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This study examines 10 celebrity appearances on American 
late-night talk shows to understand better how the comedy 
television genre functions discursively in crisis communica-
tion. The analysis finds that talk show hosts and guests rarely 
used humour and instead created space for sincere crisis re-
sponses. Talk show hosts and guests downplayed humour and 
policed the reactions typically expected of live studio audienc-
es—cheering, clapping, laughing—that could have damaged 
the perceived sincerity of the crisis responses. Pushing humour 
aside in most cases, celebrities apologized, suggested correc-
tive actions, and bolstered their reputations. Finally, the article 
speculates why a celebrity would choose a funny television 
talk show—an unusual venue for crisis communication—to re-
spond to a reputational crisis that is no laughing matter.
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  The American late-night talk show appears, at first glance, to be an unusual 
venue for crisis communication. Celebrities appear on these comedy 
shows to entertain audiences and promote their television shows, films, 
and products. A house band plays upbeat music. A live studio audience 

cheers and claps, creating a positive atmosphere for the host and the guest to 
chat about good news while sitting in comfortable chairs. Both the host and 
the guest tell stories and exchange jokes, with audience members laughing on 
cue. With this general description of the American late-night talk show in mind, 
it seems like an unsuitable or inappropriate environment in which to address 
the hosts' or the guests' criminal charges, racial or homophobic slurs, blackface 
performances, sexual jokes about minors, allegations of sexual harassment, and 
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other bad behaviour. Yet, over the past 25 years or so, prominent celebrities, 
including a few hosts, have addressed their reputational crises—covering the 
range of bad personal behaviour described above—on American late-night 
talk shows. 

The seeming inappropriateness of this television genre for crisis response 
is rooted in the risk that humour presents to the perception of message sincer-
ity. William Benoit (2015) notes the importance, particularly for apologies, of 
people appearing sincere in crisis responses: "A persuader's apparent sincer-
ity tends to increase the source's credibility and effectiveness" (p. 128). And if 
the persuader—like a celebrity speaking about a crisis on The Late Show with 
David Letterman or Jimmy Kimmel Live! —appears sincere, the audience "may 
choose to pardon the wrongful act" (Benoit, 2015, p. 26). On the other hand, if 
the persuader does not appear sincere, the message may fail; Clementson and 
Page (2021) argue that responses can succeed or fail based on how the audi-
ence perceives the sincerity of the persuader. 

Sincerity is communicated in two ways, and humour can disrupt both. 
Sincerity has a non-verbal element called demeanour, as well as a verbal ele-
ment (Clementson & Page, 2021). In late-night talk shows, the threat to sincere 
demeanour comes from laughter and smiling and the body language associ-
ated with both. In the verbal element, jokes and quips may be inappropriate, 
as they can make light of a serious situation and raise questions about the 
persuader's sincerity. The tone should match the situation; serious situations 
require a serious tone and demeanour. 

This concern for the risk of humour to sincerity is part of a broader ex-
amination of emotions in crisis communication. Studies by Xiao, Hudders, 
et al. (2018) and Claeys et al. (2013) look at whether crisis communicators' 
demeanour and verbal communication should be unemotional (rational) or 
emotional. Both studies conclude that it is better to express a negative emo-
tion, such as sadness, than to show no emotion at all. Beyond the study of the 
usefulness of negative emotions in crisis response, Xiao, Hudders, et al. (2018) 
point out that little research has been conducted on positive emotions, such 
as humour. 

To date, there is no evidence for the general effectiveness of humour in 
crisis response, making a celebrity's decision to appear on a funny late-night 
talk show for crisis response questionable. Compton and Miller (2011) exam-
ine this angle in the case of a crisis facing famous late-night host David Letter-
man; they conclude that humour did not help his message. In a study of the 
speeches of former U.S. President George Bush, Liu (2007) highlights the jokes 
and jovial tone Bush employed during difficult situations, arguing that this 
approach did not help his crisis messaging. In an examination of a Swedish 
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company's use of humour in ads responding to a major service crisis, Vigsø 
(2013) observes that "humor and irony are normally not recommended with-
in crisis communication" (p. 123). Specifically, to the sincerity question, one 
study concludes that humour can lead to a negative outcome: the perception 
that the communicator is insincere (Xiao, Cauberghe, et al., 2018).

Some studies of the situational application of humour find it useful in 
limited contexts. In less severe cases often found on social media, humour has 
been shown to be an element of an effective crisis response strategy because 
social media audiences accept it (Kim et al., 2016). On the other end of the 
spectrum, many researchers warn against humour in severe situations. Ridan-
pää (2019) concludes that "serious and sensitive" crises like school shootings 
are off-limits for joking (p. 905). Vigsø (2013) and Xiao, Cauberghe, et al. (2018) 
warn against humour in situations of injuries, death, or severe damage. Kim et 
al. (2016) agree that when customers and clients are physically hurt, humour 
is inappropriate.

Clearly, humour is not advised in the types of situations for which celeb-
rities have appeared on late-night talk shows, including sexual assault allega-
tions. However, few studies have specifically examined the American late-
night talk show and the possible threats this comedy genre par excellence may 
present. In a seminal article on reputational image repair after a crisis, Benoit 
(1997) examines the appearances of English actor Hugh Grant on various talk 
shows, including late-night ones, after he was arrested in Los Angeles in 1995 
for lewd behaviour. Judging Grant's overall response to be effective, Benoit 
uses the case mainly to compare entertainment image repair to political im-
age repair, not to investigate more deeply how this funny television talk show 
genre functions in crisis communication or why celebrities would use it. Look-
ing at a crisis surrounding Letterman, Compton and Miller (2011) primarily 
assess Letterman's use of image repair response strategies on his own talk 
show. While their study includes some analysis of the late-night talk show 
genre, it remains focused, like Benoit's study, on response strategy efficacy 
without any consideration of whether Letterman should have used the late-
night show for crisis response at all, given the threat of humour to sincerity.

