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I n t r o d uc  t i o n

The book Democracy at Work: Pressure and Propaganda in Portugal 

and Brazil aims to address democracy both as an institutional value 

system and as a practice. Diversity and pluralism of voices, themes and 

perspectives are considered to be the elements that embody democracy 

as a value: a cultural understanding that revolves around people as the 

prime movers of democratic politics. Practice, is understood as being a 

type of routine behavior expressed in everyday life, meaning that action 

and representation are privileged sites for analyzing democracy at work 

from different protagonists’ perspectives, who are recognized as agents 

of pressure and propaganda. 

The different perspectives of the protagonists will be analyzed within 

distinct socioeconomic contexts, such as Portugal and Brazil. In addition 

to representing a relevant contribution to the Lusophone communica-

tion studies, and political communication studies in particular, both 

these countries embody a different example of the democratic process. 

While Western democracies have been experiencing extreme hardships, 

deep economic recessions and measures of political austerity follow-

ing the economic crisis of 2008, countries outside the West, such as 

Brazil and the other BRIC, possess large economies, are thriving and 

their importance in the international arena is growing, but is facing 

an internal political turmoil. It is the aim, through the chapters on the 

two countries in the book, to contribute to an understanding of how 

democracy works when hope (on behalf of the people) and strength 

(on behalf of Governments) are weakening and also how those two 

factors impact upon politics.
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In the aftermath of the 2008 global economic crisis, Western de-

mocracies have been experiencing a deep economic recession with 

high levels of unemployment, the loss of public subsides and jobs, and 

rising prices. In turn, within the context of Brazil’s thriving economy 

several studies have revealed that the majority of that country’s popula-

tion is actively interested in politics and is strongly embedded in the 

traditional mechanisms of participation and representation, despite also 

being involved in other, unconventional ways. The predominance of  

the former should not be interpreted as a sign of either conservatism 

or a favorable posture towards hierarchical political relationships, 

as the 2013 demonstrations have showed. Instead, the combination  

of both of those political practices shows that Brazilians know how to 

take advantage of classic democratic institutions. It also demonstrates 

that they are able to resort to more independent forms of manifestation 

outside the conventional means, which may be seen as beneficial to 

the democratic process. At least for now, autonomous and independent 

ways of challenging and making demands from the Government are 

put into practice without questioning the institutional mechanisms of 

representation. Consequently, this mixed posture seems to be helping 

to consolidate Brazil’s maturing democracy.

The book offers, therefore, complementary perspectives regarding the 

numerous tensions, doubts, anxieties, and complexities that are framing 

democracies in the 21st century. This framework revolves around the idea 

of the media as agents of political pressure through the news media’s 

symbolic power as a watchdog and its ability to continually frame and 

reframe public debate. How are the media exerting their mediation role? 

And how are the media re‑presenting the political world to society? Are 

different media voices offering diversified and complementary perspectives 

on politics? These questions are addressed in theoretical and empirical 

chapters based upon news and commentary illustrated with case studies 

from Brazil and Portugal. 

Nuno Coimbra Mesquita in Chapter 1, ‘The Different Impacts of the 

Media on Regime Support in Brazil’, explores the way in which the media 

represent and mediate over a democratic regime. This empirical study 
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evaluates how the media is relevant for understanding how Brazilian 

people orient themselves toward the political system. The author argues 

that the role of the media in political support is a complex one, and 

that it is not accurate to blame an anti‑political bias on the part of the 

media for negative attitudes that citizens have regarding democracy. Even 

if a more critical attitude toward politics by the news media is taken as 

a given, there is controversy about this representing, by extension, an 

anti‑institutional attitude. 

In Chapter 2, ‘Democracy, Corruption and News Coverage in Portugal’, 

Isabel Ferin discusses such concepts theoretically, focusing on Western 

democracies, but giving special relevance to the Portuguese case. 

Principles of representative democracy, but also the emergence of new 

social movements craving greater democratic participation in the public 

sphere, are also debated. The author also addresses the procedures for 

disclosing corruption phenomena and their legal implications, as well 

as the principles of transparency of information and their consequences 

upon democracy. 

Like the news media, comments from pundits also play a relevant role 

in shaping public debate. Considering the ripple effect of the pundits' 

agenda when analyzing public issues, Rita Figueiras argues in Chapter 

3, ‘Public Opinion and Punditry in Portugal’ that the kind of mediation 

happening in such columns promotes exclusionary feelings in read-

ers, thereby contradicting ideals of inclusion that culturally define the 

public sphere.

How is propaganda perceived within different democratic and economic 

contexts? Is political mistrust shaping the strategy of propaganda? And 

is this feeling of discontent effecting people’s involvement in conven-

tional politics? This second section offers insights into these matters by 

addressing conventional political participation, i.e. political campaigning 

strategies and voters’ involvement in elections in the two different cultural 

contexts: Portugal and Brazil. 

Chapter 4, ‘Better or more involved in politics? The involvement  

of Portuguese voters in Parliamentary elections’, analyses the behavior 

of voters in Portugal. Paula do Espírito Santo argues that the Portuguese 
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electorate is politically participative and electorally receptive, whether it 

be in terms of paying attention to information about the electoral process 

or in terms of reflecting upon electoral issues. 

In Chapter 5, ‘Trust in Lula da Silva and the Brazilian presidential 

campaigns,’Helcimara de Souza Telles demonstrates that campaigns are 

relevant to the decision on how votes are cast, because they are able to 

articulate supply and demand in a market‑regulated election, and that the 

Brazilian presidential campaigns of 2010 centered on the dispute over 

the symbolic representation of what could be called Lula’s third term.

The book addresses, therefore, a set of problems and questions which 

are in need of urgent discussion, as their impact and consequences are 

deeply transforming politics and the way politics is communicated, lived 

and understood by its main actors in the political system, headed by the 

people themselves. Within this framework, Political Communication Studies 

has a major role in identifying and urging new diagnosis of, and insights 

into, the political system, its functions and structures and, above all, how 

both the people and political institutions can both survive crisis and im-

prove democracy in the Lusophone world. This book aims at making an 

important contribution to that acknowledgment. 



C h a p t e r  1

M e d i a  a n d  t h e  Q u a l i t y  o f  D e m o c r a c y :  

T h e  D i f f e r e n t  I m p a c t s  o f  t h e  M e d i a  o n 

Reg  i m e  S u p p o r t  i n  B r a z i l 1

Nuno Coimbra Mesquita

Introduction

With Brazilian democracy having already surpassed the milestone of 

its 20 years ‑ considering its new democratic constitution and the first 

direct presidential elections after military rule ‑ support for the regime 

reaches its highest rates. In 1989 only 44% of Brazilians believed de-

mocracy as the best form of government. In 2006 that number reached 

71% (Moisés 2008). Political support is fundamental to the understanding 

of the quality of democracy. After democracy spread to most countries 

of the world, scholarly attention has turned more to this aspect than to 

the analysis of the transitions themselves (Diamond and Morlino 2004).

