Colbert serve a necessary check on a news media free of government 

oversight and in need of accountability. This check comes in the form of the hosts using 

their segments to point out inaccurate information and inconsistencies in reporting, in 

addition to exposing tendencies by reporters to hype stories beyond their literal 

importance and critiquing the style and methods of media presentation. Borden and Tew 

(2007) argue that Stewart and Colbert lack the moral commitments, such as journalistic 

norms and values, of news reporters, and while the authors acknowledge their ability to 
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express issues in a way a journalist cannot, their service to comedy places limitations on 

their performance:  

By default, the humor of Stewart and Colbert will tend to cast stones rather than 

to build bridges, to point out problems rather than to craft solutions, to interrupt 

discussion with laughter rather than to sustain it by articulating common values. 

Journalists do not have the same limitations on their performances. (p. 312) 

Fox and colleagues (2007) raise the question of whether a lack of substance within a 

TDS broadcast is all that alarming when there’s reason to believe there’s very little of 

substance to be found in a typical network news broadcast. 

Oliver enters the literature 

 In the time following the analysis portion of this thesis, Oliver and LWT has 

entered academic literature as a subject of interest, following in a similar vein to all that 

preceded it. Fox (2018) and Waisanen (2018) each suggest the show is a new evolution 

of satire and/or journalism. The former, in his analysis of LWT’s fourth season – a 

season not examined within this thesis – found that when reviewing factual content 

shared on the program, Oliver typically presented the facts himself rather than through 

previously produced news clips. Fox (2018) further argues that satire inherently shares 

much with investigative reporting:  

Investigative journalism, like satire, points out social problems, exposes 

wrongdoings, and often takes a side or an advocacy position in speaking truth to 

power with facts. In general, investigative reporting does not strive for the same 

even-handed balanced presentation of two sides of seemingly equal weight, 

rather, it takes a stand after gathering the evidence and determining which side is 

favored by the weight. Oliver does likewise, blending humor in with the factual 

evidence, as opposed to objective reporting’s neutral but often artificial balance of 

facts as if there are two and only two equally valid sides to a story. (p. 37) 
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Waisanen (2018) considers Oliver to be one of several comedians who have taken up a 

form of “advocacy satire” to bring attention and support to persons and issues overlooked 

in other areas of media.  

 Despite previously established concerns that comedians like Oliver foster cynicism 

and apathy, there may be some reason for optimism. Peifer (2018) found some evidence 

to suggest that for certain persons receptive to their style of comedy, Oliver and others 

may increase trust in some media sources. “Consider that news parody often employs 

clips of actual news coverage in the service of its comedy in ways that are uncritical of 

the news media,” Peifer writes, “Such references may implicitly confer legitimacy and 

authority to the news media” (p. 533). 

 Bode & Becker (2018) and Kilby (2018) both examined how Oliver interacted with 

his audience as citizens, with the former’s study finding evidence that Oliver was 

successful in engaging and motivating his audience to participate in civic actions, as long 

as they were relatively easy. Bode & Becker (2018) hold out some hope that perhaps this 

could be the start of more extensive political engagement. Kilby (2018), who was also 

looking at the work of another former Daily Show correspondent, Samantha Bee, argue 

both hosts act as advocates as much as comedians, particularly by confronting their 

audience of their own biases and assumptions.  

Given Oliver’s talent for addressing and explaining complicated societal and 

political issues, perhaps Borden and Tew (2007) may need to reexamine the limits of 

humor. Although Oliver, like Stewart before him, insists that he is motivated by comedy 

rather than the commission of journalism that does not mean that Oliver is not operating 

without principles or standards, some of which should seem familiar to traditional 
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journalists. For one thing, Oliver has hired researchers with backgrounds at news 

organizations like ProPublica and Al Jazeera, using their work to inform his jokes 

(Miller, 2015). In an interview with Jorge Ramos (FUSION, 2015), Oliver expressed the 

need for accuracy on LWT: “We have very aggressive fact-checkers and very thorough 

researchers so that we’re not wrong because if you make a joke that is factually 

inaccurate, the joke collapses.” Furthermore, in an interview with Terry Gross (2014), 

the comedian has stated that both journalists and comedians need to maintain distance 

from the subjects of their commentary/reporting, suggesting a need to set boundaries to 

maintain credibility. In the same interview, he acknowledges the freedom that producing 

a show on a network free of advertisers provides: 

You can do 12 minutes on General Motors' corporate malfeasance, which can be 

a problem on network television. ... If you're going to go after GM, there are a 

number of GM cars that would be sponsors for your show, so it's going to be 

difficult. There are going to be consequences [for] doing that. … The exciting 

thing is that [HBO] let[s] you do whatever you want. They don't say anything. 

They're amazing. It's almost a confusing amount of freedom. (Gross, 2014) 

  

Now in the middle of his sixth season of Last Week Tonight, Oliver is making a 

name for himself as a notable successor to the comedic commentary style of Jon Stewart. 

In addition to broadcasting on HBO, segments of the program (particularly his longer 

segments) are posted on Facebook and YouTube, where his February 2016 piece on 

Donald Trump collected 59 million and 19 million views, respectively within a week of 

its posting online (Klein, 2016). These segments are frequently recapped and discussed in 

other publications as well (Leeds, 2016; Reed, 2016; Singal, 2016). Oliver has also 

managed to use his program to engage audiences and inform them how they can make 

their voice heard by the government. For example, Oliver’s segment on the FCC and net 
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neutrality is attributed with temporarily shutting down the agency’s web page after 

viewers flooded the site with comments following the airing of the segment (McDonald, 

2014).  

Oliver is not necessarily perceived as a carbon copy of Stewart. In 2014, David 

Uberti, writing for the Columbia Journalism Review and who has described Oliver’s 

work as “acts of journalism”, argued that Oliver was aspiring for something more in his 

work:   

Jon Stewart and Stephen Colbert heralded a new age of news-anchor satire over 

the past decade. But Oliver is changing course. Instead of deploring the absurdity 

of the political-media complex — Stewart has been consumed by it, while 

Colbert will soon retire his on-air character entirely — Oliver has seemingly 

aimed higher, often dissecting complex policy issues better than the TV 

programs he parodies. That’s not to say he breaks news or does original 

reporting, but rather that he often relays information in a clear, comedic way 

that’s easier for viewers to comprehend. Call it explainer comedy. (Uberti, 2014) 

 

 While Oliver’s status as a journalist may be under dispute by individuals within 

the field and even Oliver himself, the television host might, at the very least, be 

reasonably described as an aggregator, which Coddington (2015) defines as someone 

who “[takes] information from multiple published sources and [displays] it in an 

abbreviated form within a single piece” (p. 20). While neither Oliver nor Stewart were 

explicitly covered within Coddington’s study, it’s an apt description of the LWT’s host, 

when considering his use of previously published news articles and videos, as well as 

other sources, to build the narrative within his segments. Coddington concluded his 

study with the argument that while aggregation may not rise to the level of traditional 

reporting, aggregators tend to operate from a similar value base and their work 

potentially does more to promote good journalism rather than stymie it.  
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Despite Oliver’s insistence that he is not a journalist, much like Stewart, the 

validity of his work continues to be discussed among media critics and journalists 

(Suebsaeng, 2014). NPR’s Terry Gross (2014) has complimented Oliver’s talent for 

tackling complex issues and making them understandable. Before he was awarded a 

Peabody for Last Week Tonight, the presenter said, “To know [Oliver] is to know he 

cares as much about the news as any journalist I know, but he has a way to bring home a 

serious point with great humor” (Peabody Awards, 2015).  In 2015, Oliver’s “acts of 

journalism” were listed in Columbia Journalism Review’s year-end best-of list (Uberti, 

2015). 

Field Theory and Journalistic Role Performance 

Bourdieu’s field theory examines the internal and external makeup of social 

structures, how they interact with one another, and the role of individuals, or agents, 

within each structure (Bourdieu, 2005). To understand the actions an individual will 

take, it is important to analyze the agent’s position within the field he or she occupies 

and in relation to other fields (Benson & Neveu, 2005, p. 3). While the journalism field 

is considered weakly autonomous, and can be influenced by other fields, particularly the 

political and economic fields, Bourdieu (2005) argues that one must also examine how 

agents within the field play a role in shaping it (p. 33). 

Usually, in order to be able to shape a field, an agent requires capital. Two 

important styles of capital are economic capital (money) and cultural capital, generally 

relating to knowledge and skills tied to the field, and an agent typically has more of one 

than the other (Benson & Neveu, 2005, p. 4). The structure of a field is typically 

envisioned as divided between a heteronomous and autonomous pole, with the former 
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dealing with external forces and the latter dealing with field specific capital. The fields 

themselves serve as “arenas of struggle in which individuals and organizations compete, 

unconsciously and consciously, to valorize those forms of capital which they possess” 

(Benson & Neveu, 2005, p. 4). Another form of capital relevant to this study is celebrity 

capital, which typically deals with capital obtained through recognition by external 

forces, like media, which is widely controvertible and potentially applicable to other 

fields (Driessens, 2013).  

 In the context of journalism, Bourdieu (2005) is concerned that the economic 

pressures on journalistic agents and institutions lead to a more sensationalized media 

driven by a need to grab the largest audience possible, and that the power of the 

journalistic field comes from its potential to shape other areas of cultural production like 

social sciences and politics (p. 41). These pressures may also shape the news that’s 

produced by an organization, such as less investigative coverage for more general 

reporting (Hellmueller & Mellado, 2015, p. 8). A major facet of the journalistic field in 

Bourdieu’s (2005) mind is that “[it lays] claim to the imposition of the legitimate vision 

of the social world,” where the fields “are the site of internal struggles for the imposition 

of the dominant principle of vision and division” (p. 36). 

 This struggle can also be apparent in how actors within a field respond to those 

they perceive as encroaching on their territory. Bourdieu (2005) states there’s an 

established doxa within every field, what he defines as “the tacit presuppositions that we 

accept as the natives of a certain society” (p. 37). Within the journalistic field this might 

include widely accepted ethical norms and practices of reporting (Tandoc Jr. & Jenkins, 

2017). When researchers Arthurs & Shaw (2016) applied Driessens’ (2013) notion of 
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the conversion of celebrity capital to the public reevaluation of British comedian Russell 

Brand from a comic to a social activist calling out UK politicians over their economic 

policies, the researchers credit this conversion of capital, in part, to a heated interview 

Brand gave with a BBC broadcaster. During the interview, Newsnight host Jeremy 

Paxman explicitly challenges Brand’s deviation from established political thinking, 

while Brand’s resistance to Paxman’s reproach managed to resonate with a large 

audience in the UK. Following Wikileaks release of classified military and diplomatic 

documents in 2010 (Coddington, 2014) and Buzzfeed’s creation of an investigative 

reporting team (Tandoc Jr. & Jenkins, 2017) numerous think-pieces were published 

from media publications reasserting what comprised of real journalism and how each of 

these newcomers fit within their established field, with some organizations more eager 

to embrace them than others. 