In the context of this research on humour, sincerity, and crisis response, 
the broad goal of this study is to document how and explain why celebrities 
responded to their serious reputational crises on these funny shows. Gener-
ally speaking, funny television shows would seem to present an opportunity 
to employ humour in certain cases, since audiences expect humour on these 
shows. However, as this paper documents, quite the opposite happened. Sur-
prisingly, most celebrities and hosts downplayed humour or avoided it alto-
gether. Indeed, they worked to manage the risk of humour to help preserve 
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the celebrities' appearance of sincerity. Show hosts used several strategies to 
create a space in which celebrities could speak sincerely about their serious 
cases. The discursive analysis in this paper demonstrates that this risk man-
agement altered the genre of the late-night talk show, rendering it an appro-
priate venue, at least temporarily, for celebrities to engage in serious crisis 
response. 

This study—the first in-depth examination of the place of late-night talk 
shows in crisis communication—adds a new angle to the study of emotions 
and sincerity in crisis response by documenting this unusual but ultimately 
useful crisis communication venue. In the absence of humour, its efficacy can-
not be tested; instead, this study examines how people 'in the field' deal with 
humour threats. Indeed, the absence of humour in most of these cases is in-
structive for crisis communication practitioners. As this study shows, seasoned 
practitioners of one of the most iconic forms of comedic television seemed to 
intuitively understand that humour should be avoided, both in quite serious 
situations (sexual assault allegations against Hollywood actors) as well as in 
less serious situations (a rapper taking a microphone away from a singer at 
an awards show). They recognize that the alternative damages sincerity. Xiao, 
Cauberghe, et al. (2018), Kim et al. (2016), Compton and Miller (2011), Ridan-
pää (2019), and Vigsø (2013) describe severe or serious crises—ones in which 
humour should be avoided—as those involving physical injuries or death or 
severe damage. However, none of the celebrity cases in this study involved 
physical injuries or death (indeed, the celebrities would probably not have 
been invited on these shows if they had hurt people in these ways). This ab-
sence of traditionally defined severe harm prompts a re-evaluation of what 
qualifies as a serious case. This study additionally expands on the notion of 
what constitutes a serious case, an important factor in the consideration of 
whether to employ humour at all. Even less severe cases like these require an 
abundance of caution when considering using humour.

Method
The corpus of this study is a convenience sample of celebrity appearanc-

es on American late-night talk shows discovered through a search of Google 
Scholar, Google News, and the Google search engine using the keywords 
"late-night talk show" and "crisis" between the years 1995 and 2020, as well as 
a search of cases in the Public Apology Central case database (http://publi-
capologycentral.com/) hosted by Southern Utah University. The search iden-
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tified 10 instances of prominent male celebrities discussing their reputational 
crises on these shows. This corpus may not include all relevant celebrity late-
night talk show appearances over 25 years, but it is large enough to observe 
patterns, common themes, and common strategies. 

A peculiarity of the search was that few female celebrities have appeared 
on talk shows to do crisis response. One appearance, by Janet Jackson in 
2004 on the David Letterman show, saw Letterman press her to talk about 
the 'wardrobe malfunction' crisis that occurred at the end of her musical per-
formance at the 2004 NFL Super Bowl. However, this case was not included 
in this corpus as Jackson declined to speak about the incident—she clearly 
was not using the appearance for crisis response. Another prominent case in-
volved actress Reese Witherspoon, who apologized for a charge of disorderly 
conduct. However, her appearance was not on a late-night talk show but on 
the morning talk show Good Morning America (ABC News, 2013). Without any 
other late-night talk show appearances involving celebrity women, the corpus 
here remains focused on appearances by male celebrities. 

The year 1995 was chosen as the starting point for the case search because 
around this time the American late-night talk show genre expanded topically, 
adding news and politics to its typical light entertainment content (Timberg 
& Erler, 2002). Research has documented the development of the uses of these 
talk shows beyond light entertainment over the past 30 years (Baumgartner, 
2008). For example, starting in the 1990s, American political candidates for 
public office increasingly appeared on late-night talk shows (Parkin, 2010). 
Niven et al. (2003) point to the 2000 U.S. presidential election as a key mo-
ment when these shows took on an important role in the discussion of politics. 
This expansion of late-night content was popularized by Jon Stewart's The 
Daily Show (Lichter & Farnsworth, 2018), which first aired in 1996. As well, 
The Tonight Show's Jay Leno, who started as host in 1992, has been singled out 
for bringing more political content into late-night comedy after decades of a 
"comforting and inoffensive" approach from pioneers like Johnny Carson (Li-
chter & Farnsworth, 2018, p. 47). This change opened up an opportunity for 
hosts and guests to discuss social and political issues, which were the issues 
in most of these 10 cases.

Videos of one late-night talk show appearance per case were sourced 
through Internet video sites (Idolxfactor.com, 2014; MyTalkShowHeroes, 
2017; PublicApologyCentral, 2011; Pukabowers, 2009; Royalewithcheese4356, 
2006; SarahSarahDotCom, 2009; The Late Show with Stephen Colbert, 2017, 2018; 
The Tonight Show Starring Jimmy Fallon, 2014, 2020).1 The speech in the videos 

1. To avoid citation clutter later in the paper, the citations for the videos are only listed here
.
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was transcribed by professional transcriptionists from the Rev.com service. 