Some of the perspectives concerning media impact on democracy point 

to a growing cynicism of the press in dealing with public issues, leading 

to the belittlement of politics and politicians in general (Patterson 1998, 

1 This chapter is a result of a post-doctoral research financed by the Fundação de 
Amparo à Pesquisa do Estado de São Paulo (Fapesp). An earlier version of this text was 
published as “Mídia e Apoio Político à Democracia no Brasil” in Moisés, J.A.; Meneguello, 
R. (orgs) “A Desconfiança Política e os seus Impactos na Qualidade da Democracia”. São 
Paulo, Edusp, 2013. This text was reviewed and updated.

DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.14195/978-989-26-0917-1_1
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Cappella and Jamieson 1997). On the other hand, studies based on surveys 

indicate that news media exposure is associated with more democratic at-

titudes and trust in the regime (Norris 2000, Newton 1999). Regardless of 

the perspective adopted on the subject, the information about institutions in 

the media is an element available to citizens to form their opinions, beyond 

the concrete experiences they may have. Therefore, what can be said about 

the role played by the media in the quality of democracy? More specifically, 

how is public support for the democratic regime affected by media exposure?

We argue that there are two sets of multidimensionality of the phenom-

enon. On the one hand, public support for democracy comprises different 

dimensions. People can be deferential to democracy per se, but distrust their 

institutions; adhere to the political community, but be dissatisfied with the 

functioning of democracy as it presents itself, or even evaluate critically its 

institutions. On the other hand, media also presents itself as multidimen-

sional. The information contained ‑ and audience reach ‑ are not the same 

in a quality newspaper or in a newscast. Television broadcasts entertainment 

programs with different characteristics, each with the potential to affect dif-

ferently the understanding that individuals have about the affairs of the State.

The purpose of this paper is to analyze the interrelationships between 

these different dimensions. The main objective of this study is to evaluate 

how different mass media are relevant for citizens’ orientations toward 

the political system. Is this exposure beneficial or detrimental to a demo-

cratic political culture? We argue that the media present a plural role in 

democratic attitudes, depending both on the specific media and on the 

dimension of political support taken into account. This paper focuses its 

analysis on five media variables: exposure to news on newspapers, tv, ra-

dio and Internet, and total tv exposure. We want to know if these media 

variables are associated positively or negatively with political support. The 

chosen methodological approach to the problem was statistical analyses 

of national public opinion surveys. Using regression models for prediction 

purposes, it is possible to evaluate what set of variables (media exposure) 

affect dependent variables (citizens’ attitudes toward the political system). 

We use data from the survey ‘Citizens’ Distrust in Democratic Institutions’ 

(2006), and from the ‘Latin American Public Opinion Project’ (2008).
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The paper initially discusses the issue of political support as an as-

pect of the quality of the regime, reviewing the literature on the debate 

about the effects of mass media on the democratic process. Next, from 

the singularities of the Brazilian case, we present the hypotheses that 

orient the research. Then, we show the results of Brazilians’ main media 

source (tv), followed by secondary news sources (newspapers, radio and 

the Internet). The final considerations try to reflect on the role played 

by the media in the quality of democracy. 

Media and the Quality of Democracy

Attitudes of democratic support are essential for the quality of the regime. 

Studies on democratic quality intensified after the Third Wave of democratiza-

tion, and also after signs of growing discontent with actual regime performance 

of older democracies. Therefore, a greater academic effort was made to in-

vestigate how regimes really work, instead of questions of why the transitions 

occurred. Diamond and Morlino (2004) defined the rule of law, competition, 

participation, accountability, freedom, equality and responsiveness as crucial 

dimensions for democratic quality. These authors suggest that the quality of 

the regime varies as much as these dimensions interact between themselves. 

We turn our attention here to the responsiveness dimension. Since it 

has to do with consonance between policies adopted by elected officials 

and aspirations of electors‑citizens, it is related to the level of satisfac-

tion with regime performance and the legitimacy that participants of the 

polity ascribe to it. Hence, under this perspective, the study of political 

support is crucial to the understanding of the quality of democracy. The 

question of political support comprehends different dimensions. Easton’s 

(1965) original idea of diffuse support – i.e. attitudes toward the system 

as a whole – and specific support – i.e. concerning citizens’ satisfaction 

with government and political leadership performances – has been further 

elaborated in some theoretical approaches.

Some authors have identified five levels of this type of attitude: sup-

port for the political community (related to bonds between citizens and 
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the nation‑state, usually measured by feelings of national pride); for the 

democratic regime per se (related to democratic adherence as an ideal, 

connected with values such as freedom, rule of law, participation and 

tolerance); for the actual performance of the democratic system, measured 

by satisfaction with the regime; for democratic institutions (measured by 

levels of trust in them) and for political leaders (related to the evaluation 

of politicians and political leaders) (Norris 1999, Moisés and Carneiro 2010). 

Associated with the question of adherence to regime principles is the 

intermediary function of political parties. Understood as a requirement 

for the democratic ideal, their valorization constitutes one of the essential 

elements of this adherence. This valorization can be seen as composed 

both by normative and pragmatic orientations. The former refers to the 

axiological role that political parties should fulfill in democracy. Differently, 

the latter is the perception of the real performance of parties as well as 

proximity between citizens and them. 

Political support, taking into account these different dimensions, has 

varied in consolidated democracies. While support for the community 

and democratic principles remained high, trust in politicians and evalu-

ation of the performance of the democratic system have fallen in many 

consolidated as well as young democracies (Norris 1999, Dalton 1999). 

In Brazil, public support for the regime presents a paradoxical picture. 

While adherence to democracy as an ideal reaches 2/3 of citizens ‑ hav-

ing increased since 1989, when it reached only about half of them ‑ trust 

in institutions, evaluation of the main actors and satisfaction with the 

democratic system have inverse levels (Moisés 2007).

Different theoretical perspectives try to explain what determines these 

attitudes toward the political system. Studies of political culture, for ex-

ample, emphasize aspects like political values or normative orientations 

of citizens. In this sense, this variety of shared attitudes and beliefs ‑ like 

political interest, tolerance, national pride, political efficacy, and institu-

tional and interpersonal trust – are supposed to influence the conceptions 

that inform people’s involvement with public life. Although this theory 

postulates that these orientations are long lasting, changes are expected 

to occur. That is the case of processes of economic and social moderniza-
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tion, for example (Inglehart and Welzel 2005). Therefore, aspects such as 

political orientations and values are seen as influencing citizens’ choice 

to accept the democratic regime as their preferable alternative (Almond 

and Verba 1963, Inglehart 2002).

Institutional theories of democracy, nevertheless, not considering these 

factors, believe in the actual performance of governments and its institu-

tions as elements that explain phenomena like trust or regime support 

(Coleman 1990, North 1990). These perspectives should not necessarily 

mean rival hypotheses. Political culture, as well as institutional evalua-

tion, can affect in different ways individuals’ experiences and influence 

their political orientations (Moisés 2010).