 Under Bourdieu’s theory, what the media reports and how they report it can have 

an influence on other fields. As a journalist’s conception of his or her role can factor into 

what he or she produces (Shoemaker & Vos, 2009, 47), it is important to review how 

journalists conceive of their own role. The notion of journalistic roles has evolved and 

expanded over the years. In his work Press and Foreign Policy, Cohen (1963) conceived 

of a journalist acting as either a neutral reporter or an active participant, with the former 

reporting so others who can influence the political process can make informed decisions 

while the latter actively attempts to shape policy. Johnstone, Slawski, & Bowman (1972) 

conducted a survey of American journalists to see if they placed more importance upon 

neutral or participant roles, also described as active and passive, in which “the neutral 

observer allows the control of content to be vested in the events observed, while the 
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participant orientation sees the control as vested in the journalist himself” (p. 524). The 

participant role typically involves more emphasis on investigation and interpretation, 

while the neutral role places more attention on timeliness and reaching the most 

consumers. The researchers found that more reporters placed greater importance upon 

the performance of the participant role.  

Inspired by the work of Johnstone et al., researchers David Weaver and G. 

Cleveland Wilhoit have conducted surveys with American journalists since the mid-70s, 

identifying four role conceptions: disseminator, interpreter, adversarial and populist 

mobilizer (David H. Weaver, Willnat, & Wilhoit, 2019; David H Weaver, Beam, 

Brownlee, Voakes, & Wilhoit, 2007; David Hugh Weaver & Wilhoit, 1991, 1996). The 

disseminator and interpreter roles in these studies resemble the conceptions of the 

Johnstone et al. study, while the adversarial role typically involves skepticism toward 

power in government and business. The populist mobilizer places emphasis on opening 

the lines of communication between publications and citizens, framing stories to 

increase awareness and comprehension of local issues. The authors point out that 

journalists do not conceive of themselves occupying one role exclusively, though they 

usually identify one as more important than others. Additionally, education level, 

geographical location of coverage and position within the newsroom are factors that play 

into the notion of how journalists conceive their role and which role they consider the 

most important. 

 Mellado’s (2015) operationalization of role performance through the 

identification of six dimensions is an attempt to quantify the gap between how 

journalists conceive of their role and what they actually do. These six dimensions 
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(Disseminator/Interventionist, Civic, Service, Infotainment, Loyal-facilitator, Watchdog) 

are broad enough to be applied to news organizations around the world whose external 

constraints or philosophies may mean that one dimension is far more present than 

another (Mellado, 2015). Each of these dimensions can be identified using a distinct set 

of indicators. 

The need for this operationalization came about out of a concern that previous 

scholarship related to role conception was built around an implication that how a 

journalist conceived their role was easily translatable to what they produced 

(Hellmueller & Mellado, 2015). However, there appears to be a gulf between conception 

and application, particularly in roles that involve an investigative or civic reporting 

function (Mellado & Van Dalen, 2014).  

While this thesis is a qualitative study, it is nonetheless important to address the 

various operational indicators of the six dimensions of journalistic role performance 

outlined by Mellado (2015).  

The Disseminator/Interventionist dimension is identified by examining the 

presence of the journalist’s voice within an individual work. The more the journalist’s 

own voice appears within the work, the more they are taking on an interventionist role 

(Mellado, 2015, p. 600). Indicators of this dimension including the journalist sharing his 

or her opinion, proposing or demanding changes, offering interpretation (which the 

author defines as “the explanation of a fact, without necessarily giving a value 

judgment” (p. 603-604)) the use of qualifying adjectives, and the use of first person. 

According to Mellado, “[t]he more presence or absence of journalistic voice in a news 
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story always interacts with the other dimensions of role performance used by journalists 

in their daily work” (p. 604). 

The Watchdog and Loyal-facilitator dimensions deal with the relationship to 

power apparent in the journalist’s work. Indicators of the Watchdog role include the 

questioning and criticism of individuals or groups in power, the use of sources who 

question, critique and accuse the wrongdoing of powerful figures and institutions, 

calling attention to legal and administrative actions against said figures, conducting 

investigative reporting, reporting on the investigations of other entities toward powerful 

figures, and conflicts between a journalist and powerful figures (p. 604-05). 

On the opposite end of the spectrum, the Loyal-facilitator dimension typically 

involves either promotion of institutional and influential agents or the promotion of the 

nation-state at large. The former is observed by positive reporting toward government 

officials and elites and/or their policies. The latter focuses on the achievements of the 

country, offers comparison of the country to other regions of the world, focus on the 

success of individuals or groups within the country, promotion of the county to other 

regions and displays of patriotism toward the cultural or political values of the country 

(p. 605-606).  

The Infotainment dimension includes focus of the personal details of public 

figures or emphasis on aspects of a figure’s private life that are not within the public 

interest. This dimension also includes sensational, emotional (their description or 

display) and morbid elements (grisly imagery) intended to elicit a response from the 

audience. This also involves giving heightened attention to scandal, which is described 
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as “an illegitimate or immoral event … that does not have to do with actions associated 

with a public role” (p. 607).  

The Service dimension also approaches stories with the audience in mind, but 

does so in a way that addresses concerns and issues in a people’s lives outside of their 

responsibility as citizens. This dimension has four indicators, according to Mellado. The 

first indicator addresses how an event would impact a person’s everyday life, such as 

climate change effects on utility costs (p. 606). The second and third indicators offer tips 

and advice for dealing with environmental issues – conflicts or nuisances around you – 

or personal problems – taking steps to live a healthier, comfortable life. The fourth 

indicator deals with offering consumer advice on products, such as safety ratings and 

consumer response (p. 606). 

The Civic dimension relates to indicators of reporting that approach the audience 

as citizens. The indicators include using citizen demand to inform story concepts, 

providing citizens’ perspective within stories and bringing attention to their demands on 

civic issues. Additional indicators include reporting on the impact of policy to one’s 

town or state, bringing attention to citizen activities such as protests or campaigns, 

informing citizens of their political responsibilities and rights, and providing context and 

background to political or government action. Finally, the reporter can also examine the 

credibility of citizen demands or action or explicitly support a citizen movement (p. 

608). 

This brings us to the first two questions this study sought to answer:  

RQ1: What are the main journalistic roles that Oliver performs 

RQ2: How does Oliver perform these journalistic roles? 
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 If Oliver is a journalist, it is certainly not in a traditional sense, lacking the formal 

training or experience. Oliver straddles the barrier between the journalistic and the 

entertainment fields. While perhaps not possessing the cultural or economic capital to 

hold any real influence over the journalistic field, Oliver does possess a certain amount 

of celebrity capital that catches the attention of the media and perhaps lends itself to 

some acknowledgement of his accomplishments as a comedian who has a knack as both 

a humorist and an educator. That being said, there is precedent for a comedian making 

waves within journalistic field, as in 2005 then-CNN president Jonathan Klein 

specifically cited Jon Stewart’s blisteringly critical appearance on the show Crossfire as 

a reason for cancelling the program (Young, 2008).  

However, as an outsider and particularly as one who benefits by using a 

subscription-based television network as the outlet for his comedy (an advantage neither 

TDS nor other late-night hosts can say), Oliver is not beholden to some of the same 

pressures that face a modern news organization. First and foremost, he lacks the same 

organizational pressures of a traditional journalist, as his show only airs once a week, 

which allows more time to produce thoroughly researched segments. While prior to this 

analysis there was evidence the show produced some of its own original reporting, they 

also tend to rely on the work of journalists from multiple outlets to create a more 

comprehensive view of an issue (Uberti, 2014). Additionally, coming from an artistic 

discipline (comedy) that emphasizes opinion over objectivity, Oliver’s show is probably 

more consistent in providing critical commentary than a typical newscast. This leads us 

to the study’s third research question: 
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RQ3: How might Oliver’s role performance be understood within the context of 

his position within the entertainment field? 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODS 
 

 

 

 A textual analysis of the long-form segments of Last Week Tonight was conducted 

to see how the various indicators of the six dimensions of role performance appeared and 

how this work fits within the larger context of field theory. According to Brennen (2013), 

“when we do textual analysis we evaluate the many meanings found in texts and we try to 

understand how written, visual and spoken language helps us to create our social 

realities” (p. 345). While the indicators of journalistic role performance were used as a 

general reference and noted when such indicators appear in Oliver’s segments, this was 

not the only way Oliver’s work was examined. If the purpose of textual analysis is to 

review the work as a whole (Brennen, 2013), then it is equally vital to explore instances 

where these indicators do not occur.  If Oliver is adopting these roles, it is important to 

see how they are demonstrated and to examine how his position as an entertainer outside 

the field of journalism (thereby potentially lacking some of the constraints and pressures 

of ordinary journalists) may shape what he produces.  

Two prior studies (Baym, 2005; Painter & Hodges, 2010) have looked at roughly 

six months of broadcasts for The Daily Show, with episodes typically airing Monday 

through Thursdays. While having a smaller sample of episodes to review, the original 

intention had been to analyze about a year’s worth of long-form segments. Ultimately, 48 

segments were reviewed for the study.   

The primary sources used for this study came from Last Week Tonight’s YouTube 

channel. The first batch came from a randomized sample of all the videos over ten 

minutes in length posted to the channel from April 2014 to July 2016 along with a second 
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batch of segments produced in the remainder of the show’s third season from July to 

November 2016. According to the International Movie Database (2019), Oliver produced 

30 episodes for his third season, and prior to the beginning of the analysis in July 2016 

Oliver had already produced 17, leaving 13 episodes. Of the first batch of randomly 

selected videos, 34 were ultimately reviewed. Due to an article written in 2015 before the 

research proposal, it was understood that Oliver would produce 35 episodes for this third 

season (Andreeva, 2015), so this first batch was intended to total 36 videos, assuming a 

final 16 new videos for review. Two of the original random batch were dismissed, as one 

simply comprised of stock footage of dogs dressed as Supreme Court justices and the 

other was simply a stand-alone interview with Fareed Zakaria without the context of the 

leading segment.   

Full episodes of LWT are available on HBO’s online subscription service. 

However, seeing as the segments on the YouTube page attract millions of viewers any 

variation of the clips, which may or may not exist, is unlikely to distort the study of the 

segments. As of April 2019, the YouTube clips reviewed for this study have garnered 

over 400 million views and arguably have a greater cultural impact, seeing as they’re 

easier to share via social media pages and through news articles covering the program. 

Transcription of the program took some time, but the work was aided by the fact that 

YouTube provides a rough transcription for each video, which was then cleaned. In 

addition to ensuring the accuracy of Oliver’s statements to the audience, descriptions of 

images used and sources cited on screen were also noted. 

The transcripts were coded for the individual indicators of the dimensions of role 

performance, specifically noting when and how they appeared. A coding sheet produced 
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by Mellado and Van Dalen (2014) was utilized as a reference point. In the interest of 

disclosure, amid the process of classifying examples of role performance in the segments, 

Mellado’s (2015) definition of the personalization indicator of the Infotainment 

dimension which centers on “one or more people and their different intellectual, physical, 

mental, social or basic personal characteristics” (p. 607), was misinterpreted. During the 

analysis, this indicator was coded for Oliver bringing attention to subjects of varying 

economic, social, educational or ethnic backgrounds rather than Oliver highlighting such 

personal aspects of one or more subjects of the segment itself. While it deviated from 

Mellado and Van Dalen’s intention (2014), it did garner some valuable information in 

terms of how Oliver comes about discussing the topics of his segments.  