The transcriptions and videos were then analyzed through close reading 
by the author for speech content, non-verbal behaviour, themes, and strate-
gies. While the analysis presents the changes hosts and guests made to the 
genre and the crisis response strategies the hosts and celebrities used, efficacy 
is not measured; the point is to document how humour was mitigated and 
how these celebrities responded. The scope is also limited specifically to the 
context of the late-night talk show studio appearances and not to social media 
content or news reports about the show appearances.

The Cases: Social Issues
The 10 cases considered here involve one musician, six actors, and two 

late-night talk show hosts (see Table 1 for a list of the cases). All 10 crisis cases 
were threats to reputations due to acts that crossed social boundaries. The 
cases began with an isolated act toward another person or group, but quickly 
they became connected to larger societal issues and debates. These 10 cases 
can be categorized further into three types or themes: sexual allegations; hate-
ful comments or performances; and inappropriate behaviour. None of the cas-
es involved the most extreme outcome of death, but they were serious enough 
that the celebrities felt compelled to talk about them in such a public way on 
these shows. 

Table 1: Case Summaries

Name Year Talk Show Case Summary

Hugh Grant 1995 The Tonight Show with 
Jay Leno

Sex with sex worker in a car

Michael Richards 2006 The Late Show with 
David Letterman

Racial slurs directed at night-
club audience during comedy 
appearance

Kayne West 2009 The Tonight Show with 
Jay Leno

Interruption of another musi-
cian's speech on a live music 
awards show
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Name Year Talk Show Case Summary

David Letterman 
(2 cases)

2009 The Late Show with 
David Letterman

•	 Sexual joke perceived as 
targeting a politician's 
underage daughter 

•	 Extortion attempt about 
sexual relations with show 
subordinates

Jonah Hill 2014 The Tonight Show Star-
ring Jimmy Fallon

Homophobic slur directed at 
paparazzi photographers

Gary Oldman 2014 Jimmy Kimmel Live! Racial and homophobic slurs 
spoken during interview with 
journalist

Ben Affleck 2017 The Late Show with 
Stephen Colbert

Sexual harassment allegation

James Franco 2018 The Late Show with 
Stephen Colbert

Sexual harassment allegation

Jimmy Fallon 2020 The Tonight Show Star-
ring Jimmy Fallon

Racial insensitivity by per-
forming in blackface

Temporary Discursive Changes to the Late-Night Talk 
Show Genre 

Taking these 10 cases together, the analysis below considers the American 
late-night talk show as a genre. Frandsen and Johansen (2017) define a genre 
as "a group or 'family' of texts that, besides sharing the same communicative 
purpose, also display common characteristics regarding message strategies" 
(p. 153). The genre of the American late-night talk show has a number of dis-
cursive characteristics described at the beginning of this paper including: 

•	 topical conversation directed by the witty host, often about the media 
products the guest is promoting at the time; 

•	 regular jokes, quips, and light stories; and 
•	 a live studio audience primed to laugh and cheer. 

Crisis communication research has often examined another genre—the press 
conference—in a similar way. De Waele and Claeys (2017) describe the press 
conference as one of the "more traditional forms of crisis communication which 
have already demonstrated their potential for reputation repair" (p. 682). This 
analysis contributes to genre analysis more broadly in crisis communication 
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research by showing, for the first time, the same potential of the late-night talk 
show for crisis response. The section below provides a summary of the key 
discursive alterations and strategies in these 10 late-night appearances that 
created a space for serious and sincere messaging. 

The Seriously Unfunny Role of the Host				  
The late-night talk show host takes on a hybrid role in most of these cases 

unlike that of the comedian: one part hard-hitting journalist and one part pub-
lic relations practitioner. One may expect late-night talk show hosts, looking 
to entertain first and foremost, to ask soft questions of their guests and keep 
the episode light. But in many of these cases, the host interrogates. In addi-
tion to asking the guests pointed and challenging questions at times, the hosts 
also offer support. As a kind of public relations practitioner, the late-night talk 
show host also ensures that the promotional aspect of these appearances—the 
primary reason most guests came on the shows—is not forgotten. The hosts 
often remind the studio audience and viewers of the guests' media projects, 
boosting reputations.

Humour and the Studio Audience
The audience of the late-night talk show presents a challenge for hosts 

and guests looking to project a serious tone to ensure the perception of sin-
cerity. Typically, studio audience behaviour—cheering, clapping—sets a light, 
positive mood for the appearances. In nine of these cases, the show segments 
still begin with the audience cheering and clapping. While the ritual of cheer-
ing at the end of an interview segment is common to the late-night talk show 
genre, in these cases, it sends the celebrity-in-crisis out on a particularly posi-
tive note. This created a sense of closure to the crisis response, as the audience 
gives its implied but rote 'stamp of approval' to the messaging. There is no 
booing or other negative behaviour from the audience in any of the cases.