The importance of the media to explain adherence, likewise, should 

not be seen as a challenging hypothesis. Given the importance of the 

media in contemporary societies, in their role of informing citizens over 

public issues, we argue that they influence public perception of institu-

tions and democracy. From this point of view, the influence of the media 

should not be seen dissociated from the culturalist or institutionalist ap-

proaches. The reason is that, on the one hand, they are responsible for 

disseminating practical information about institutions. This information, 

together with actual experience that citizens have with them, provides a 

base for individuals to form their attitudes regarding the system. On the 

other hand, the media are also responsible for transmitting values, which 

could influence more normative perceptions that citizens have of their 

political system. The complex relationship between politics and com-

municative processes has been studied under a convergence of different 

disciplines and ascribed the general label of political communication. 

Among diverse research interests in this field, different approaches try to 

estimate the impact of the media on citizens’ values and cognition. While 

media malaise theories point to an adverse effect caused by an emphasis 

on negative aspects of political life portrayed by the media, political mo-

bilization approach stresses that news exposure has the capacity to better 

inform the public, leading to a positive impact on the political process. 

During the 1990’s, media criticisms became common, reflecting a cli-

mate of ‘(...) angst about the vitality of democracy at a time of widespread 
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cynicism about political leaders and government institutions (…)’ (Norris 

2000: 6). Patterson (1998) states that political parties and representative 

institutions have weakened in the post‑industrial era. The media are increas-

ingly expected to compensate for the defects of political institutions. They 

are not required just to inform citizens about current affairs or to watch 

for wrongdoings. It is also expected that they take a preeminent position 

in setting the public agenda, organizing public discussions and instruct-

ing citizens on relevant values in policy problems and issues. The media, 

however, are not suited for organizing public opinion and debate because 

of the restricted amount of time they have. Patterson (2000) also states 

that American journalism depicts politics as a game – in which politicians, 

as individuals, struggle for power – instead of as an issue. Furthermore, 

there is American media’s adversarial stance, with a greater proportion 

of negative in relation to positive news. The consequence would be the 

disenchantment of citizens with their leaders and political institutions. 

Television is also blamed for civic disengagement in contemporary 

society, as is the case of the disappearance of ‘social capital’ (Putnam 

1995). Interpersonal trust ‑ a central variable in studies of social capital 

‑ is associated with trust in democratic institutions (Moisés 2007, Rennó 

2001). Thus, television has the potential to undermine, even if indirectly, 

trust that citizens place in public institutions.

Capella and Jamieson (1997) argue that the structure of political news 

has direct effects on public cynicism regarding politics, the govern-

ment, political debates and campaigns. This happens as a result of the 

predominance in the media of what they call strategy coverage, which 

emphasizes the winning and loosing, the language of war, games and 

competition; the emphasis on the performance in opinion polls and can-

didate styles, and the great influence of opinion polls in the evaluation 

of candidates. This type of journalistic coverage would promote sensa-

tionalism and the simplification of complex issues, creating a ‘spiral of 

cynicism’ in the public, fomenting disengagement both from the political 

process and from the press.

However, this negative view about the effects of mass media on the 

democratic processes is not unanimous. There is a theoretical perspective 
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that argues that a combination of higher educational levels and increased 

access to political information have helped to mobilize citizens, both in 

terms of behavior and increasing knowledge. It is not that the media 

have only positive effects. Watching television may even be associated 

with less knowledge and understanding of politics. Nevertheless, reading 

newspapers and watching television news have an inverse relationship, 

fostering trust in institutions and satisfaction with the functioning of 

democracy (Newton, 1999). News media represent a ‘virtuous circle’ 

where attention to news gradually strengthens civic engagement, while 

civic engagement encourages the consumption of information. Attention 

to news media would not only be positive for trust but also for support 

for democratic principles (Norris 2000).

Although both perspectives converge on the concern about the harmful 

effects of total television exposure, it’s not possible to say that the content 

watched has negative effects. As television programming is plural, each 

message has different meanings in terms of positive or negative stimuli 

for democratic quality. Studies on the impact of different programming 

have shown how the results are not unidirectional. Variables such as 

interpersonal trust and civic engagement, for example, may be fostered 

or undermined by tv viewership depending on the type of programming 

(Shah 1998, Uslaner 1998).

In Brazil, there is a gap in studies on the relationship between media 

and public support for democracy. There is a greater interest in the ef-

fects of the media on electoral processes (Straubhaar, Olsen and Nunes 

1993, Porto 1996, Miguel 1999, 2003 and 2004). There is also an interest 

in content analyses, which have a common and unanimous interpretation 

of an antipolitical bias in Brazilian media. Journalistic coverage of politics 

– especially of the legislative power – is frequently characterized as be-

ing negative, focusing on themes like corruption. Even if necessary in a 

democracy, this investigative journalism and its antipolitical stance would 

have the potential to disseminate distrust and aversion to politics, creating 

serious obstacles to the legitimacy of the democratic regime (Chaia and 

Azevedo 2008, Porto 2000a, Chaia and Teixeira 2001). Notwithstanding, 

there is also the standpoint that this antipolitical bias, although negative 
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in relation to politicians as individuals, does not question the system per 

se, having an acquiescent character in regards to the political system and 

its main institutions (Miguel and Coutinho 2007).

Although these studies might suggest interesting hypotheses, we un-

derstand that the media cannot be studied solely on the basis of content 

analysis, since the public does not interpret messages homogeneously. 

Individuals are capable of critically interpreting what they consume in the 

media. The relevance that they have, as well as other sources of informa-

tion, is given in a wider context, where other interpersonal sources – such 

as friends, family and organizations like the church and unions – play an 

equally important part (Straubhaar, Olsen and Nunes 1993).

Therefore, even if the antipolitical stance of Brazilian media is taken as 

a given, it is questionable that they represent an obstacle to democracy, 

through the depiction of corruption cases that could lead to distrust in 

politicians and institutions as a whole. First, we need to further analyze 

the content of the media itself. There is a certain consensus over the fact 

that the media’s negative attitude is restricted to a critical appraisal of 

public officials. The media is not accused of being cynical of the system 

or of its institutions. The claim is that this negative individual characteri-

zation represents, by extension, also a negative view of the system (Porto 

2000a, Chaia and Azevedo 2008). In a different perspective, it could also 

be argued that the emphasis on conflict and negative news coverage is  

a democratic function of the media, which should also act as a watchdog, 

holding governments accountable for their actions (Schmitt‑Beck and 

Voltmer 2007). Far from disturbing trust in institutions, for instance, it 

would be the perception that the media watch power, one of the guaran-

ties of the general climate of trust.