One indicator of the Infotainment role performance, and one indicator of the 

Disseminator/Interventionist role were generally overlooked due to the format of Oliver’s 

program. The sensationalism and the use of qualifying adjectives were rarely noted 

throughout the analysis because it was perceived that such indicators were rarely used in 

service to the story and rather as a means of telling jokes. This is also why morbidity was 

noted more often for references of violence rather than sex, because while Oliver 

frequently made jokes about sex, they were rarely connected directly to the subject at 

hand.  

One central limitation of focusing exclusively on Oliver’s long form segments is 

that it may not show a complete picture of how his position on HBO, a network that runs 

no commercials for vendors, impacts his approach during other segments on his show. 

However, given that many of the segments analyzed make up the majority of a half-hour 
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program every week, the loss is likely negligible. Furthermore, these shorter segments 

tend to take up a significantly smaller portion of his program. 

 In the spirit of reflexivity, in which “researchers reflect about how their biases, 

values, and personal background, such as gender, history, culture and socioeconomic 

status, shape their interpretations formed during a study” (Creswell, 2014, p. 247), I 

should provide some general background that may be related to this thesis. I frequently 

consumed the work of Jon Stewart as I was growing up, from middle school through 

college. I have been a viewer of John Oliver’s Last Week Tonight’s YouTube page and 

have frequently revisited the clips. Furthermore, for a four-month period of my life, more 

than five years ago, I was an amateur stand-up comedian performing sets at two local 

bars in Columbia, Mo. Throughout the initial transcription process I logged my thoughts 

and impressions in a diary to track my initial perception of Oliver’s presentation 

throughout the segments. 

Additionally, themes that appear on the program within the context of Oliver’s 

position between the entertainment and journalistic fields were identified, particularly as 

to how his position provides him with opportunities or freedoms that a traditional 

journalist may not have. Oliver has already addressed how his network frees him from 

the awkwardness of taking on subjects related to commercial products that may advertise 

on other networks (Gross, 2014). This study sought to examine how he communicates on 

various issues, with his role as a comedian permitting him to not only take on the role of 

a journalist but also an activist. Prior to the “formal” coding analysis, the transcripts were 

given a first reading to see if there were additional themes to seek out in addition to 

evidence of role performance. Some of these themes noted during the analysis included 
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examples of jokes towards corporations and celebrities, the use of celebrities and 

sketches within a segment, as well as allusions to original work conducted by Oliver and 

the LWT team and any potential restrictions or limitations noted by Oliver.  
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS 
 

 

 

Q1: What are the main journalistic roles that Oliver performs 

Q2: How does Oliver perform these journalistic roles? 

Role Total 

Disseminator/Interventionist 154 

Watchdog 138 

Civic 78 

Infotainment 56* 

Service 16 

Loyal-Facilitator 8 

Table 1. Recorded instances of role performance in LWT segments 

 As the chart above indicates, the Disseminator/Interventionist role was coded 

more frequently than any other role, followed closely by the Watchdog role 

performance. While every role performance was accounted for throughout the analysis, 

though not every indicator – less than half the Loyal-facilitator indicators appeared in 

these segments – Oliver’s work tended to gravitate towards subjects that involved the 

utilization of roles that confronted the actions of the powerful and approached the 

audience as citizens.  

 This paper will go into greater detail of how each role was represented, but there 

is a typical pattern to how Oliver addresses the issues within his segments. He’ll 

typically introduce the topic with a joke. This will generally be followed with a brief 

explanation of how the audience might be aware of the issue at hand by means of a clip, 

either of the issue’s discussion on news outlets, such as with the Brexit vote 
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(LastWeekTonight, 2016s), or a piece of popular culture that might represent a typical 

audience member’s limited exposure to an issue, such as emotionally-driven athletic 

profiles aired before an Olympic event (LastWeekTonight, 2016r). The majority of the 

segment that follows then provides the audience with a deep-dive on the issue at hand, 

sometimes in an attempt to correct a long-established assumption or to tackle the 

complicated facets of an issue in order to provide the audience with a more 

comprehensive look. The segment typically concludes with a call-back to an element 

introduced earlier in the segment, sometimes in the form of a sketch or song that adopts 

the visual language of previously shown clips but loaded with all the new context Oliver 

has provided. 

 One of the better examples of this model can be observed in the episode about 

Washington D.C. statehood (LastWeekTonight, 2015e). Oliver starts the segment off 

with image of an American flag over his shoulder and says, “America: land of the free, 

home of the brave, inventor of Chinese food,” before reminding his audience of the 

challenge much of them must have had attempting to name all of the country’s fifty 

states as a child. He proceeds to show a series of video clips with the fifty states called 

out in song alphabetically by children, as well as the puppet Lambchop, to the tune of 

“Do Your Ears Hang Low?” Oliver is quick to point out this song tends to leave out U.S. 

territories (which he reminds viewers he covered in an earlier segment) and the 

population of Washington D.C., whose citizens lack full-representation in the U.S. 

House of Representatives, which approves its budget. The next thirteen minutes are 

devoted to providing the historical context for this issue, examples of ways in which 

Congress has interfered with laws passed by citizens of the city and the unsuccessful 
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efforts to expand representation for the city itself. At the end of the segment Oliver 

suggests that until things change for Washington D.C. citizens, perhaps there should be 

an amendment to the fifty states song featured at the beginning. He moves to another 

part of the stage where he joins a group of children sitting on a set dressed as the steps of 

the U.S.Capitol. Together they sing the following:  

KIDS AND OLIVER: [SINGING] Alabama and Alaska, Arizona, Arkansas, 

California, Colorado, Connecticut and more. There are 50 states in total and we’ll 

sing their names with glee, but there’s one place that gets shafted and it’s 

Washington D.C. 

OLIVER: [TALKING] That’s great, kids. Now, be more specific about the 

problem. 

KIDS: [SINGING] All the rest of us can choose a path that we think is best. But 

any choice that D.C. makes is easily suppressed.  

OLIVER: [TALKING] How? 

KIDS: [SINGING] ‘Cause some ***hole with a rider who might live in 

Tennessee can destroy a needle program for preventing HIV.  

OLIVER: [TALKING] It’s true. It’s horrifying, but it’s true. What’s the solution 

do you think?  

KIDS: [SINGING] Let them have gun laws! Let them have weed!  

OLIVER: [TALKING] Why not? 

KIDS: [SINGING] Let them decide the things that they need. 

OLIVER: [SINGING] And if you’re totally convinced that there should be just 

50 states… 

KIDS: [SINGING] Well then let’s all kick out Florida, ‘cause no one thinks 

they’re great. 

OLIVER AND KIDS: [SINGING] Oh yes, let’s all kick out Florida ‘cause no 

one thinks they’re great. No one thinks they’re great. (LastWeekTonight, 2015e) 

  

 In summary, this episode (as well as many analyzed within this study) seeks to 

inform viewers about an issue that some may take for granted. Within these segments, 

Oliver tends to appeal to his audience by empathy and by championing core concepts of 

our democratic system to address matters he feels we should at the very least give more 

attention than we have.   
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Oliver’s role performance 

 

Disseminator/Interventionist 

 Of the Disseminator/Interventionist role, it is quite apparent that Oliver tends to 

lean more toward the latter rather than the former as he approaches most issues with an 

air of confrontation towards both elites as well as his audience. These segments are 

filled with jokes, but Oliver generally presents each episode as information vital to the 

good of the audience. While an argument could be made that certain moments during 

Oliver’s tenure on LWT rise to the level of journalism, it is more easily defendable when 

comparing Oliver’s role in the journalism field to more often equate the television host 

to that of a well-informed columnist. He uses sources to support his arguments, at the 

very least he will tend to take a firm stance on who is responsible for a particular issue 

(if not offering a proposed solution), and he approaches his segments from a firm 

position of subjectivity. 

Indicators Total 

Opinion 41 

Interpretation 31 

Proposal 37 

First Person 44 

Table 2. Recorded Disseminator/Interventionist indicators  

 He frequently speaks in the first-person, but what stands out in his presentation 

of these segments is how inclusive Oliver is towards his audience. The television host is 

just as likely to use “we”, “us” and “our” as opposed to “I”. While these words are 

sometimes applied to Oliver and his research team, more often than not he’s lumping his 

audience into the fold as well. There is an underlying value in much of Oliver’s 
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interaction with his audience: that all of us bear a responsibility – if absolutely nothing 

else – to know what is going on in our world and why, and this can include anything 

from a government policy to a burgeoning industry that offers financial services to those 

in need, such as payday loan shops. As Oliver states in regards to such an industry, 

“When something is this popular and this prevalent, you owe it to yourself to find out 

exactly what it is, much in the way that I finally gave in and read all four Twilight 

books” (LastWeekTonight, 2014d). 

 On the topic of Twilight, it’s important to note how prevalent pop culture plays 

in how Oliver communicates with his audience. Of the 48 segments studied, celebrities 

(including famous actors, musicians, and athletes) made original appearances on his 

program in 17 episodes. In 24 of these segments, Oliver made jokes ribbing particular 

celebrities. While not every instance was recorded, Oliver frequently referred to various 

films and television shows. Not only do jokes serve as a means of connecting with his 

audience while discussing some very weighty topics, but joking about elements of pop 

culture likely gives him a greater accessibility to his audience than other subjects of 

humor.  

 Jokes like these are sometimes intended to serve as a button to a broader point, 

such as his response to several news clips announcing pay raises for college athletics 

coaches where he displayed images of Steve Tyler, Al Pacino and chef Gordon Ramsey 

and said, “Now before you get too shocked, remember, America has a long proud 

history of paying aging white men unconscionable amounts of money for screaming at 

people, so there’s precedent” (LastWeekTonight, 2015b). 
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 But his references to popular culture also serve a larger point when interacting 

with his audience, which likely comes from the idea that Oliver feels there is a failure 

among people in general to process the reality that inspires much of the pop culture we 

consume. This is most blatant in the sketches that accompany the end of many of his 

segments.  

The segments that precede a sketch tend to make some reference to a popular 

film or television genre, sometimes the style of commercial. Oliver will discuss how 

such a style may color our perception of what is really happening. Following the 

segment and after giving a comprehensive overview about what is really occurring, he 

will conclude with a sketch that lampoons the style but keep the narrative within the 

confines of the reality as we now understand it.  

 Some examples include a preview for a new version of Law and Order, as a new 

civil forfeiture unit takes down your property and Jeff Goldblum interrogates a stack of 

cash (LastWeekTonight, 2014a). Or an inspirational athlete profile featuring a runner 

whose training regimen involves taking copious amounts of performance enhancing 

drugs in the hopes of following in the footsteps of his heroes Lance Armstrong and 

Marion Jones (LastWeekTonight, 2016r). If you love action movies where plenty of 

infrastructure is destroyed, how about a movie with a star-studded cast, including 

Edward Norton, Steve Buscemi and Vincent D’onofrio, about inspectors who perform 

regularly scheduled checks to make sure our bridges and dams stay standing 

(LastWeekTonight, 2015h)?  