The Limitation on Jokes
These appearances are not completely devoid of jokes, but jokes are more 

limited than usual. In some of the cases—Colbert with Affleck, Colbert with 
Franco, Letterman with Richards, and Leno with West—the hosts play the 
situation completely straight, without any humour, and the audience remains 
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quiet or subdued. But in some others, like Kimmel with Oldman, Leno with 
Grant, and Letterman with his own extortion crisis, the hosts intersperse their 
segments with a few quips and jokes, garnering a measure of laughter from 
audiences. It is not surprising that a few instances of humour remain; in dif-
ficult situations, it can reduce tension and strengthen connections between 
people (Vraga et al., 2014; Young & Lukk, 2017; Zhang et al., 2014). Humour 
can also be strategic, allowing "hosts to ask pointed and aggressive questions 
while maintaining a less charged atmosphere" (Vraga et al., 2014, p. 134). Ex-
amples of joking around, however, are rare in the 10 cases. 

The Challenge of Humour and Policing the Audience
Despite these few instances of humour, in most cases tension surfaces 

between the humour expected of comedy shows and the matters at hand in 
these reputational crises. In many of these cases, the hosts and guests seem to 
understand the inappropriateness of comedy. 

Live studio audience members come to the television studio expecting 
laughs, not serious discussions of criminal charges, racial or homophobic slurs, 
sexual jokes about minors, and allegations of sexual harassment. They cannot 
be faulted then for laughing at times during these appearances. However, in 
many of these interviews, the hosts and guests police the studio audience's 
reactions. They seem to recognize the risk of humour to the message; as Xiao, 
Cauberghe, et al. (2018) note, humour can negatively affect the audience's per-
ception of sincerity, and "when a crisis response message is perceived as insin-
cere, the message will be of little or no value to the public" (p. 247).

Once the humour is cleared away, the hosts and guests have a space for 
crisis response, and they tend to resort to basic crisis response strategies: apol-
ogy, corrective action, bolstering, and minimization. Apology as a crisis strat-
egy has been positioned as a key starting point for most crisis communication 
responses (Coombs, 1995). In most of these cases, the celebrities do indeed 
apologize, often wholeheartedly. 

In crisis communication textbooks, an apology is usually recommended 
in combination with another strategy, corrective action. Without corrective 
action, the public may wonder if this behaviour will happen again. Correc-
tive action fixes the source of the problem, such as a particular behaviour, and 
"establishes mechanisms designed to protect publics against future threats" 
(Coombs, 1995, p. 453). Corrective action begins with a promise, but then it 
must turn into a concrete action (Burns & Bruner, 2000). Many of these celebri-
ties in these cases do promise to do better through corrective action. Most are 
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not, however, specific about their plans.
A key strategy in crisis response is bolstering, which involves highlight-

ing the past good deeds of the person in crisis (Benoit, 1997; Coombs, 1995). 
In some of these cases, the guest bolsters; in others, the host employs the bol-
stering strategy like a public relations practitioner would for a client. Finally, 
to minimize a crisis event is to downplay its significance (Coombs, 1995). As 
Benoit (1997) explains, the minimization strategy is only successful if the au-
dience agrees that the act was not a big deal. While almost all the celebrities 
in these 10 cases apologize, admit at least some guilt, and suggest, however 
vaguely, some corrective action, some also try to minimize their actions. 

The 10 Cases: Approaches and Strategies
With this summary of the genre alterations and strategies in mind, the 

following section systematically runs through each case and presents exam-
ples, including the response strategies employed, from the hosts and guests. 

Hugh Grant—The Tonight Show with Jay Leno
In the earliest case in the study, actor Hugh Grant was arrested in 1995 by 

Los Angeles police for having sex in a car with sex worker Divine Brown (Chi-
cago Tribune, 1995). Grant's situation was a bit different than the other sexual 
allegations—his sexual encounter was consensual. Still, the social mores of 
the mid-1990s, Grant's position as an up-and-coming Hollywood actor, and 
police concern for 'lewd behaviour' meant his dalliance with Brown became a 
crisis, threatening his public image and professional career. 

Before the segment, Leno works on Grant's behalf, walking outside the 
studio to address the large crowd hoping to catch a glimpse of the star actor. 
In an act of minimization, Leno talks to an Australian reporter in the crowd 
and then says, "From Australia? Isn't there a war in Bosnia [to cover]?" sug-
gesting that Grant's case is not that important in the grand scheme of things. 

Late-night show segments typically begin with the guest coming out 
from backstage and then sitting down in the chair next to the host to healthy 
applause. In Grant's appearance, the audience cheers and claps for quite a 
long time—35 seconds—after he sits down. But then, like a journalist, Leno 
hurls a hard-hitting question: "What the hell were you thinking [having sex 
with a sex worker in a car]?" (The discussion of Grant's movie out that week, 
Nine Months, would have to wait until after the first commercial break.) But 
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Leno also sympathizes with Grant when Grant mentions the challenge of call-
ing his father and telling him about the police charges. 

Grant uses the appearance to apologize. He says he has already apolo-
gized to his girlfriend, Liz Hurley. However, he looks toward the audience at 
one point and says, "I've done an abominable thing and she's been amazing 
about it." He then states contritely, "I need to suffer for this." 

A few of the jokes in these 10 cases come in the Grant interview. While 
Leno recognizes that Grant's crisis has seriously hurt Hurley, Grant's father, 
and Grant's reputation in Hollywood, Leno remains true to his comedic roots 
and makes fun of the situation with a smirk. When Grant laments that his 
crisis is also embarrassing to his film co-stars—including actor Tom Arnold, 
known at the time for his own personal crises—Leno quips that "when you 
embarrass Tom Arnold, that's really tough to do." Perhaps inappropriately, 
given the context, Grant tells a few sexual double entendres, noting that he 
has "never been one to blow my own trumpet" and that his crisis is only inter-
esting to the public because it has "juice in it." Yet, Benoit (2015) assesses this 
"dry wit" as useful, arguing that it makes him seem "likeable" (pp. 258-259).