Contrary to what these content analyses suggest, studies based on 

survey statistical analysis point to more modest and positive effects of 

the media on perceptions of the political system. Meneguello (2010) 

found a modest association between information consumption in the 

media – especially broadcast – and critical evaluations of the function-

ing of democracy and institutional distrust. On the other hand, despite  

a period of very negative news concerning corruption scandals, viewership 
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of Brazil’s main Newscast, Jornal Nacional, appeared positively associ-

ated with trust and evaluation of institutions, and with satisfaction with 

Brazilian democracy (Mesquita 2010). Even if we consider the uncertainty 

about the direction of causality, these results defy the assumption that an 

antipolitical stance of the media can undermine confidence that citizens 

have in their institutions.

Differently from what part of Brazilian literature on the subject states, 

therefore, citizens seem to differentiate individual misconducts from 

failures in the working of the institutions. Publicizing irregularities and, 

at the same time, the institutions responsible for investigating them, 

confront citizens with control and accountability mechanisms present in 

the democratic system. The public has, thus, conditions to evaluate posi-

tively these regime instruments. News media, furthermore, are associated 

with other measures of democratic quality, such as political participation 

(Rennó 2003), and adherence to political parties as an essential element 

of democracy (Schlegel 2006).

Although news media seem to play a positive role in democratic qual-

ity, entertainment programming plays a more plural one, depending on 

their characteristics (Shah 1998). As programming is very diverse, each 

with different content and implications, its study presents a challenge. 

In Brazil, there is the perspective that fiction (especially soap operas), 

present politics in a negative way. The alternative of a moral solution from 

outside the political field, usually by some vigilante, is often presented, 

which could foster authoritarian movements (Porto 2000b).

In Brazil, broadcast media use is widespread, while there are both 

low educational levels and significant illiteracy rates. Brazilian tv and 

its newscasts are a privileged source of political information. Although 

less Brazilians use the radio, this medium still survives as a ‘niche’ for 

obtaining news. Of those who use it for this purpose, 71,5% are from 

Brazilian smaller countryside cities and 62% are older than 35 years old 

(Meneguello 2010). 

Newspapers, for their part, are characterized by low readership, cumu-

lativeness and overlapping. Of those who read newspapers at least once 

a week, 83% also state they watch Jornal Nacional at least once a week, 
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while the opposite is not true. Only 45% of those who state watching jn 

at least once a week, read newspapers the same frequency (Meneguello 

2010). Despite its low circulation, the press performs an active role in 

denouncing corruption scandals and in setting the agenda for other me-

dia, like tv, in addition to being a ‘niche’ for more instructed citizens 

and opinion formers.

With the objective of investigating the role of the media in aspects of 

democratic quality, we examine here the five dimensions of political sup-

port: democratic adherence per se, support for political community, trust 

and evaluation of political institutions, and satisfaction with democracy. 

We add a sixth dimension to the analysis, which we consider also as an 

important part of democratic culture: the valorization of the representa-

tion function of political parties. These are the dependent variables of our 

study. The independent variables are: news consumption on tv (measured 

by viewership of Brazil’s main newscast, Jornal Nacional), newspapers, 

radio and Internet, and total tv exposure. Through statistical analyses 

of two national surveys (‘Citizens Distrust in Democratic Institutions’, 

2006 and ‘Latin American Public Opinion Project’, 2008), the study aims 

to assess the impact of exposure to the media in question on Brazilians’ 

support for their political system.

Both mobilization and media malaise theories interpret total tv exposure 

as having negative effects on the public. In Brazil, there is an understanding 

‑ yet to be tested empirically ‑ that television, by presenting an anti‑political 

bias, could restrict interpretations available for people to understand politi-

cal content (Porto 2005). Thus, it is expected that in Brazil:

H1: Watching tv has a negative relationship with political support 

variables.2

2 In the 2006 survey, it is only possible to test the variable representing the total num-
ber of hours that individuals are exposed to television. However, except for the newscast 
in question, it is not possible to know what other programs are being viewed. Thus, it is 
only possible to test the hypothesis that the total number of hours spent in front of the 
tv would somehow be damaging to social interactions of individuals, which, by extension, 
could also adversely affect variables of political support.
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Mobilization theories argue that exposure to news, increasing informa-

tion citizens have, foster greater support for the regime and its institutions. 

Political support variables comprehend two general orientations. While 

support for the political community, adherence to democratic values and 

valorization of political parties are part of more axiological and norma-

tive orientations; trust and evaluation of institutions, and satisfaction with 

democracy, represent a more pragmatic character. Therefore:

H2: watching news on tv and listening to news on the radio increase 

political knowledge and fosters both pragmatic and axiological attitudes 

toward democracy.

On the other hand, newspapers and the Internet reach a more elitist 

public in Brazil. The low circulation of newspapers in Brazil also means a 

larger audience segmentation, which has a higher accumulation of informa-

tion obtained from other means. Thus, this ‘niche’ may represent the ‘critical 

citizen’ of Norris (1999). That is, the more informed citizens who are more 

demanding and more critical of the performance of the regime. In this sense:

H3: Although reading newspapers and consuming news on the Internet 

are positively associated with axiological orientations (support for the 

community, adherence to democratic values and valorization of political 

parties), they have a negative relationship with more pragmatic dimensions 

(trust and evaluation of institutions, and satisfaction with democracy).

Since our independent media variables aren’t all included in one single 

survey, we used two surveys. For total tv exposure and jn viewership, we 

used ‘Citizens’ Distrust in Democratic Institutions’ (2006).3 For the rest of 

media variables the ‘Latin American Public Opinion Project’ (2008) survey 

was used.4 Although the language of causality is used in this text, at times, 

it is implicit that what we talk about is correlations, since it is not possible 

to attribute cause and effect relationships with this type of data.

3 Coordinated by professors Dr. José Álvaro Moisés (usp) and Dr. Rachel Meneguello 
(unicamp).

4 Statistical treatment and interpretation of the data, however, are my own. Both surveys 
used national probability sample design of voting‑age adults. “Citizens’ Distrust Survey 
(2006)”: 2004 interviews. Lapop survey (2008): 1,497 interviews. The sample was stratified 
by regions (north, northeastern, mid‑west, southeastern and south) and by urban and rural 
areas. www.lapopsurveys.org.
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tv and political support: television and newscast exposure

The first results, obtained with the 2006 ‘Citizens Distrust in Democratic 

Institutions’ survey show how Brazilians’ main media source affects 

political support. Since dependent variables are ordinal, we opted for 

performing a categorical regression procedure.5 In all models we included 

socioeconomic variables as control variables. While total tv exposure was 

expected to have negative associations with political support, Brazil’s 

main evening news, Jornal Nacional (hereafter referred to as jn), was 

expected to display associations in the opposite direction, i.e., fostering 

positive attitudes regarding democracy and its institutions.

In general, and as our hypothesis stated, tv viewership is negatively 

correlated with political support, although in a less clear cut way than 

expected. The dimension of democratic adherence, as well as evaluation 

of institutions, points to this direction as Table 1 depicts. Those who 

most watch tv agree more with ‘governments disrespecting laws in times 

of trouble’, that the President should ‘disregard Congress and parties in 

times of trouble’, that they ‘would give a blank check to a savior leader 

that solved problems of the country’ and that ‘only a dictatorship can ‘fix’ 

Brazil’. tv viewership is also associated with a more critical appraisal 

of institutions (Federal Government, political parties, congressmen and 

senators). The dimension of satisfaction with democracy is not associated 

with this media variable.