 While these are amusing ways for Oliver to get his point across, his broader 

concern seems to be that this gulf between reality and fiction actually holds tangible 
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consequences. The popularity of programs like Dog: The Bounty Hunter has led to a 

rash of bail bondsmen trying to get their own programs on the air, but Oliver seems to 

believe these people have minimal oversight by states as they acquire bail jumpers, and 

the host recounts several instances where innocent people have been hurt in the cross-

fire (LastWeekTonight, 2015c). And that argument was essentially an aside to Oliver’s 

main case that bail places an undue burden on people who are supposed to be presumed 

innocent until their case is adjudicated, and that pretrial services for nonviolent 

offenders would be a more practical and humane solution. Oliver cynically suggests 

such programs would have a better chance of expanding to more states if there was a 

reality TV show about this service. The segment then cuts to a sketch featuring a hyper-

stylized promo for a show about the employees of pretrial services ending with the 

catchy hard-rock-and-rap-jingle:  

Filling out forms and filing them in triplicate, we won’t lock you up if 

your crime’s not significant. If you get a ticket for a public urination, we 

won’t lock you up so you lose your occupation. We ain’t kicking in doors 

screaming “dead or alive”, this is an office job we are 

[INDECIPHERABLE] The system works well so there’s no need for 

nervousness. It’s all in the game at pretrial services. (LastWeekTonight, 

2015c) 

  

 He’s not above calling his audience out for the ways they fail to see the reality 

that inspires elements of popular culture consumed for amusement, such as when we 

watch television programs and films about life in prison with little consideration for the 

conditions of actual prisoners. When showing a clip about the children’s program Sesame 

Street featuring a muppet with a parent in prison, Oliver responded with the following:  

And at least Sesame Street is actually talking about prison. The rest of us are 

much happier completely ignoring it, perhaps because it's so easy not to care 

about prisoners. They are, by definition, convicted criminals. In fact, it's so easy 
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not to care that we are really comfortable making jokes about one of the most 

horrifying things that can potentially happen to them. (LastWeekTonight, 2014b) 

 

At which point Oliver shows several television clips with jokes about sexual assault in 

prison, including in children’s television programs, such as SpongeBob SquarePants. 

This gulf between reality and the world of pop culture in Oliver’s mind becomes 

increasingly more troubling when he reveals that this is not simply an issue with our 

voting citizenry, but with our government. In his segment on Torture (LastWeekTonight, 

2015d), Oliver refers to an Atlantic article that quotes former Supreme Court justice 

Antonin Scalia referencing the television show 24 on the bench saying, “Jack Bauer 

saved Los Angeles. He saved hundreds of thousands of lives. Is any jury going to 

convict Jack Bauer? I don't think so.” Oliver responded to this discovery with the 

following: “…just because Kiefer Sutherland does something on camera does not mean 

it’s a great idea, unless, of course, that thing is him drunkenly running into a Christmas 

tree.” He proceeded to show the aforementioned video clip of the Canadian actor 

tackling a tree while an operetta piece plays on the soundtrack.  

 Oliver can be judgmental toward his audience, particularly toward the media 

they consume, but he does not necessarily place himself above them. By his own 

admission, he’s not above spending his work hours goofing off looking for cute pictures 

of teacup pigs while his research team learns more about retirement plans 

(LastWeekTonight, 2016a). He will occasionally incentivize his audience with videos of 

hamsters eating tiny burritos (LastWeekTonight, 2014e) or sloths in a bucket 

(LastWeekTonight, 2016b) after addressing a particularly difficult issue, but he tends to 

present these things with an air that they are just as much for his benefit as for theirs. 



 32 

 It’s this very sense of inclusivity, that it is not just Oliver or his audience, but all 

of us watching together, that underlies Oliver’s firm belief in the power of democracy. 

More often than not, when Oliver is proposing a solution to the issue he discusses, the 

essential question he tries to answer is, “What can we do about it?” In his conclusion to 

his segment about the history of the citizens of Washington, D.C. fighting for better 

representation and statehood, Oliver argues:  

…whether the fix is a vote or statehood, something has to happen. The problem is 

inertia is a really powerful force and opponents might say, ‘Well, we can't grant 

DC statehood. We’d have to change the Constitution.’ But we could do that. The 

whole point of amendments is to fix things that no longer make any sense. It’s 

happened 27 times and counting. (LastWeekTonight, 2015e) 

  

By the end of the research window of the LWT segments, in real time, Donald 

Trump was elected president and Oliver’s final segment made up the entirety of his last 

episode of the season. The episode, from its opening titles to its concluding credits were 

uploaded on YouTube. The television host worked to remind his audience that they 

would need to take on further responsibility if they were unhappy with election results 

and wanted to protect their vision for the world, and that instead of moving to Canada…  

…we're going to need to stay here and fight, and not just politically in four years, 

when he's up for re-election, but constantly, monitoring legislation as it moves 

through congress, and f***ing voting when your legislators come up for re-

election in two years. But that's still below the barest minimum of what is going 

to be needed. Because for the last eight years, we've had a president we could 

assume would generally stand up for the rights of all Americans, but that is going 

to change now. So we're going to have to actively stand up for one another, and it 

can't be just sounding off on the internet or sharing think-pieces or videos like this 

one that echo around your bubble. (LastWeekTonight, 2016c). 
 

It should be noted, Oliver pointed to himself with that final line. 

 While celebrities often made appearances on the program in one form or another, 

a filmed interview with private citizens sourced directly from the LWT team never 



 33 

appeared among the segments surveyed, with the exception being the conclusion of his 

last segment for the season which included a series of on-the-street interviews with 

ordinary people discussing their dissatisfaction with the events of 2016 as a whole (plus 

the occasional celebrity cameo). Directly following this scene, Oliver stands in an empty 

stadium with a numerical effigy of the year 2016 standing behind him as he presses 

down on a handle which blows the year up behind him as Beethoven’s “Ode to Joy” 

plays. As he walks away, Oliver’s concluding line to his audience is “Let’s all try harder 

next year. Good night” (LastWeekTonight, 2016c). 

 

Infotainment 

 Under the interest of keeping the coding of this dimension limited to instances 

that were directly related to the issue Oliver discussed, there are very few examples of 

both the scandal and morbidity indicators. In the case of the former, Oliver rarely 

discussed immoral or unethical behaviors of his subjects that did not have some 

connection to the performance of their designated role, having mainly focused on 

political figures throughout these segments. Even the three instances of scandal recorded 

related to a person either occupying or pursuing a role in politics or serving in a 

government appointed position, such as the case of Admiral Timothy Giardina, who was 

investigated for cheating at an Iowa casino (LastWeekTonight, 2014f). 

 As for morbidity, Oliver makes very few detailed references to violence in his 

segments and rarely lingers on that element. The two exceptions both regard the U.S. 

government’s treatment of terror suspects, with one involving Helen Mirren reading 

sections of the U.S. Senate Committee report on torture (LastWeekTonight, 2015d). 

While Mellado’s definition includes explicit references to sexual activity, and Oliver 
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frequently references such activities, they were rarely noted as they usually served as 

buttons to jokes rather than anything connected to the issue Oliver was discussing.  

Indicators Total 

Personalization* 19 

Sensationalism 9 

Scandal 3 

Emotion 22 

Morbidity 3 

Table 3. Recorded Infotainment indicators 

There is one notable exception in his segment on LGBT discrimination, where 

Oliver refers to the case of Jack Phillips, a Colorado baker who refused to bake a cake for 

a homosexual couple’s wedding, citing his religious beliefs to justify the refusal of 

service. Phillips would later win his case against the couple, but after showing a news 

clip in which the baker said “I actually feel like I’m taking part in the wedding…part of 

me goes to the reception,” Oliver made a joke in which he accuses Phillips of performing 

sexual acts which would probably require intervention from the state health department if 

it were actually true, and in which there is no factual foundation for it being the case. 

Oliver would call back to this same joke at the end of the segment (LastWeekTonight, 

2015f).  

 Quite obviously (as can likely be said for all jokes) Oliver’s comments regarding 

Phillips clearly come from a place of emotion, particularly one of anger on the part of 

the host. And this is not the only instance where he has made a joke based primarily off 

of ire. In reaction to a previously recorded statement by Dabo Swinney, the head football 

coach for Clemson University, describing the notion of paying college athletes a gross 



 35 

matter of entitlement, Oliver stated the coach was recently awarded a substantial pay 

bump and then made the following observation:  

Now...wait, wait, wait, if you find that infuriating, you might like to know that 

Dabo Swinney is an anagram for “Soybean Wind”, which I think is fitting ‘cause 

he seems as pleasant as an edamame fart. And the fact, and it's a fact, that his 

name is an anagram for “soybean wind” is not relevant to this discussion, but I 

thought it was worth mentioning because it feels like something he’d be annoyed 

by and would not want people to know on a wide basis. [LT TEXT: 

#SOYBEANWIND] Hashtag, soybeanwind. (LastWeekTonight, 2015b) 

 

 When Oliver references emotion on his show, it’s more often in relation to his 

own reaction to some element of a story he is covering rather than the emotional 

response of a subject within the segment. Oliver frequently makes references to anger, 

hatred, depression and terror often in response to an element of a story that he perceives 

indicates an institutional or societal failure. When covering investigations into police 

shootings, Oliver shows a news clip of a class of mostly African-American students 

being instructed on how to interact with a police officer:  

OLIVER: That is so [expletive] depressing, especially when you realize that 

that's probably the only class where nobody will raise their hand and say ‘When 

are we ever going to use this?’ And when you see something like that it makes it 

hard to buy in when someone dismisses police misconduct issues like this. 

[CUT TO CLIP FROM FOX AND FRIENDS] 

GUEST: They're out to protect you, and that's what policing is about. Are there 

bad apples? Yeah. 

[CUT TO LWT SET] 

OLIVER: Yeah, but here's the thing about that. The phrase isn't “It's just a few 

bad apples, don't worry about it.” The phrase is “A few bad apples spoil the 

barrel.” And we currently have a system which is set up to ignore bad apples, 

destroy bad apples’ records, persecute good apples for speaking up, and shuffle 

dangerous emotionally unstable apples around to the point that children have to 

attend [expletive] apple classes. (LastWeekTonight, 2016g) 

 

 This brings us to one of the more prevalent ideas of how Oliver communicates 

with his audience and presents these issues. These references to emotions serve as an 

attempt by Oliver to promote empathy within his audience. While segments on LWT can 
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feature a relatively diverse cast of subjects from elites to non-elites, at least for the 

segments reviewed, they are all dependent upon the previously produced material of 

other news organizations with the notable exception of the man-on-the-street capper to 

his final episode of the 2016 season. Thus, Oliver serves as an emotional conduit for the 

material taken out of its original context and the argument Oliver is attempting to make.  