Michael Richards—The Late Show with David Letterman
In the fall of 2006, actor Michael Richards—famous as Kramer from the 

award-winning sitcom Seinfeld—was performing a standup comedy routine 
in a Los Angeles nightclub when he yelled racial slurs at audience members 
who had been heckling him (Carter, 2006). The case intersected with an age-
old racial divide in America (Indeed, Richards showed concern during the 
late-night appearance that his nightclub outburst would inflame this divi-
sion). Richards appeared by satellite from Los Angeles on Letterman's show. 
Alongside Letterman in the New York studio was Richards' colleague and 
friend Jerry Seinfeld. 

During the segment, both Letterman and Seinfeld take on a supportive 
role, playing the situation straight and refraining from making jokes. Seinfeld 
says he loves Richards and argues that he deserves a chance to state his case 
and recover from the incident. Letterman minimizes Richards' crisis by specu-
lating whether Richards' well-known tendency to be outrageous in his acting 
and comedy career contributed to this situation—was it all an act? Richards 
agrees, saying part of the problem is that he works "in a very uncontrolled 
manner on stage" and is "spontaneous," implying that the style can lead to 
unintended mistakes ("I'm not a racist," Richards adds). 

The attempt at sincere crisis response, however, is hampered by some un-
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usual physical behaviours from Richards, causing some audience members to 
chuckle. Seinfeld scolds the audience, saying, "Stop laughing. It's not funny," 
exhibiting clear concern that the audience's behaviour could derail Richards' 
apology. Seinfeld also says, under his breath, that the audience is "so used 
to" laughing. Along these lines, Richards seems worried about the threat of 
humour and the appropriateness of the talk show genre, saying, "I'm not even 
sure that this is where I should be addressing the situation." Letterman won-
ders about this too; he ends the interview with this comment: "I certainly hope 
you don't have regrets about being on this show this evening." After Richards 
leaves and the camera switches back to Seinfeld and Letterman, Seinfeld talks 
positively about Richards' character. 

Throughout the segment, they do their best to push away humour, even 
if it occasionally pops up in audience reactions. At the end of the segment, 
Seinfeld acknowledges the atypical, serious tone of the interview, saying sar-
castically to Letterman that it will "be a breeze to segue back into comedy." 

David Letterman—The Late Show with David Letterman
In 2009, late-night host David Letterman used his own show as a plat-

form for dealing with two crises he faced. The first case involved a sexual joke 
about a minor. In the summer of 2009, Letterman told a sexual joke on his 
show about Alaska Governor Sarah Palin's 18-year-old daughter, but many 
people thought he referred to her younger 14-year-old daughter, prompting 
Palin and her supporters to ask that CBS fire Letterman (CBS, 2011). In Letter-
man's case, the inappropriate joke crossed a social boundary about acceptable 
commentary about children. 

Letterman uses a segment on his show to apologize sincerely. In his re-
sponse to the Palin family, Letterman says he has never made a joke about 
a child in the three decades he has been on the air. Indeed, "I would be up-
set myself," he says, if he had done such a joke. Both his demeanour and his 
words seem sincere: 

I need to do the right thing here and apologize for having told 
that joke. It's not your fault that it was misunderstood. It's my 
fault that it was misunderstood. ... I would like to apologize, es-
pecially to the two daughters involved, Bristol and Willow, and 
also to the governor and her family and everybody else who was 
outraged by the joke. I'm sorry about it.
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After his apology, Letterman says he will "try to do better in the future." 
The second case involved allegations against Letterman of sexual rela-

tionships he had with staff members. Letterman's situation occurred when 
there was a growing debate about organizational superiors inappropriately 
using their power over subordinates for sex. CBS TV producer Robert Hal-
derman tried to extort $2 million from him in exchange for silence about the 
sexual relationships.

In the October 1, 2009, episode of his show, Letterman uses the public 
relations strategy of 'stealing thunder' (Wigley, 2011), revealing to his audience 
the news of an extortion attempt (it had not been previously reported). Let-
terman calls the relationships consensual and does not apologize during the 
segment, stating that it is up to the women involved to decide whether they 
want to speak out.

Like the Grant-Leno segment, Letterman intersperses some jokes into his 
otherwise serious narrative. In one example, Letterman says he "wanted to 
give [Halderman] a massive check, like in a golf tournament," but "I couldn't 
talk him into that." Letterman's audience also laughs when he makes fun of 
the situation by saying, "I don't usually receive packages [with extortion re-
quests at] 6:00 in the morning in the back of my car." 

More creatively, Letterman uses both vagueness and exaggeration to 
minimize the significance of his crisis. For the first seven minutes of his often-
tense narrative, he does not once describe what got him in trouble. Instead, 
he intersperses hints at various points about the "creepy stuff," "terrible stuff," 
and "terrible things" he has done in his life. He mocks himself considerably 
too; self-deprecation humour has been shown to have some utility in crisis re-
sponse (Kim et al., 2016). Eventually, Letterman gives the exact details: he says 
he "had sex with women who work for me on this show." After the buildup 
about what "creepy" and "terrible" acts he has done, the actual act does not 
seem as bad as the long setup implied. After Letterman finishes his response, 
the audience claps as Letterman thanks them for listening. 