However, both trust in institutions and valorization of political parties 

have more ambiguous results. The data presented in Table 1 reveal that, 

although television is associated with the idea of a single party system, 

it makes individuals closer to parties. As for trust in institutions, while 

5 (Optimal Scalling in SPSS). Categorical Regression quantifies categorical data ascrib-
ing numerical values to categories. This results in a linear optimal linear equation for the 
transformed variables. All variables in the study were recoded for a positive coefficient 
(Beta) to always represent greater support for democracy. Therefore, for dependent vari-
ables such as “prefers democracy than savior leader”, a positive Beta would represent 
greater agreement with the phrase. For phrases like “only a dictatorship can fix Brazil”, 
a positive coefficient represents greater disagreement. Therefore, all positive coefficients 
of the study refer to a positive impact for the dimension in question. See Methodological 
Appendix for formulation of variables.
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this media variable is associated with less trust in the judiciary, the police 

and entrepreneurs, it fosters a better assessment of the Armed Forces, 

the Federal Government, the fire department, political parties and the 

President. As for the dimension of support for the political community, 

the relationship goes in the opposite direction as expected, fostering 

more pride in nationality.

These results confirm the negative association between exposure to 

television and various aspects of the quality of democracy (Putnam 1995, 

Newton 1999, Shah 1998). However, as in the ‘Citizens Distrust’ survey 

there are no variables with specific contents watched, it can only be 

argued that how much tv individuals watch seems to be detrimental to 

perceptions of democracy. As for what is watched, further studies would 

be needed to support or reject theories about what specific contents 

may represent.

Table 1: tv, Newscast and Political Support 
Standardized Regression Coefficients (beta) controlled by socioeconomic 

variables (gender, education, age, income)

Democratic Adherence

Disagrees w/ 
Government
disrespecting 
laws in times 
of trouble

Prefers 
democra-cy 
than savior 
leader

Disagrees
President 
should 
disregard 
Congress 
and Parties 
in times of 
trouble

Disagrees
Country 
better with 
the return of 
the military

Disagrees
would give 
a blank 
check to 
a savior 
leader that 
solved 
problems

Disagrees
only a 
dictator-
ship can fix 
Brazil

tv -0,051*** 0,059*** -0,086*** ns -0,058*** -0,077***

txjn Ns ns Ns ns ns -0,062**

R2 0,018 0,013 0,021 0,03 0,035

Political Community

Proud to be Brazilian

tv 0,069***

txjn 0,046*

R2 0,014

Valorization of political parties

Democracy has to do with 
the existence of various 
political parties

Disagrees Brazil would be better 
if there were only one political 
party

Closeness to 
political party

tv Ns -0,066*** 0,088***

txjn Ns ns 0,098***

R2 0,023 0,027
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Trust in Institutions

Judiciary Armed Forces Congress Federal 
Government

Fire 
department

tv -0,048** 0,092*** 0,039* 0,056*** 0,084***

txjn Ns 0,111*** ns 0,062** 0,079***

R2 0,022 0,035 0,028 0,03 0,035

Police Political parties President Unions Entrepreneurs 

tv -0,060*** 0,046** 0,081*** ns -0,044*

txjn Ns Ns 0,053** ns ns

R2 0,024 0,021 0,058 0,024

Evaluation of Institutions

Congressmen and 
Senators

Congress Federal Government

tv -0,048*** Ns -0,039**

txjn Ns Ns ns

R2 0,023 0,043

President Lula Political parties President

tv 0,05*** -0,06*** ns

txjn Ns Ns ns

R2 0,05 0,022

Satisfaction with Democracy

tv ns

txjn 0,049*

R2 0,04

Significance: *p < 0,10, **p < 0,05, ***<0,01. Source: “Citizens’ Distrust in De-
mocratic Institutions” (2006).

In the opposite direction of tv viewership, it was expected that Brazil’s 

main newscast fostered political support. Those who watch jn are also 

exposed to several other political messages on television. For instance, it 

seems reasonable to suppose that there is a difference between individuals 

who watch jn three times a week ‑ while watching only one hour of tv a 

day ‑ and another person who watches the same amount of jn, but at the 

same time has a four hour daily consumption of television. Thus, we used 

a jn viewership rate, which corresponds to the proportion of consumption 

of the newscast in relation to the total hours devoted to television, created 

by a division between jn viewership by tv viewership.
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The idea here is not only a possible ‘dilution’ of information compared 

to one that is more ‘pure’. It is expected that a viewer who practically 

restricts his tv consumption to the newscast is more attentive to its con-

tent, since he turns his tv set on with the express purpose of knowing 

the news of the day. However, a distinct pattern of viewership, in which 

the individual leaves his tv on from the period that he arrives from work 

until he goes to sleep ‑ watching jn ‘between the soap operas’ ‑ may 

indicate a less attentive pattern. This variable created proved to be a 

more consistent one compared to just jn viewership in a previous study 

(Mesquita 2010). When we speak of jn audience from now on, we are 

referring to this rate, i.e., always taking into account television exposure.

Where there were significant correlations, the tested models supported our 

hypothesis. Watching jn fosters pride in nationality, trust in institutions, valori-

zation of political parties and satisfaction with democracy. It is not a relevant 

variable for evaluation of institutions or democratic adherence, with excep-

tion of one negative association with rejection of dictatorship (see Table 1).

Secondary news sources and political support: newspapers, radio 

and the Internet

The next set of results concerns the role that news consumption on the 

radio, newspapers and the Internet represent for the same dimensions pre-

sented in the former analyses. The database used was the 2008 Lapop survey. 

Listening to news on the radio, as expected, proved to foster political support. 

Although it is not a relevant variable for democratic adherence or satisfaction 

with democracy, it fosters greater pride in nationality, valorization of political 

parties, trust and positive assessments of institutions, as presented in Table 2.

Consumption of newspapers and of news on the Internet ‑ since corre-

sponding to a more elitist and well‑informed public ‑ was expected to foster 

axiological attitudes toward democracy, while increasing a more critical as-

sessment of pragmatic dimensions of the regime. This was sustained in part. 

Reading newspapers does foster both valorization of political parties and 

a more critical assessment of institutions (trust, evaluation and satisfaction 
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with the functioning of the regime). However, democratic adherence per 

se presents an ambiguous correlation. The press fosters more disapproval 

of censure, but at the same time undermines the idea of democracy as 

the best form of government. It is also related to less pride in nationality.