 

Watchdog 

As we have already stated, while Oliver’s program utilizes a research team of 

former journalists, there is not much in the way of original reporting conducted by the 

LWT team, so much of the Watchdog indicators of criticism, questioning and 

denouncement resemble a typical episode of The Daily Show. By Oliver’s own 

admission, the show is dependent on the work of other journalists (LastWeekTonight, 

2016d), particularly newspaper reporters. Following said admission during his segment 

on the state of newspaper journalism, Oliver called out one reporter by name, Harry 

Esteve, for reporting a story that informed much of LWT’s piece on state-lotteries, which 

was not one of the segments reviewed for this survey. Throughout the segments Oliver 

sources publications big-and-small from the Washington Post (LastWeekTonight, 

2014a) to the Willamette Week (LastWeekTonight, 2016d). 

 Original investigative reporting conducted by Oliver or his team of researchers, 

in which their original work made up most of the episode, was rare among the episodes 

surveyed. The most extensive case of original research involved Oliver’s piece on 

televangelists (LastWeekTonight, 2015g) and the ability of some church leaders to 

accrue tons of money while maintaining tax-free status. The televangelists that are the 

focus of Oliver’s attention are those who practice a seed-faith gospel, which encourages 
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followers to send money to them with the promise that God will eventually reward them 

with their own riches, perhaps in the form of monetary assistance or recovery from 

illness. Earlier in the segment, Oliver shares a clip from a documentary in which a 

woman tells of her deceased mother’s struggle with cancer and the belief that if she sent 

enough money to Kenneth Copeland’s church, she would be healed.  

Indicator Total 

Questioning 20 

Questioning via Sources 3 

Criticism 44 

Criticism via Sources 11 

Conflict 0 

Denounce 15 

Denounce via Sources 10 

Investigative Reporting 5 

External Investigations 25 

Judicial/Administrative 

Action 

5 

Table 4. Recorded Watchdog indicators 

For seven months, Oliver was in correspondence with the church of Robert 

Tilton, which Oliver retells in almost three-minutes of back-and-forth between the host 

sending Tilton’s church money and the church asking for more while also giving Oliver 

a series of instructions with the promise that Oliver will eventually be rewarded by God. 

Oliver concludes, “So, as of tonight, I have sent him $319 and received 26 letters — 

that’s almost one a week — and again this is all hilarious until you imagine these letters 
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being sent to someone who cannot afford what he's asking for” (LastWeekTonight, 

2015g).  

 After learning from the IRS that few of these churches were ever even 

investigated, Oliver spoke with an attorney to learn about the process of applying for 

tax-exempt status from the IRS and created his own church “Our Lady of Perpetual 

Exemption” in which Oliver espoused his own seed faith doctrine, namely “Send us 

your seed”, on the off-chance the IRS would shut his church down. This included 

creating both a website and an automated phone message asking callers for money. The 

money gathered by Oliver’s church was eventually donated to Doctors Without Borders, 

and the church was shut down by Oliver independently rather than through any 

intervention by the IRS (Dornbush, 2015).  

 The second extensive investigative piece of these segments follows in a similar 

vein to Oliver’s correspondence with Tilton. In the middle of a segment on retirement 

plans, Oliver discusses the various pitfalls an uninformed person preparing to invest for 

the future can fall into: 

Between financial advisors, high fees and underperforming active management, 

the entire retirement plan industry is a potential minefield and you need to pay 

attention. And the reason that we know about this is earlier this year we actually 

decided we wanted to set up a 401 K for our employees and you might want to 

learn from our experience… (LastWeekTonight, 2016a)  

 

To sum up as Oliver relates it, his research team took it upon themselves to 

compare the plan the LWT production company was offered to discover that the plan 

included high fees as well as intermediary fees to a broker who had sent the company a 

cost-estimate sheet that had incorrectly compounded the expected interest (an error off 



 39 

by over $10 million). “The whole point of telling you this is,” says Oliver, “if you don't 

pay close attention all of this can really get away from you” (LastWeekTonight, 2016a).  

 The other major example of original reporting conducted by the LWT team 

comes in the middle of their segment on the auto lending industry. Oliver covers an 

investigative report conducted by the Los Angeles Times which tracked the sales history 

of one used Kia Optima sold from a Kansas City auto lender which changed ownership 

eight times in three years. The LWT team actually picked up where the LA Times 

investigation left off and discovered that the car had been sold to two more owners, and 

the team reached out to the final owner to learn the vehicle had been stolen. While such 

work could probably be dismissed as amusement-driven curiosity, LWT’s original 

reporting for the segment did not end there, as they managed to attend a debt buyers 

conference in Las Vegas and recorded the head of the National Alliance of Buy-Here-

Pay-Here Dealers with a hidden camera (LastWeekTonight, 2016e).  

 Another aspect of the work conducted by Oliver’s team that we can definitively 

state is that they will reach out to story subjects or politicians to ask for a comment on 

details of the segments, however it is less clear how often they receive a response. In the 

lead up to the 2016 presidential election, Last Week Tonight contacted candidates from 

both parties to clarify their positions on issues of torture and LGBT discrimination and 

received less than a handful of responses on both occasions (LastWeekTonight, 2015d; 

2015f). For their segment on infrastructure repair, Oliver tried to reach out to then-

Speaker of the House John Boehner to comment on his often-stated search for an 

alternative funding source for infrastructure. The host emailed Boehner, his staff, 

tweeted directly to the Speaker and finally sent a message through the now-defunct 
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social media app Vine in which Oliver said, “Mr. Speaker, how specifically would you 

raise revenue for the US Highway Trust Fund? Is that six seconds? It feels like it would 

be a lot longer than that” (LastWeekTonight, 2015h). The Speaker did not respond.  

 Oliver’s general criticism and questioning of elites does not appear to come from 

a different foundational place from Jon Stewart. Certainly, Oliver is his own man, but 

the show bears fruit from the same tree. He will question gestures or statements that 

strike him as empty. He will criticize comments that appear out of touch, unintelligent or 

misleading. In the wake of the Michael Brown shooting when St. Louis Police Chief 

John Belmar stated that the number of times Brown was shot “was more than just a 

couple, but I don’t think it was, uh…many more than that,” Oliver responded to the 

footage with the following:  

Just... just think about what he's saying there. ‘Not much more than more than 

twice.’ Could you try and minimize this anymore. ‘Look, listen everyone, only 

very many more than one bullet was fired so everybody calm down, shall 

we?’(LastWeekTonight, 2014g) 

 

  Oliver will denounce behavior that he deems unethical or immoral. In one case, 

during his segment on mental health, the host called out politicians who would 

frequently cite the need to address mental illness over gun control in the wake of mass 

shootings, to which he responded, “Ok, fine, [actually do a better job in mental health] 

then. Because if we're going to constantly use mentally ill people to dodge conversations 

about gun control then the very least we owe them is a [expletive] plan” 

(LastWeekTonight, 2015i). 

 Oliver often rallies against the minimization of issues because he feels there are 

consequences, sometimes significant, to how elites respond to these issues. In response 

to a clip of Donald Trump following attorney Khizr Khan’s speech at the Democratic 
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National Convention and Trump’s likening his own accomplishments to sacrifices, 

Oliver responded with the following in a rather emotional delivery:  

No, no, they are absolutely not. They are self-serving half-truths from a self-

serving half-man who has somehow convinced half the country that sacrifice is 

the same thing as success. Honestly, the main takeaway from these two weeks is 

that, incredibly, we may be on the brink of electing such a damaged sociopathic 

narcissist that the simple presidential duty of comforting the families of fallen 

soldiers may actually be beyond his capabilities, and I genuinely did not think that 

that was a part of the job that someone could be bad at. (LastWeekTonight, 

2016h)   

 

 

Loyal-facilitator 

 On the opposite side of the spectrum, observation of Oliver’s use of the Loyal-

facilitator role in these segments was significantly smaller. While it is rare, Oliver will 

favorably compare the U.S. to other countries, and offer some support of government 

institutions and policies, however it is not without caveats.  

Indicators Total 

Compare Country/Region 2 

Support Institution 5 

Support Policy 1 

Table 5. Recorded Loyal-facilitator indicators 

 It’s not entirely uncommon for Oliver to place particular issues within a larger 

international perspective, but it is rarely used as a means of praise and serves more as a 

warning of countries whose example we should not want to follow. Upon playing a 

news clip where it’s noted that the death penalty is a practice the U.S. has in common 

with Iran, Iraq, Saudi Arabia and China, Oliver responded, “Look, this is going to seem 

like a gross simplification, but any list that contains Iran, Iraq, Saudi Arabia and China is 

not a list you want to be on. Ideally, you want to be on one of those lists that Finland is 
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on” (LastWeekTonight, 2015d). One of the central arguments Oliver makes during his 

segment on the continued operation of the prison in Guantanamo Bay is that “we are 

ceding so much moral high ground,” to other countries such as Russia, Iran, Sudan and 

Libya over the matter of human rights abuses (LastWeekTonight, 2016f).  

 With such at stake, the host’s faint praise toward some of America’s greater 

qualities in Oliver’s eyes may pale in comparison. That said, Oliver is particularly 

grateful that U.S. law enforcement stepped up to prosecute executives of FIFA, stating 

“It took the country that cares the least about football to bring down the people who 

have been ruining it” (LastWeekTonight, 2015j). Even more significantly, Oliver feels 

that the underlying quality that distinguishes the American people against others is 

perhaps also the quality that stymies our ability to progress as a nation. Upon reciting a 

Pew statistic that roughly two-thirds of Americans surveyed believe the American 

economic system is rigged to benefit the wealthy but that sixty percent also believe they 

will become financially secure if they work hard enough, Oliver responds:  

That optimism is one of the things I love the most about this country. I love that 

you line up around the block for TV talent shows for talents you objectively don't 

have, and everyone feels bad when a person who is inevitably and revealingly 

British [brutally criticizes you…The reason a British person has to do that is that 

we're raised in a rigid class system where we have all hope beaten out of us. And 

your optimism is overwhelmingly positive except, except, when it leads you to act 

against your own best interests. (LastWeekTonight, 2014h) 

 

 Oliver’s support for institutions of government and policies primarily is tied to 

pointing out when said institutions are actually working to address problems, and even 

then, this tends to come across as damning with faint praise. When showing a Nightline 

clip about a police department’s program to train officers to deal with the mentally ill, 

Oliver is compelled to respond to the reporter’s description of the program as 
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“pioneering” by saying, “Okay well that seems really good but calling it a pioneering 

program is a little heartbreaking. Pioneering ideas should not be completely obvious 

things we should have been doing all along” (LastWeekTonight, 2015i). 

 Oliver’s defense of the IRS, which he argues is “one of the safest investments for 

public money available,” includes an appearance by Michael Bolton to serenade the 

agency to express how essential they are (LastWeekTonight, 2015m). However, the host 

likens the agencies broader necessity for the American system to a body’s need for an 

anus: vital but by no means pretty. And yet, Oliver’s praise for institutions no matter 

how faint seems to further indicate how strongly he believes in our democratic system of 

government, and how it must be respected by the people who are tasked with serving its 

citizens. 