Kanye West—The Tonight Show with Jay Leno
Late in 2009, rapper Kanye West was involved in an incident at the MTV 

Video Music Awards. West jumped on stage, interrupted the award accep-
tance speech of singer Taylor Swift, grabbed the microphone from her hand, 
and said to the audience, "Taylor, I'm really happy for you, and I'm gonna let 
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you finish, but Beyonce had one of the best videos of all time," garnering boos 
from the audience and widespread condemnation on mass media and social 
media (Blinded, 2020; Pickard, 2009; Swash, 2009). West's situation was cer-
tainly less severe than the others. It was not about sexual harassment or rac-
ism but rules of etiquette during a show; however, clearly this behaviour was 
concerning for many people and a threat to his reputation, as he felt the need 
to apologize not long after on The Tonight Show with Jay Leno.

At the start of the late-night show segment, the crowd cheers West—the 
typical welcoming response. After that, however, the crowd remains silent 
until the end as West looks subdued and forlorn. Leno plays the situation 
straight and tells no jokes. In his response, West does not come out and say the 
word 'apologize,' but he notes he was "wrong" and "rude," and plans to talk 
directly with Swift. His promises of corrective action are vague. He says he 
will "help Taylor [Swift] in the future," and he wants to take some time off to 
figure out how he is "going to improve" himself. Trying to bolster his reputa-
tion, West says he has worked to "help people" his "entire life," implying his 
behaviour at the MTV Awards toward Taylor Swift was an aberration. 

In a particularly awkward moment, Leno asks a tough question: what 
would West's mother—who had died only a few years before—have thought 
about his inappropriate behaviour toward Swift? West remains silent for 15 
seconds—an eternity for a live interview—looking troubled by the question. 
Nonetheless, Leno then reaches out and pats him on the knee, like a friend, 
and says, "You okay?" At the end, Leno lightens the mood by returning to the 
promotional aspect of the appearance, telling the audience that West will now 
perform his new song "Run This Town" with Jay-Z and Rihanna. 

Jonah Hill—The Tonight Show Starring Jimmy Fallon
In 2014, actor Jonah Hill was walking down a sidewalk in Los Angeles 

when he yelled a homophobic slur at paparazzi photographers who were pes-
tering him; video of the incident circulated widely on the Web (TMZ, 2014). 
Like many of the other cases in this study, Hill was promoting the film 22 Jump 
Street at the time of the incident and appeared on Jimmy Fallon's late-night 
talk show to apologize. 

At the start of the interview, Hill asks permission from the audience to 
address an unspecified issue—on cue, the audience cheers and claps enthusi-
astically. But Fallon then suddenly tells them to stop—the audience does not 
know what is to come, but Fallon clearly knows that the case of the homopho-
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bic remarks that Hill is about to discuss demands solemnity. Knowing that the 
story he is about to tell does not fit the comedy talk show genre, Hill prefaces 
his explanation by saying, "Unfortunately, this isn't a joke." Hill later says, "I 
know I'm usually funny and stuff, but this wasn't funny. It was stupid." In a 
sense, he apologizes for not meeting the discursive expectations of the live 
studio audience. The bulk of the interview proceeds without any jokes. 

Hill then gives one of the more heartfelt apologies among the 10 cases. 
Hill looks contrite as he says he is "genuinely and deeply sorry to anyone 
who's ever been affected by that [homophobic] term in their life. ... I'm sorry." 
He says 'sorry' twice more in the segment. He bolsters his reputation by men-
tioning that he has been "a supporter of the LGBTQ community my entire 
life," implying that his slur is out of the ordinary for him. He minimizes his 
intentions by saying, "I didn't mean this in the sense of the word. I didn't mean 
it in a homophobic way." It is not clear how the homophobic slur could be 
used in a non-homophobic way, but perhaps he is trying to emphasize that he 
is not homophobic at heart. Hill also describes his slur as just a "stupid" act, 
rather than something more serious. He closes with "my love and apologies 
to everybody."

In one of the few instances of comedy breaking out in these cases, an 
awkward moment ensues when Fallon tells his first joke of the segment, say-
ing near the end that it is "good that you came out," eliciting laughter from 
the audience. The audience understands the joke as meaning that Hill has 
just come out as gay, not that he has come on the show to discuss the homo-
phobic remarks. Immediately, Hill's facial expression shows exasperation at 
this breach of the solemnity of the moment. Hill responds by saying, "This 
guy, he's the host of The Tonight Show for a reason," acknowledging Fallon's 
improvisational comedy talent. But then Hill turns serious once again, and the 
audience quiets down. 

Gary Oldman—Jimmy Kimmel Live!
Academy Award- and Golden Globe-winning actor Gary Oldman was 

promoting his film, Dawn of the Planet of the Apes, in 2014 when he got into 
trouble for racial and homophobic slurs spoken during a Playboy magazine 
interview (THR Staff, 2014). Like the Hill and Richards' cases, Oldman's use of 
slurs transgressed dominant human rights and race discourses of the period. 

Like Hill, Oldman seems genuinely contrite on Jimmy Kimmel's show, 
both in his non-verbal demeanour and his words. He apologizes profusely: "I 
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am profoundly, profoundly sorry and deeply apologetic." Kimmel seems to 
play the role of friend in the segment; at one point, Kimmel and Oldman grasp 
each other's hands in a physical display of friendship. 

Later in the interview, Kimmel shifts the topic to the promotional pur-
pose of the segment: the film. Kimmel plays it seriously throughout, but one 
of Kimmel's few jokes arrives near the end of the interview. Oldman laments 
that the crisis has diverted attention away from the film's promotion and his 
fellow actors. Kimmel replies in jest that the crisis is not "fair to the apes" in the 
film, to which Oldman says, "they're furious!" 