Table 2: Newspaper, Radio, Internet and Political Support
Standardized Regression Coefficients (beta) controlled by socioeconomic 

variables (gender, education, age, income)

Democratic Adherence

Democracy has some problems, 
but is better than any other form 
of government

Disapproves that Government 
censures television programs

Newspapers ‑0,076*** 0,071***

Radio ns ns

Internet 0,104*** ns

R2 0,037 0,035

Political community

Proud to be Brazilian

Newspapers ‑0,113***

Radio 0,108***

Internet ‑0,052*

R2 0,038

Valorization of Political Parties

Disagrees there 
can be democracy 
without parties

Political parties represent 
well their electors

Parties are 
close to people 
like me

Corruption 
perception 
in parties

Newspapers ns ns 0,084*** 0,078***

Radio ns ns 0,085*** ns

Internet ns ns ns ns

R2 0,039 0,02

Trust in Institutions

Entrepreneurs Judiciary
Armed  
Forces

Congress
Federal 
Government

Unions

Newspapers ‑0,056* ‑0,089*** ‑0,066** ‑0,110*** ‑0,139*** ns

Radio 0,046** 0,071*** 0,07*** ns 0,05** 0,087***

Internet 0,073*** 0,059** ns ns ns ‑0,114***

R2 0,025 0,055 0,038 0,036 0,056 0,039

Military Police
Federal 
Police

Political 
parties

President
Supreme 
Court

Fire 
department

Newspapers ‑0,107*** ‑0,114*** ‑0,06** ‑0,106*** ‑0,115*** ns

Radio 0,133*** 0,114*** 0,046* 0,051* 0,076*** ns

Internet ns ns ns ns ns ‑0,062*

R2 0,068 0,04 0,031 0,059 0,029 0,015
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Satisfaction with Democracy

Newspapers ‑0,108***

Radio ns

Internet ns

R2 0,042

Evaluation of Institutions

Government promotes 
democratic principles

Government fights 
corruption

Congress makes 
important laws 

Newspapers ‑0,099*** ‑0,103*** ‑0,059**

Radio 0,09*** 0,097*** 0,052*

Internet ‑0,068*** ns ns

R2 0,047 0,041 0,024

Congress acts as expected President Lula Congressmen

Newspapers ns ‑0,083*** 0,088***

Radio 0,057** ns 0,103***

Internet ‑0,056* ns ns

R2 0,021 0,023 0,032

Significance: *p < 0,10, **p < 0,05, ***<0,01. Source: Lapop (2008).

Consumption of news on the Internet is correlated with more democrat-

ic adherence. However, the correlation with pride in nationality goes in the 

opposite direction, while it is not a significant variable for the dimension of 

valorization of political parties or satisfaction with democracy. The Internet 

is associated with a more critical assessment of institutions in terms of eval-

uation. In terms of trust, however, it depends on the institution in question.  

The more news consumption on the web, the more individuals trust 

entrepreneurs and the judiciary, and the less they trust unions and the 

Fire Department. Trust in most institutions, however, is not affected by 

this media variable.

Brief Final Considerations

The media are a relevant factor to be considered for the understanding 

of public affairs. The information they contain might help to engage citizens 

in democracy, or estrange them from democratic principles. To understand 

the role of the media in public support for democracy, we need to consider 

different impacts of various sources that citizens are exposed to.
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The results presented here confirm this plural role played by the media, 

depending not only on the medium in question, but also on the dimen-

sions of political support analyzed. On the one hand, even though news 

media in Brazil seems to be somewhat positive for political support, as 

the case of other countries, the picture seems a little more complex for 

the former. Brazil’s main news source, Jornal Nacional, and attention to 

news on the radio, seem to foment a better view of democratic institu-

tions. Although presenting politics from a critical perspective ‑ denouncing 

corruption scandals ‑ they perform a positive role presenting democratic 

institutions and mechanisms as a way to deal with them, which could be 

responsible for the positive correlation found.

On the other hand, probably because reaching a more segmented elitist 

public, newspaper consumption and attention to news on the Internet have 

a more complex picture. As predicted, these media sources are correlated 

with a more critical assessment of the functioning of democratic institu-

tions. As for more axiological attitudes of political support, it is not totally 

positive as expected. While, for the most part, they seem to foster demo-

cratic attitudes (less so for newspapers) and valorize political parties, both 

media are negatively correlated with support for the political community.

The case of television also seems to be particular to the Brazilian 

case. In general – and as predicted – viewership is negatively associated 

with variables of democratic adherence and evaluation of institutions and 

political actors. Although more ambiguously (depending on the variable 

in question), it is also negatively correlated with valorization of politi-

cal parties and trust in institutions. However, despite this negative role, 

the data also showed that television promotes greater adherence to the 

political community.

These results demonstrate that it is not accurate to blame an anti

‑political bias of the media for negative attitudes that citizens have 

regarding democracy. Even if a more critical attitude toward politics by 

news media is taken as a given, there is controversy about this represent-

ing, by extension, an anti‑institutional attitude. Here, as in the case of 

other countries (Norris 2000, Newton 1999), news has appeared constantly 

as a positive factor for democratic quality.



31

As for television viewership, the results somehow confirm concerns 

about its meaning to perceptions of democracy in Brazil. Still, these re-

sults require caution, as they seem to be more associated with time spent 

watching television than with what is being watched. To test possible 

negative effects of content, more survey studies were needed with more 

detailed questions about specific programming. Reception studies could 

also be useful in this regard. In addition, we emphasize that television 

presents itself as a positive factor for adherence to the political community.

This result for pride in nationality could be related to the great dis-

semination of tv countrywide, with diffusion of common values. Taking 

the example of the genre of soap operas, all social classes watch this 

type of programming, talking about their themes and plots, which makes 

television act as a social bond. Representing a mirror of Brazilian society, 

the soaps also present themselves as a structuring factor of Brazilian iden-

tity (Wolton 1996). Thus, television can be seen as paradoxical. Although 

‑ as in other countries‑ it seems to be somehow tied to more negative 

attitudes toward politics, at the same time, in Brazil, it plays an active 

role ‑ allowing the audience to build complex understandings about the 

past, the present and future of the country.

The argument set forward here makes the role of the media in political 

support a complex one. Firstly, not all media are alike. Some foster more 

positive political attitudes, while others seem to support the ‘political 

disaffection’ theory. Secondly, even among specific media, the roles they 

play are not clear‑cut. They might promote some dimensions of political 

support, while undermining others.

Another consideration should be made regarding directionality of 

associations. As said before, from this type of data, it is not possible to 

say whether media impact political attitudes, or if citizens with certain 

political opinions turn to the type of media that display the worldview 

they already have. In this sense, it seems that different media in question 

might offer diverse suggestions for this relationship.

Television newscasts, as Jornal Nacional for example, have a more di-

versified audience. Many people watch it because they have their tv sets 

on between their favorite entertainment shows. In this case, it could be 
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suggested of an actual positive role of the newscast, which has the potential 

to reach an audience previously not interested in public affairs. Conversely, 

the secondary sources of news analyzed here could suggest a different 

causal relationship. Since they are more selective in terms of consumers, it 

does seem plausible that they are read, listened to or watched by a public 

that has the same points of view these media convey. Nevertheless, a bet-

ter way to understand these effects could be as a two‑way flow. Although 

people turn to these media because they reflect certain points of view 

they already have, they reinforce these previous attitudes, which could be 

of support of democratic values, or estrangement from politics in general. 