 While it’s shared with the audience for the purpose of a laugh, there is one 

instance of praise in a segment about special districts (LastWeekTonight, 2016i), which 

are infamous for existing and operating with minimal oversight and sometimes no 

awareness by the citizens who occupy them. Oliver shows a video (which had 0 views 

on YouTube) of two special district officials holding an open meeting with absolutely no 

attendance, but presided with a rigid following to rules of order, including leading the 

pledge of allegiance and vocally declaring the empty room open for public comment. 

Oliver is extremely amused saying: 

Come on, you have got to admire their dedication to the rules. These two men are 

so scrupulous they would sit at a broken red traffic light for six hours in the 

middle of the night. ‘Hey, red is red, we live in a civilized society. Red is red, we 

stay’. (LastWeekTonight, 2016i) 

 

 

 

 



 44 

Civic 

Indicators Total 

Citizen Perspective 8 

Citizen Demand 3 

Credibility to Citizens 5 

Educating in Duties and Rights 7 

Information on Citizen Activities 2 

Community Impact 21 

Background Information 32 

Table 6. Recorded Civic indicators 

 Oliver’s adoption of the Civic role tends to gravitate towards providing 

background information about some government-connected issue. A frequent theme that 

appears in many of these segments is that the issues citizens face today are usually the 

culmination of decisions made far in the past.  Examples Oliver cites includes an 

indebted Puerto Rico’s inability to apply for Chapter 9 — due to a rider  to a bill in the 

80’s authored by Strom Thurmond for unknown reasons (LastWeekTonight, 2016q)  — 

, the fact that our nation’s infrastructure has been reliant on revenue from the federal gas 

tax which Congress has failed to increase to keep up with inflation since 1993 

(LastWeekTonight, 2015h) and the purposeful denial of complete representation for the 

citizens of Washington D.C. since the city’s establishment (LastWeekTonight, 2015e).  

 Oliver’s show operates with an underlying philosophy of a belief in the power 

and importance of democracy, but much of his attention tends to focus more on the 

behavior of the powerful and the elite rather than ordinary citizens. This is likely due in 

part to the limited original reporting conducted by Oliver and his research team. 

However, given that Oliver does emphasize consideration for those affected by public 
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policy, he will cut to news clips of citizens sharing their perspective on the week’s issue 

from time-to-time, including an elderly African American woman discussing the 

multiple rounds of documentation she was required to show to Pennsylvania officials to 

receive a picture ID (LastWeekTonight, 2016j) or one woman’s inability to acquire 

insurance because her income is too little to receive assistant from the Affordable Care 

Act and too much for Medicaid (LastWeekTonight, 2015k) or a rancher near the U.S.-

Mexico border discussing his belief that the notion of a border wall does more to put the 

minds at ease of citizens physically far-removed from the situation rather than having 

any significant impact on illegal immigration (LastWeekTonight, 2016k). 

 The visual presence of citizens in Oliver’s segments is minimal, but the host has 

tried to provide some credibility to the demands and concerns of some of the people 

connected to his segments. Upon covering the protests and eventual riots in Ferguson, 

MO, Oliver stated that “the Ferguson Police do seem to target minorities,” sharing 

several previous news stories and court documents of misconduct on the part of 

Ferguson and other St. Louis-area police departments (LastWeekTonight, 2014g). While 

he ultimately fails to agree with Bernie Sanders supporters that the primary results were 

stolen by the Democratic Party and defied the will of the majority, Oliver does feel the 

system by which a nominee is chosen in both major parties is in desperate need of 

overhaul (LastWeekTonight, 2016l). His justification for a segment on third-party 

candidates Jill Stein and Gary Johnson is based on the following: “In a poll [the month 

before this segment], more than a third of young voters said they are considering voting 

for one of them, so they are worth taking seriously” (LastWeekTonight, 2016m). 
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Service 

Indicators Total 

Impact on Everyday Life 9 

Tips for Improving Life/Personal Problems 1 

Consumer Advice 6 

Table 7. Recorded Service indicators 

 The notion that behind every policy are the people who are forced to deal with 

the repercussions is addressed not only through Oliver’s adoption of the Civic dimension 

but the Service dimension as well. He will occasionally discuss matters of consumer 

concern, specifically warning viewers against the pitfalls of industries that can place 

them in financial traps, particularly industries that provide services for those in need of 

financial support (such as payday loans) or promise customers they too can earn untold 

amounts of money (as daily fantasy sports and multilevel marketers claim). Oliver also 

tends to shed some light on the legal loopholes these industries use to stay in business 

(LastWeekTonight, 2014d, 2015l, 2016n). 

 As much as use of the Service role is somewhat of a rarity for Oliver, he will try 

to show how some of the issues he covers can impact a person’s everyday life. For 

example, the typical explanation for net neutrality can seem a bit confusing, but the 

removal of this regulation could jack up your internet service rates (LastWeekTonight, 

2014i). A raise in the gas tax will hurt us all financially, but well-maintained 

infrastructure protects lives (LastWeekTonight, 2015h).  

 And the host will usually fall back on the concept of empathy as Oliver is quick 

to remind viewers that just because a particular policy or issue has no immediate impact 

on them, it will likely happen to someone they are connected to. While discussing the 
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opioid crisis, Oliver reminds viewers, “This is happening everywhere. The odds are, 

right now, you probably know someone who is struggling or who has died from an 

opioid addiction (LastWeekTonight, 2016p).” When discussing various state laws and 

the lack of federal protection for those who identify as LGBT, Oliver argues this can 

literally affect nearly every aspect of their lives:  

So while federal law may guarantee a gay couples right to get married it offers 

exactly zero guarantees about their rights to do the things that normally follow 

that, like signing a lease on an apartment they can't afford or conducting tense 

discussions about finances in the brightly lit tapas restaurant of their choosing or 

marching into any bank and applying for a small business loan to get Brenda’s 

stupid cupcakes for dogs idea off the ground. (LastWeekTonight, 2015f) 

 

 As an aside, while it may not fit neatly within Mellado’s notion of the Service 

dimension, Oliver has a bit of an unusual approach when it comes to discussing 

consumer advantage. When not offering warnings about particular industries, Oliver has 

offered alternatives that he argues would better serve the audience in financial terms. 

When discussing Trump’s proposed border wall, Oliver suggests that the citizens of 

America would be better off with waffle irons:  

These beauties retail at $75 apiece, so we’d still have nearly a billion dollars left 

over. And just to be clear, this isn’t one per-household.  This is one per-

person…And look, I know what you're thinking, “John, this is a stupid idea.” But 

is it? Is it really?…Because this waffle iron plan will cost less, it'll do nearly as 

much to keep out immigrants and drugs, it won't harm our relationship with our 

third-largest trading partner, if it is racist it's only toward Belgians, and unlike 

Donald Trump’s wall this make [expletive] waffles! So come on, America. Let’s 

ask ourselves what kind of country do we want to wake up to? One that spends 

billions on an impossible impractical symbol of fear or one that smells like 

breakfast? Exactly! (LastWeekTonight, 2016k) 
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Q3: How might Oliver’s role performance be understood within the context of his 

position within the entertainment field? 

 The content of Oliver’s program and his overall approach to his long-form 

segments can best be understood in terms of both the limitations and freedom his 

position at the Home Box Office network provides, and in certain cases these 

circumstances stand as binaries. 

 The first major limitation is a matter of access. Oliver and the LWT team have 

less of it than your typical news production. As we’ve already covered, at least within 

the context of his long-form segments at this period in the production of the show, he 

didn’t appear to have enough draw to motivate politicians to contribute comments for 

his stories, despite some of his best efforts. While he has been known to interview high 

profile subjects, such as Edward Snowden, such original interviews conducted by LWT 

are not an element of the segments surveyed. There appears to be some indication that 

Oliver actually garners a better track record for receiving a response from corporate 

entities, but it’s difficult to know how much greater a comparative response rate exists. 

 He will rely on other news publications for clips featuring average citizens 

discussing the ways they are impacted by the issues Oliver covers and only one 

originally-produced piece appears in this survey of segments and that involves man-on-

the-street responses to their difficulties in 2016 as part of LWT’s final episode of the 

season, likely due to budgetary restrictions. Unlike TDS, at least for the sake of these 

segments, there are no “correspondents” filing pieces for Jon Stewart or Trevor Noah to 

introduce: it’s just Oliver and the work of his research team. There is some indication of 

physical news gathering, such as the case of the hidden camera at the debt buyer’s 
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convention (LastWeekTonight, 2016e), but such methods at this period of time in the 

show’s history were unusual. 

 Oliver’s budget and role as an entertainer may limit his ability to garner your 

standard on-the-record sources for his segments, but to steal a line from the comedian 

Maria Bamford (2003), Oliver is not afraid to reach for the stars because those are the 

very people who seem willing to help him. Celebrities, such as actors, musicians and 

Oliver’s fellow comics, appear on national daytime news programs all the time, but it’s 

typically related to the promotion of one project or another. But on Oliver’s segments 

they tend to act or perform in service to the case Oliver is making to his audience. And 

from a marketing perspective, the presence of celebrities likely adds to the distribution 

potential of these segments. While Oliver himself has earned notoriety from his work on 

TDS and his own program – he has an effect named after him after all (Luckerson, 2015) 

– it’s likely his segments gain more traction when links to the videos are shared by other 

publications with headlines such as “Edward Norton’s Cameo on Last Week Tonight 

with John Oliver Is Too Good to Miss” (Robinson, 2015) and “Watch John Oliver, 

Michael Bolton Serenade IRS, the Government’s ‘Anus’”(Reed, 2015).  

 There is an underlying notion in a few of the subjects Oliver covers that celebrity 

serves as a form of legitimacy. When discussing payday loans, Oliver shows several 

commercials featuring former talk-show host Montel Williams promoting a loan 

company, Money Mutual. When discussing multilevel marketing, Oliver features 

commercials put out by MLMs with Chuck Norris and former Secretary of State 

Madeline Albright. And yet, it can be argued Oliver, be it unconsciously or otherwise, 

follows through with the same line of thinking. When wanting to produce a Spanish-
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language version of his piece on MLMs, he has Hispanic actor Jaime Camil present the 

final two minutes of the video in Spanish (LastWeekTonight, 2016o). Oliver concludes 

his segment on the financial problems of Puerto Rico with a musical performance by 

Hamilton creator Lin Manuel Miranda (LastWeekTonight, 2016q). 

 And there is evidence that Oliver believes even if one does not occupy a 

traditionally-trusted position of public service, be it in politics or media, an entertainer 

has an ethical responsibility in how they present themselves to their viewers. He devoted 

a majority of a segment to the recklessness of Dr. Oz promoting unregulated and unsafe 

supplements on his program and spent the final moments of the piece demonstrating 

how someone with a television program and a need to fill time can use tap-dancing 

actors, a webcast of a famous author, fake reality show actors, a t-shirt gun and a 

marching band to run down the clock without making dangerous unproven claims 

(LastWeekTonight, 2014j) It’s quite likely Oliver thinks he actually has more in 

common with Oz rather than a journalist. But as a broadcaster, Oliver acknowledges he 

does not operate without responsibilities, particularly towards transparency. 