Ben Affleck—The Late Show with Stephen Colbert
In 2017, as numerous allegations of sexual assault surfaced against Hol-

lywood film producer Harvey Weinstein in the #MeToo era, Weinstein col-
laborator and award-winning actor Ben Affleck was accused of groping ac-
tress Hilarie Burton 14 years before (Strause & Shanley, 2017; Strause, 2017). 
Affleck discussed the situation on Stephen Colbert's late-night talk show. 

The concern for the appropriateness of humour surfaces in the Colbert–
Affleck interview segment quite clearly. They begin by talking casually about 
the popular movies Affleck has worked on. Bolstering Affleck's reputation, 
Colbert spends some time speaking glowingly about Affleck's successful 
movies like Good Will Hunting, for which Affleck won an Academy Award for 
Best Original Screenplay. But the tension rises suddenly when Colbert abrupt-
ly shifts the conversation to the sexual assault allegations against Weinstein. 
Before Colbert can continue, Affleck looks intently at Colbert and says, "It's a 
comedy show, correct?" Colbert responds this way: "This is a comedy show 
right now, but we also talk about the subject of the moment, what the national 
conversation's about." Likely recognizing the risk of comedy in this situation, 
Colbert refrains from telling any jokes during this segment. 

After bringing up Weinstein's case, Colbert then mentions the sexual as-
sault allegation against Affleck. In a tense moment, Colbert speaks in detail 
about the greater social issues surrounding the allegation. Explaining his ver-
sion of what happened, Affleck says he was accused "by a woman of touching 
her breast while I gave her a hug. I don't remember it, but I absolutely apolo-
gized for that." Affleck similarly seems to suggest that it is just a mistake in an 
ambiguous interpersonal situation with Burton, without any sinister intent. 
Emphasizing corrective action, Affleck notes that he wants to "change. I want 
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to be part of the solution." Indeed, all men need to "hold ourselves account-
able," Affleck says. Affleck notes that he has given, and would continue to 
give, all his royalty payments from Weinstein-made films to non-profit arts or-
ganizations. At the end of this interview, Colbert turns the conversation back 
to Affleck's upcoming Justice League film.

James Franco—The Late Show with Stephen Colbert	
Like Affleck, actor James Franco faced sexual harassment accusations as 

well as charges of hypocrisy after wearing a Time's Up Pin (the pin support-
ed sexual harassment awareness initiatives) while accepting a Golden Globe 
award for his film The Disaster Artist (Smith, 2018). 

Like in the Affleck segment, host Stephen Colbert avoids comedy. Early 
in this segment, Colbert fairly and seriously outlines the case against Franco 
and asks, not unlike a journalist might, "Do you have anything you want to 
say about that criticism?" Franco says that the allegations are vague, and he is 
unsure what he has done wrong. Still, Franco states contritely that "I will fix it. 
I have to." In a bolstering effort, Franco talks about how he has always taken 
responsibility for his mistakes throughout his career, although he does not 
provide any specific examples.

After Franco and Colbert conclude their chat, Colbert thanks Franco re-
spectfully for talking about the prominent social issue of sexual harassment. 
The tone and approach of Colbert make Franco seem like an interested by-
stander in the case, not the target of the sexual allegations. Colbert then turns 
the conversation back to the film Franco is promoting, The Disaster Artist, call-
ing it an "absolutely beautiful movie." Colbert's phrasing praises Franco as an 
artist and implies that viewers should separate the sexual allegations against 
the man from the art he created. 

Jimmy Fallon—The Tonight Show Starring Jimmy Fallon
In the most recent case in this study, late-night host Jimmy Fallon faced 

his own crisis when a video resurfaced of him performing in blackface in a 
Saturday Night Live skit 20 years before (Moniuszko, 2020). Fallon's blackface 
comedy skit—which did not cause public consternation when it was broad-
cast 20 years earlier—became significant when the video of it circulated online 
during the George Floyd racial murder case crisis in 2020. 

Speaking about this blackface crisis on his show, Fallon states right off the 
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top of the first segment that he is "not going to have a normal show tonight," 
suggesting that comedy just would not be appropriate for a discussion of race 
issues in America after the death of George Floyd. He delivers his comments 
seriously and sincerely. That this episode takes place during the COVID-19 
pandemic—when live studio audiences are prohibited in New York City—
means that Fallon does not have to police the reactions of a studio audience. 

Fallon fully apologizes for his blackface incident, saying, "I'm sorry, and 
I'm embarrassed." He presents corrective action—Fallon wants to improve 
himself but also influence social change about racism in America. Fallon says, 
"I realized I needed to get educated," and then he proceeds to do exactly that: 
in the next segment of the episode, he discusses racial issues and how he can 
become a better person with NAACP president Derrick Johnson.

Why Risk Responding to Crises on a Comedy Show? 
The risks of humour were managed and mitigated extensively in most 

of these cases, creating a space for serious crisis response. And they took that 
opportunity to respond sincerely using basic response strategies. A few jokes 
remained, and while studio audiences wanted to cheer and tried to laugh, 
they were usually stopped by the hosts (or they had no reason to cheer or 
laugh, given the absence of humour). Yet the risk was not eliminated. Keeping 
in mind the discursive traits of the typical American late-night talk show, as 
well as prior crisis communication research that warns against using humour 
except in limited situations, the question remains: why would celebrities risk 
discussing their crises on these comedy shows? The celebrities in these 10 
cases had a choice about whether to discuss their situations in these television 
appearances. They could have avoided speaking of the incidents altogether, 
instead chatting only about their movies and music, meeting the studio audi-
ence's expectations of jokes, quips, and amusing stories. 