References

Almond, G. and Verba, S. (1963) The civic culture: Political attitudes in five western democracies. 
Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Cappella, J. and Jamieson, K. (1997) Spiral of cynicism. The press and the public good. New 
York/Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Chaia, V. and Teixeira, M. (2001) ‘Democracia e escândalos politicos’. São Paulo em Perspectiva, 15(4).

Chaia, V. and Azevedo, F. (2008) ‘O senado nos editoriais paulistas (2003-2004)’. Opinião Pública, 
14(1).

Coleman, J. (1990) Foundations of social theory. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

‘Desconfiança dos cidadãos das instituições democráticas, A’, (2006) Survey of the project 
coordinated by professors Moisés, J. (usp) and Meneguello, R. (Unicamp), Fapesp (process: 
04/07952-8).

Dalton, R. (1999) ‘Political support in advanced industrial democracies’ in P. Norris (ed.) Critical 
citizens: Global support for democratic governance. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Diamond, L. and Morlino, L. (2004) ‘The quality of democracy – an overview’,Journal of 
Democracy, 15(4).

Easton, D. (1965) A system analysis of political life. New Cork: Wiley. 

Inglehart, R. (2002) ‘Cultura e democracia’ in L. Harrison and S. Huntington, A cultura importa 
– Os valores que definem o progresso humano. Rio de Janeiro e São Paulo: Ed. Record. 

Inglehart, R. and Welzel, C. (2005) Modernization, cultural change and democracy. New York: 
Cambridge University Press.

‘Latin American Public Opinion Project’ (2008) www.lapopsurveys.org.

Meneguello, R. (2010) ‘Aspectos do desempenho democrático: Estudo sobre a adesão à democracia 
e avaliação do regime’ in J. Moisés (ed.) Democracia e confiança: Por que os cidadãos 
desconfiam das instituições públicas?. São Paulo: Edusp.

Mesquita, N. (2010) ‘Jornal Nacional, democracia e confiança nas instituições democráticas’ in 
J. Moisés, (ed.) Democracia e confiança: Por que os cidadãos desconfiam das instituições 
públicas. São Paulo: Edusp.



33

Miguel, L. (1999) ‘Mídia e eleições: a campanha de 1998 na Rede Globo’. Dados, 42(2).

Miguel, L. (2003) ‘A eleição visível: A Rede Globo descobre a política em 2002’. Dados, 46(2).

Miguel, L. (2004) ‘Discursos cruzados: Telenoticiários, HPEG e a construção da agenda 
eleitoral’,Sociologias, 6(11).

Miguel, L and Coutinho, P. (2007) ‘A crise e suas fronteiras: Oito meses de mensalão nos editoriais 
dos jornais’. Opinião Pública, 13(1).

Moisés, J.(2007)‘Democracy, political trust and democratic institutions (the case of Brazil)’. Paper 
presented in the seminar Democracy and citizens distrust of public institutions in Brazil in 
comparative perspectives, Oxford University, 1.o/jun./2007.

Moisés, J. (2008) ‘Os Significados da democracia segundo os Brasileiros’ in IV Congresso da 
Associação Latino-americana de Ciência Política – ALACIP, Gobernanza sin Desarrollo? 
Repensar el Bienestar en America Latina, Costa Rica.

Moisés, J. (2010) ‘Cultura política, instituições e democracia: Lições da experiência brasileira’ in 
J. Moisés, Democracia e confiança: Por que os cidadãos desconfiam das instituições públicas?. 
São Paulo: Edusp.

Moisés, J. and Carneiro, G. (2010) ‘Democracia, desconfiança política e insatisfação com o regime 
– o caso do Brasil’ in J. Moisés (ed.) Democracia e confiança: Por que os cidadãos desconfiam 
das instituições públicas?. São Paulo: Edusp.

Newton, K. (1999) ‘Mass media effects: Mobilization or media malaise?’ in British Journal of 
Political Science, 29(4).

Norris, P. (ed) (1999) Critical citizens, Oxford: Oxford University Press. Norris, P.(2000)A virtuous 
circle: Political communications in post-industrial democracies. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press.

North, D. (1990) Institutions, institutional change and economic performance. Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press.

Patterson, T. (1998) ‘Time and news: the media’s limitations as an instrument of democracy’,in 
International Political Science Review, 19(1).

Patterson, T. (2000) ‘The United States: news in a free-market society’ in R. Gunther and A. 
Mughan (eds.) Democracy and the media: A comparative perspective. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press.

Putnam, R. (1995) ‘Tuning in, tuning out: The strange disappearance of social capital in America’ 
in PS – Political Science and Politics, XXVIII (4).

Porto, M. (1996) ‘Televisão e voto: A eleição de 1992 para prefeito de São Paulo’ in Opinião 
Pública, IV(1).

Porto, M. (2000a) ‘La crisis de confianza en la política y sus instituciones: Los medios y la 
legitimidad de la democracia en Brasil’ in América Latina Hoy, 25.

Porto, M. (2000b) ‘Telenovelas, política e identidad nacional en Brasil’ in Ecuador Debate, 49. 

Porto, M. (2005) ‘The principle of diversity in journalism: Jornal Nacional and political deliberation 
in Brazil’ in Brazilian Journalism and Research, 1(1). 

Rennó, L. (2001) ‘Confiança interpessoal e comportamento político: Microfundamentos da teoria 
do capital social na América Latina’ in Opinião Pública, VII(1). 

Rennó, L. (2003) ‘Estruturas de oportunidade política e engajamento em organizações da sociedade 
civil: Um estudo comparado sobre a América Latina’ in Revista de Sociologia e Política, 21.

Schlegel, R. (2006) ‘Mídia, confiança política e mobilização’, Masters dissertation, fflch-usp, São Paulo.



34

Schmitt-Beck, R. and Voltmer, K. (2007) ‘The mass media in third-wave democracies: Gravediggers 
≤Democracy, intermediation, and voting on four continents. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press.

Shah, D. (1998) ‘Civic engagement, interpersonal trust and television use: An individual-level 
assessment of social capital’ in Political Psychology, 19.

Straubhaar, J., Olsen, O. and Nunes, A. (1993) ‘The Brazilian case’ in T. Skidmore (ed.) Television, 
politics, and the transition to democracy in Latin America. Washington: WWC Press; 
Baltimore/London: JHU Press.

Uslaner, E. (1998) ‘Social capital, television, and the ‘mean world: Trust, optimism, and civic 
participation’ in Political Psychology, 19.

Wolton, D. (1996) Elogio do grande public, São Paulo: Ática.