 When covering the growing frequency of advertising for daily fantasy sports 

companies, he mentions that many major organizations including the NBA and MLB 

have financial stakes in daily fantasy sports, and this includes cable networks. Oliver 

then points out that HBO is a subsidiary of a company with said stakes 

(LastWeekTonight, 2015l). While blasting news organizations that have adopted native 

advertising, an approach he acknowledges HBO paid Buzzfeed for to promote the show 

in its infancy, Oliver is quick to point out what one loses with such a tactic.  

Ads are baked into content like chocolate chips into a cookie, except it's actually 

more like raisins into a cookie because no one [expletive] wants them there. And 
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the point is, think how much it would affect your trust in me as a source if you 

knew that that last anti-raisin-cookie joke was actually brought to you by Chips 

Ahoy! (LastWeekTonight, 2014k)   

   

 And when it comes to targets of Oliver’s wit, corporations tend to take more heat 

from the television host than politicians. Because even when a corporate entity is not the 

primary focus of the segment, Oliver is usually poking fun at some company in service of 

a joke, and it’s all thanks to HBO. As Oliver explained it during his segment on native 

advertising:  

I am very aware that we’re extremely lucky here on HBO. We don't have 

advertisers, so if I want to say that, for instance, Cadbury Creme Eggs [ are filled 

with Dolphin sperm or that Old Navy clothing makes you look like a tacky 

murderer or that Snickers only satisfies you for about eight minutes then makes 

you hate yourself for the rest of the day, I can. I can do all of those things. And 

why? Well, because of HBO's business model which no one has been able to 

adequately explain to me yet. (LastWeekTonight, 2014k) 

 

  With the exception of a recurring gag about his love for DeWalt ladders, there’s 

hardly a major corporate entity Oliver hasn’t insulted in one form or another, although 

Oliver tends to take particular exception to companies that produce food, from 

questioning whether a McRib is permissible “in a civilized society” (LastWeekTonight, 

2014e) to calling Outback Steak House’s food “basically a chunk of horse meat with grill 

marks drawn on it with a sharpie” (LastWeekTonight, 2015n) and equating Bud Light 

Lime’s flavor with “a puddle beneath a Long John Silver’s dumpster” (LastWeekTonight, 

2015j). 

 Such comments are partly due to having the freedom to make such jokes without 

foreseeable consequences, as Oliver himself has stated, especially when his colleagues on 

basic cable networks reliant on ad sales are required to talk with more care. However, 

there is much to suggest this behavior may also be driven by a foundational belief on 
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Oliver’s part that the influence of these entities ends up impacting so many aspects of our 

daily lives. 

 While he feels television personalities like Dr. Oz should bear some responsibility 

for promoting untested products as miracle treatments for ailments, Oliver believes the 

blame should also be shared with the politicians influenced by lobbyists for allowing so 

many of these products to operate with minimal government regulation or oversight 

(LastWeekTonight, 2014j). The entire premise of his segment on marketing to doctors 

(LastWeekTonight, 2015n) is that pharmaceutical companies are spending more money 

on marketing rather than research, with potentially disastrous consequences for the 

patients who are prescribed this medication, sometimes outside its intended purpose. 

When covering a political ad urging citizens to call their congressperson to vote no on 

financial relief for Puerto Rico, Oliver blatantly, through some pretty unsubtle coughing, 

accuses the dark money ad of being produced by hedge fund companies dependent on 

Puerto Rico’s debt (LastWeekTonight, 2016q).  

 Oliver has encouraged his viewers to work as active citizens, staying abreast of 

various issues that impact them and voting when they have the chance, but the host feels 

that corporate entities do hold an enormous amount of influence, and on at least one 

occasion appealed directly to various sponsors of the World Cup to use their weight to 

kick Sepp Blatter, then FIFA president, out of the organization following the indictment 

of several of the organization’s executives (LastWeekTonight, 2015j). It’s hard to discern 

how much luck Oliver or his research team has had in contacting corporations for 

comment and whether he has a higher success rate of response compared to politicians, 

but he has acknowledged responses from corporate subjects in his opioids segment, 
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(LastWeekTonight, 2016p) in addition to representatives of John Hancock 

(LastWeekTonight, 2016a) while relaying his teams attempts at putting together an 

employment retirement plan.  

  As much as he adopts the language of film and television tropes to further illustrate 

his points, Oliver does the same for popular advertising styles as well. His explanation of 

the influence of lobbying on congressional voting is treated like an old TV spot for a pain 

relief pill (LastWeekTonight, 2014j) and the finale to his segment on marketing to 

doctors takes on the film styling of a typical pharmaceutical ad (LastWeekTonight, 

2015n).  

 And while these are obviously intended as jokes, there are occasions where Oliver 

markets LWT itself as a competing product. Instead of spending money to travel across an 

ocean to earn an elf-spotting certificate from Reykjavik, you can simply visit LWT’s 

webpage and download a certificate for free, and you can also download a certificate 

recognizing yourself as a financial adviser because the term is apparently equally as 

meaningless (LastWeekTonight, 2016a). Towards the end of this very same segment, 

Oliver suggests referring back to the concluding scene of retirement tips and suggestions 

from Billy Eichner when the viewers feel they’re ready to start saving.  The multilevel 

marketing video was reposted with Spanish subtitles and a final pitch by a Hispanic actor 

explicitly for the purpose of sharing the video with Spanish speakers targeted by 

multilevel marketing companies (LastWeekTonight, 2016o). 

 It’s this very sharing that makes the LWT segment clips on YouTube a potential 

boon for HBO. Racking close to a half-billion views as of April 2019, the videos 

surveyed in this segment do not appear to currently support advertising for any of them. 
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But the diversity of topics covered, both within this three-year period and ever since, 

serves as a potential gateway for new audience members and subscribers.  
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 

 

 

 
 Over the following three years, Oliver’s star has continued to rise as his segments 

frequently trend on YouTube’s front page and the program has earned three consecutive 

Emmys for Best Variety Talk series (Turchiano, 2018). Through these long form 

segments, Oliver straddles the entertainment field and the journalistic field, as he 

manages to engage his viewers through humor in order to educate them about a wide 

variety of issues. But is he more of a comedian or a reporter? Oliver will insist such 

comparisons to his work as journalism serve only as “a slap in the face to the actual 

journalists whose work we rely on” (LastWeekTonight, 2016d). And while Baym (2005) 

may add Oliver’s name to the likes of Stewart and Colbert as representatives of a new 

form of journalism, perhaps the effort to classify the television host in such terms misses 

the larger point of where he stands and what he does in this vast media landscape. 

 Roughly a half-year after his third season finale, Oliver was the opening speaker 

of a fundraiser for the Trevor Project, an organization Oliver urged viewers to consider 

funding in the aforementioned segment (LastWeekTonight, 2016c). At the fundraiser, the 

LWT host identified himself as “John Oliver from HBO or YouTube, depending on your 

age bracket.” (The Trevor Project, 2017). While this study did not analyze the perception 

of Oliver in the media field at large, appearances at such events may suggest Oliver’s 

cultural capital has potentially risen to an extent where (like his fellow countryman 

Russell Brand) the television host is considered to be something more of an advocate than 

a humorist or a journalist. It’s quite possible such consideration has increased in the last 

three years. 
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 The conclusion of the 2016 election stands as such a benchmark to matters of 

media in particular, that further research in this area could be conducted on the following 

three seasons not covered in the series to see if there are any significant differences in 

Oliver’s adoption of various roles. An examination of the sources cited within these 

segments may also prove beneficial to see what — be they mass media, academic, 

government or otherwise — the television host relays to his audience as legitimate, 

particularly in accordance with studies that seek to measure Oliver’s influence.  

 In regards to role performance, this was a qualitative study using a model 

intended for quantitative research for a medium – satirical television – where Mellado 

certainly could not have imagined the model would be applied. Certainly elements of the 

model had to be overlooked – as previously stated, the Infotainment dimension was 

conservatively coded for instances that were strictly tied to the issue Oliver was 

discussing –  so this was a rather general examination of Last Week Tonight within this 

framework. The original conception for the model dealt around the question of 

determining what the journalist actually produced rather than the ideals driving the 

journalist, so the use of a particular role performance would not necessarily be considered 

an ideal approach to reporting depending on how any individual journalist conceived of 

their role.  

 Take the Infotainment dimension, for example. Mellado (2015) described the role 

performance dimension as “[the use of] different stylistics, narrative and/or visual 

discourses in order to entertain and thrill the public” (p. 601), likening it to the approach 

found typically in tabloid magazines. Without particular discernment in the coding 

process of this study, this would likely have been the dominant role performance 
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discovered within the LWT transcripts, perhaps only second to 

Disseminator/Interventionist. But even if that had been the case, it would not dismiss the 

presence of every other role and the way in which Oliver approached them.   

 The parallels between John Oliver’s presentation of his long-form segments and 

the dimensions of role performance certainly suggests that one can adopt these roles 

without necessarily being a journalist. Perhaps this explains why Oliver has been 

embraced by journalists and broadcasters to the extent that he has. Whether one disputes 

if Oliver’s work is ultimately journalism, it is at the very least informative and arguably 

more comprehensive than most typical newscasts about an issue, because Oliver 

possesses the freedom to cover what interests him with limited restriction, and he 

typically references previously published reporting in order to do so.  

 Unlike traditional western journalists, Oliver is far more open to expressing his 

own point of view and this can sometimes extend to ad hominem attacks, as was 

observed in the case of Dabo Swinney and Jack Phillips. However, it should be 

recognized that Oliver’s presentation suggests a structured role conception of what he 

believes an entertainer should do. The first indicator, quite obviously, is to entertain. 

Jokes are prevalent throughout the entirety of the segment, even if the subject matter at 

hand is unusually somber. If left with no other choice, he will be certain to conclude his 

episode with something he thinks everyone will enjoy, perhaps even silly videos of cute 

animals. A second indicator would be a commitment to honesty towards the audience. 

Oliver has publicly stated in both interviews and on the show itself the programs 

commitment to accuracy when presenting the weekly segment. Furthermore, he has 

called out other broadcasters for their tendency to mislead their own audience solely for 
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the sake of filling time, as he charges Dr. Oz with committing when he promotes 

particular products on his television program.     

 While prior literature has indicated a divide between role conception and 

performance, Oliver’s values are worthy of reassertion. In much of his work there is an 

underlying message of intervention, encouraging his viewers to be curious and attentive 

to their world. There was very little indication of original reporting on the part of the 

LWT team, but there were several instances where Oliver piggy-backed on previous news 

reports and investigations largely out of an interest to see what else could be found, as he 

did when he reviewed details of an inspector general’s report about a military 

commander’s inebriated tour of Russia (LastWeekTonight, 2014f) or the plight of a Kia 

Optima (LastWeekTonight, 2016e).  