The first possible reason celebrities chose to talk about their crises on 
these shows is their controlled nature. The late-night talk show format, while 
appearing spontaneous, is heavily planned through pre-interviews with 
guests (Bhatia, 2006; The Week, 2015; Stanchfield, 2014). Celebrities are famil-
iar with the format—they regularly appear on these shows—and in these cas-
es, with the help of the hosts, they could plan to avoid or downplay humour 
(although the audiences' spontaneous reactions were clearly more challeng-
ing to control). Fallon had no audience during the first year of the COVID-19 
pandemic and faced no such threat. 

A second reason is rooted in message reach. Celebrities took a calculated 
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risk of humour damaging the sincerity of their messages. Yet the risk of in-
sincerity from humour was likely measured against an upside rooted in the 
talk show genre's important role in the television, film, and music industries. 
These shows provide a large audience of viewers in the multimillions (Molla 
et al., 2015) for crisis messaging reach, particularly fans tuned in specifically 
to see the celebrity. 

A third reason is to manage the public and professional discussion about 
the crisis. Media organizations may face a backlash from critics, activists, and 
the general public for enabling these celebrities during crises and continuing 
to work with them afterward. Without successful public displays of remorse 
from these celebrities, the crises may reflect poorly on the reputation of the 
organizations and the media products being promoted. Franco's film The Di-
saster Artist was released by New Line Cinema around the time of sexual ha-
rassment allegations against him, and some media commentators felt the cri-
sis had a negative effect on a major promotional aspect of filmmaking: Oscar 
nominations. Members of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences 
chose not to nominate him for an Academy Award for his performance in the 
acclaimed film (Cooney, 2018; McNary, 2018). While Franco's late-night talk 
show appearance may have been unsuccessful (and futile) in repairing his 
image before the Oscars, generally speaking, celebrities may come on these 
shows to do what Erving Goffman (1967) calls facework: meeting the public 
expectations of others, including fans and media executives. Furthermore, the 
reason Ben Affleck and James Franco chose to respond specifically on Stephen 
Colbert's show is clear: Franco's The Disaster Artist and Affleck's Justice League 
were produced by a company related to the company that produced The Late 
Show Starring Stephen Colbert. One arm of the conglomerate supported another 
in these appearances. 

A final possible explanation for why celebrities discussed their crises on 
these humorous shows involves the timing of the reputational crises. In the 
case of Franco in particular, Colbert noted that the sexual allegations against 
Franco were posted on Twitter on the very day of the scheduled show ap-
pearance. In some of the other cases, the hosts mentioned that the guests were 
scheduled to come on the show to promote their work long before their crises 
broke. Clearly, these appearances were not scheduled primarily for the pur-
pose of discussing these situations. Instead, the crises interrupted and affected 
promotional tours, and the celebrities decided to address these crises as well 
during these appearances. As Benoit (1997) argues about Grant's talk show 
appearances, "promoting his film and restoring his reputation became inextri-
cably intertwined in this context" (p. 252).
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Conclusion and Limitations
This research study is the first to document and examine, through a set of 

10 cases, the late-night talk show genre's nature and role in crisis communica-
tion. The late-night talk show is a counterintuitive venue for crisis communi-
cation response. While the humour typically found in these shows presents 
a risk to the sincerity (and thus efficacy) of crisis responses, this study shows 
guests and hosts found a novel solution to reduce risk. Guests and hosts—
many of whom were comedic actors themselves and surely comfortable with 
joking—altered the discursive characteristics of these normally funny tele-
vision shows. By pushing aside humour to a significant degree, if not com-
pletely, they created a space for serious and sincere responses to reputational 
crises. 

While this study described discursive patterns and strategies across 10 
late-night talk show appearances, it was not designed to determine whether 
this sincere crisis communication work was effective in repairing the images 
of these celebrities. As well, the avoidance or downplaying of humour in these 
cases makes it impossible for this study to determine the efficacy of humor-
ous crisis response strategies. Future research, such as constructed studies of 
fictional cases using late-night talk show humour presented to test audiences 
(e.g., Vraga et al., 2014), could be conducted to determine efficacy and provide 
more guidance for public relations practitioners, particularly those consider-
ing alternative messaging strategies like humour. Additionally, this study did 
not attempt to uncover every instance of crisis communication work done on 
American late-night talk shows over the past 25 years. Taken together, these 
10 cases are enough, however, to reveal patterns and strategies by both hosts 
and guests. Further research could also tease out the gender differences, ex-
plaining why women celebrities did not appear on late-night talk shows for 
crisis response. 

This observational study demonstrates that real-world responses, such 
as those depicted on television shows, can inform and guide practitioners. 
The findings contribute to prior research on humour by showing that most of 
the guests and hosts in these cases believe humour is detrimental to the crisis 
messaging effort even in less serious cases, such as that of a musician, Kanye 
West, interrupting another musician, Taylor Swift, on stage during an awards 
show. Building on the recommendations of previous studies regarding the 
avoidance of humour in cases of physical injuries or death, a major lesson 
here is that humour should be avoided even in less serious or severe situations 
to ensure the perception of sincerity. If comedians on funny shows are avoid-
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ing humour in such cases, practitioners in other fields and areas should tread 
lightly in similar situations. 
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