 While the majority of his segment time tends to feature elites, he will try to 

remind his audience what is at stake even when it doesn’t have an immediate impact on 

their personal lives. The inclusivity in terms of his communication with his audience, as 

well as his promotion of basic empathy serves to remind his viewers that they are not 

simply passive consumers but citizens with the potential to act.   

 If Oliver is representative of a further invasion by the entertainment field into the 

journalistic field, then Oliver’s presence is perhaps more benign than some of his 

predecessors. While he has occasionally made glib asides at media reporters within the 

segments, these instances are few and far between, with Oliver championing the efforts 

of journalists and actually encouraging viewers to seek out a diverse media diet 

(LastWeekTonight, 2016c) and actually pay for news subscription to do their part to keep 

journalism alive (LastWeekTonight, 2016d).  
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 But as much as Oliver encourages an informed and engaged citizenry, he doesn’t 

appear to have the inclination or the means to produce journalism of an intrinsic quality 

that could rival the work of a traditional newsroom. Oliver offers his viewers a 

comprehensive look at a serious issue week after week, but it’s primarily due to the work 

conducted by journalists weeks, months or even years in the past. For that very reason, 

what a journalist should take away from Oliver’s work is validation. 

 The recommendation to journalists is not to continue to produce quality work solely 

for the sake of Oliver’s show. What should be taken away is the place of LWT within a 

larger media ecosystem in which various fields are playing off and influencing one 

another, particularly in the age of the internet. Oliver’s videos attract millions of viewers, 

and become the center-piece of brief article bursts on many web media pages. Bourdieu 

worried about how television infringes upon the autonomy of other cultural fields, and 

while there have been concerns about what Stewart and his ilk do to the public’s 

perception of the media, if an essential goal of journalism is the proliferation of the truth 

to the masses, then perhaps journalists need to breathe a sigh of relief that Oliver is one 

such vessel.  

 While he may not fit within the traditional mold of a journalist, he demonstrates a 

devotion and interest to factual, comprehensive and investigative stories. Comedy news 

may not be an ideal substitute for traditional journalism, but Oliver, perhaps even more 

than Stewart, has continued to demonstrate that it has value. 
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APPENDICES 

 

 

 

The following three pages include the journalistic role performance 

and indicator guide modeled after the coding sheet presented in the appendix 

of the Mellado and Van Dalen (2014) study. This was referred to as I 

analyzed Oliver’s long-form segments. I also include two other categories 

used for the purposes of note-taking during the analysis, titled Production 

and Miscellaneous. They are included as well. Following this is a screenshot 

of the table I stored and organized the data for this study as well as a page of 

one of the transcripts for this study. This is followed by a table which notes 

the YouTube page views of every long-form segment surveyed in this study 

as of April 2, 2019.  
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ROLE Indicator Description 

 

 

 

 

 

Interventionist/Disseminator 

Opinion 
Does Oliver take a particular side on an issue? 

Interpretation 
Oliver explains how a and b may have lead to c 

Propose or demand change 

Oliver expresses the need for change following a certain event or action, 

potentially addressing consequences were change not to occur. 

Uses qualifying adjectives 
Self-explanatory 

First-person 
Oliver uses words like “I”, “we”, “me”, “my”, “our” during story 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

            Loyal Facilitator 

Country’s progress/success 
Oliver points out what the U.S. is doing better than they have before 

Compare country/region 
Oliver points out what the U.S. is doing better compared to other countries 

Promotion of the country 
Oliver presents an aspect of the U.S. as a means of promoting the country 

abroad 

National triumphs 
Oliver discusses the achievements of an individual group as a citizen, 

particularly achievements abroad 

Supporting institutional 

activities Oliver expresses support for actions made by a government or business 

Supporting national policies 
Oliver promotes or praises the policies of the government 

Positive image of political 

elite 

Oliver paints a positve picture of a political actor, stressing their abilites 

and skills and potentially physical characteristics that might fall in hand 

with good leadership 

Positive image of an 

economic elite Oliver paints a positive picture of a business or economic elite. 

Table 8.1 Disseminator/interventionist and Loyal-facilitator indicator guides  
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Service 

Impact on everday life 

Oliver focuses on how the news will affect them personally (Ex. War 
could lead to higher prices at the gas tank or a heat wave will lead to 

higher utility costs) This would also include how the decisions of a 
political, economic or other actor would have a personal impact. NOTE: 

Might also involve noting the predatory behavior of non-elite actors 

Tips and advice for 
handinling problems 

within a person's 
environment 

Oliver offers the viewer guidance, either via himself or an expert for 
how to address issues immediately outside of their control, including an 

obnoxious neighbor or telemarketers 

Tips and advice for 
improving life and/or 
personal problems 

Oliver offers the viewer guidance, either via himself or an expert for 
how to address issues within their control, such as healthy eating or 

smart investing 

Consumer advice 
Oliver discusses a business or a product from the angle of consumer 

advantage. Which competitor sells the best product, which provides the 
best service, and so on. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Infotainment 

Personalization 
Oliver’s story features a diverse selection of sources from different 

ethnic, economic, social, or educational backgrounds 

Private Life 
Oliver’s story features an aspect of a person’s life that would not fall 
within the public interest and ordinary individuals would prefer to be 

kept private (affairs, substance abuse, etc.) 

Sensationalism 
Oliver uses hyperbole, dramatic language, superlative adjectives and 

metaphors to highlight unusual aspects of a story 

Scandal 
Oliver discusses an action by a political, business or other elite that is 
publicly considered unethical or immoral or otherwise illegal but is not 

directly related to their public role. 

Emotions 
Oliver references emotions within a story 

Morbidity 
Oliver shows or describes acts of violence or sex within a news story 

Table 8.2 Service and Infotainment indicator guides 
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Watchdog 

Questioning 

Oliver questions the actions or statements of a defacto power (being 
government, business or other elite) through statements or opinions. (E.G. 
Will this new policy actually help the orphans this business/administration 

claims to love?) 

Questioning (via sources) 
Oliver uses an outside source to question the actions or statements of a 

defacto power through statements and opinions 

Criticize Oliver directly criticizes the actions or statements by a defacto power. 

Criticize (via sources) 
Oliver uses an outside source to directly criticize the actions or statements 

of a defacto power 

Conflict between 
journalist and power 

The story demonstrates some conflict between Oliver and a source or 
focus of the story, such as a defacto government or business elite. The 
elite may call Oliver out or otherwise confront or harass the journalist or 

members of his staff 

Denounce Oliver directly accuses a defacto power (including governments, 
businesses, or other elites) of actions that are illegal or unethical 

Denounce (via sources) 
Oliver uses an outside source to accuse a defacto power of actions that 

are illegal or unethical 

Investigative reporting 

Oliver and his team conducts a formal investigation into the actions (or 
lack thereof) of defacto powers (such as governments, government 
officials, businesses and other elites) outside of information from 

secondary sources and leaks 

External investigation 
Oliver reports on investigations conducted by other publications or judicial, 

administrative, academic institutions, etc. 

Information about judicial 
or  administrative 

processes 

Oliver discusses actions or decisions by judicial and administrative entities 
against individuals or groups in power, including government officials, 

businesses or other elites 

Table 8.3 Watchdog indicator guide 
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PRODUCTION 

Work 

Oliver refers to specific work conducted by him or 

his team. This may include references to tasks 

verbally credited to Oliver and his research team 

(such as subjects approached, research material 

gathered, or subjects reaching out to the show) 

Incentive 
Oliver incentivizes his audience to watch a 

particular segment 

Values 
Oliver refers to a specific value or principle he 

holds or believes others should hold  

Celebrity 
Oliver's segment features a celebrity (a television, 

film, sports or public figure of some notoriety) 

Sketch 

Oliver's segment concludes with a sketch, musical 

performance or a prop-based conclusion. 

(Basically, if it involves anything other than Oliver 

talking) 

Freedom 
Oliver verbally refers to a freedom or privilege of 

his position on HBO 

Restriction 

Oliver verbally refers to a restriction or limitation 

of his position on HBO or his presentation of a 

particular segment 

Language 
Oliver criticizes or jokes about a story subject's 

phrasing or euphemistic language 

Corporate Ribbing 
Oliver makes a joke about a particular corporation 

or its product 

Celebrity Ribbing Oliver makes a joke about a particular celebrity 

Table 9 Production guide 
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MISCELLANEOUS 

Country 

Any critical comment Oliver makes about the US, 

particularly related to its place in the world at 

large. 

Cultural 
Any critical comment or observation Oliver makes 

in relation to cultural norms of the U.S,. 

Observation 
Random observations that may or may not apply to 

another code category 

Table 10 Miscellaneous guide 
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Graphic 1. Screenshot of role performance data table 
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Graphic 2. Screenshot of cleaned transcript page 
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EPISODE_NAME Views as of 04/02/19 
DEATH_PENALTY 11,867,170 
NET_NEUTRALITY 14,588,604 

DR_OZ 14,397,991 
WEALTH_GAP 15,284,713 

PRISON 9,489,143 
NUCLEAR_WEAPONS 16,125,804 
NATIVE_ADVERTISING 10,146,780 
PREDATORY_LENDING 11,483,999 

FERGUSON_MO 10,988,984 
CIVIL_FORFEITURE 11,671,807 

MARKETING_TO_DOCTORS 10,680,714 
INFRASTRUCTURE 10,876,078 

NCAA 11,699,727 
IRS 7,767,432 

PAID_FAMILY_LEAVE 7,848,355 
FIFAII 8,756,435 
BAIL 8,150,910 

TORTURE 9,327,551 
DC_STATEHOOD 7,297,166 
TELEVANGELISTS 24,154,509 

LGBT_DISCRIMINATION 9,989,093 
MENTAL_ILLNESS 9,529,506 

CANADIAN_ELECTION 12,365,062 
MEDICAID_GAP 4,492,597 

DAILY_FANTASY_SPORTS 8,263,842 
VOTING 9,036,446 

ABORTION_LAWS 8,915,227 
SPECIAL_DISTRICTS 7,007,423 

BORDER_WALL 19,836,892 
PUERTO_RICO 10,544,202 

PRIMARIES_AND_CAUCUSES 5,975,964 
RETIREMENT_PLANS 12,152,316 

BREXIT 16,149,265 
DOPING 10,363,250 

RNC 8,894,572 
DNC 9,389,956 

JOURNALISM 10,558,789 
AUTO_LENDING 10,381,172 

CHARTER_SCHOOLS 10,691,015 
REFUGEE_CRISIS 5,388,065 

SCANDALS 15,761,011 
POLICE_ACCOUNTABILITY 10,057,591 

GUANTANAMO 7,604,760 
THIRD_PARTIES 11,109,197 

OPIOIDS 11,865,181 
SCHOOL_SEGREGATION 9,051,458 
MULTILEVEL_MARKETING 16,185,089 

PRESIDENT_ELECT_TRUMP 16,270,024 
TRUMP_UNIVERSITY 6,971,141 

TOTAL 455,650,553 

Table 11 Page view count of surveyed videos as of 04/02/2019 
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