Methodological Appendix

Lapop (2008) Survey:

Independent variables:

Newspaper readership

“How often do you read newspapers (everyday, once or twice a week, 

rarely, never).”

News on the radio

“How often do you listen to news on the radio (everyday, once or 

twice a week, rarely, never).”

News on the Internet

“How often do you read or listen to news on the Internet (everyday, 

once or twice a week, rarely, never).”

Dependent variables:

Adherence to Democracy and Democratic Values:

“Democracy has some problems, but is better than any other form of 

government (Disagree a lot, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, agree a lot)”.

“With which of the following phrases do you agree more? (Democracy 

is preferable to any other form of government; in some circumstances 
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an authoritarian regime may be preferable; it makes no difference if a 

regime is authoritarian or democratic”).

“In order to arrest criminals, do you believe the authorities must 

always respect laws or that, in certain occasions, authorities can act 

without respecting laws (Must always respect laws, in certain occasions 

can act without respect to laws).”

“To what point do you approve or disapprove that the government 

censures tv programming (Totally disapprove, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, totally 

approve)”

Adherence to Political Community

“How proud are you of being Brazilian? (Not proud at all, 2, 3, 4, 5, 

6, very proud)”

Adherence to political parties

“Thinking about political parties in general, how much do you agree 

or disagree that Brazilian political parties represent their electors well? 

(Disagree a lot, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, agree a lot)”

“How much corruption is there in Brazilian political parties? (None, 

2, 3, 4, 5, 6, a lot)”

“How close are political parties to people like me? (Not close at all, 

2, 3, 4, 5, 6, very close).”

“There can be democracy without political parties (Disagree a lot, 2, 

3, 4, 5, 6, agree a lot).”

“How much trust do you have in political parties (None, 2, 3, 4, 5, 

6, a lot).”

Evaluation of Institutions

“Up to what point would you say (not at all, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, a lot): 

‘Congress passes laws and policies important to the country’; ‘Congress 
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corresponds to what is expected from it’; ‘The Federal Government fights 

corruption’; ‘The Federal Government promotes and protects democratic 

principles’.”

“And speaking in general about the current Government, how do 

you evaluate the work President Lula has been doing?” (Very bad, bad, 

neither good nor bad, good, very good)

“Do you think congressmen are doing a (Very bad, bad, neither good 

nor bad, good or very good) work?”

Satisfaction with Democracy

“Generally speaking, are you very satisfied, satisfied, dissatisfied, 

very dissatisfied with the functioning of democracy in Brazil?”

Institutional Trust

“Up to what point do you trust (not at all, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, a lot): entre-

preneurs, the judiciary, the armed forces, Congress, Federal Government, 

unions, military police, federal police, political parties, The President, 

supreme court, fire department”

“Citizens’ Distrust in Democratic Institutions” (2006) Survey:

Independent variables:

tv viewership

"How many hours a day do you spend watching tv (up to 1, 2, 3, 4, 

5 hours, more than 5 hours? Or you do not usually watch tv?)"

Jornal Nacional viewership 

"How often do you watch tv Globo's Jornal Nacional during the 

week? (1, 2, 3, 4, 5 times, every day or you never watch jn?) "

Dependent variables:

Adherence to Democracy and Democratic Values:

Would you say you (strongly disagree, somewhat disagree, somewhat 

agree, strongly agree):
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"When there is a difficult situation in Brazil, it doesn’t matter if the 

Government disregards laws, the Congress and institutions to solve the 

problems of the country."

"I Prefer Democracy rather than a savior leader who has all power, 

without being controlled by laws"

“If the country is facing serious difficulties, the President may dis-

regard parties and Congress and make decisions alone”

"The country would be better off if the military returned to power"

"I'd give a blank check to a savior leader to solve the problems of 

the country"

"Only a dictatorship can fix Brazil"

Adherence to Political Community

“Are you proud of being Brazilian? (Not proud at all, a little proud, 

proud, very proud)”

Adherence to political parties

"Speaking of the Brazilian political parties, how do you feel about 

them?" (Very close, close, somewhat close, not close to any "

"Brazil would be better off if there were only one political party"

"Speaking of democracy, do you think democracy has to do with: the 

existence of several political parties" (has much to do, has to do, has 

little to do, has nothing to do)

Evaluation of Institutions

I would like you to say what is your evaluation – very good, good, 

neither good nor bad, bad or very bad ‑ of each one of the follow-

ing institutions: a) the army; b) the judiciary power; c) police; d) the 
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National Congress; e) the political parties; f ) the Government; g) the 

President.

Satisfaction with Democracy

“Would you say that you are very satisfied, satisfied, not very satis-

fied, or not at all satisfied with the functioning of democracy in Brazil?”

Institutional Trust

“I am going to mention now some public institutions and would 

like to know what is the degree of trust that you have for each one of 

them: a lot, some, a little or not trust at all: a) the army, b) the firemen, 

c) judiciary power, d) president, e) police, f ) government, g) National 

Congress, h) political parties and 

“I am going to mention now some private institutions and would like 

to know what is the degree of trust that you have in each one of them: 

a lot, some, a little or not trust at all”: the unions, the entrepreneurs”
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Isabel Ferin Cunha

Preamble

The coverage of political communication in Western democracies has 

undergone great mutations in recent decades due both to technological 

factors and changes in media, economic, political and social systems. One 

of the most decisive factors has been the increasing centrality of the Media 

and the consequent need of the political system to adapt to this reality. 

Among the strategies adopted is the delivery of political communication 

management to political advisers, and other professionals like spin doctors 

who tend to administer the relationship between politicians (and govern-

ments) and citizens through a logic of “attracting and persuading audiences.” 

This phenomenon determines the mobilization of all resources in order to 

weaken the opponents; these include: rumors, allegations or suspicions 

of corruption. On the other hand, the pressure on Media companies to 

make profits and increase their audiences tends towards the scheduling of 

certain political issues, such as charges of corruption; given their potential 

to shock this then leads them to increased audiences (Allern and Pollack 

2012: 9-28). If we add to this a crisis scenario, not only economic, but 

also include democratic values, then the importance of reflecting upon all 

these factors together can be understood. 

DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.14195/978-989-26-0917-1_2



40

Within this context, we will characterize the coverage in Western 

democracies and relate that coverage to changes in political communi-

cation as well as develop the coverage of political corruption within a 

crisis scenario. 

Contexts of news and political communication

The representation of political corruption by the Media in Western 

democracies is intrinsically related to the characteristics of news cover-

age of political communication. Political communication has a horizontal 

dimension that consists of the relationships between politicians and the 

Media, and a vertical dimension involving political institutions as a whole, 

and also politicians and their relationships with citizens (Blumler and 

Gurevitch 1995). This Media triangle involves political players, businesses 

and Media professionals and citizens, the latter regarded as audiences.

McNair (1999) outlines the flow of political communication and be-

gins by listing the political organizations and political interests involved, 

such as parties, public organizations, governments and pressure groups. 

Following on from this he refers to the area of the Media, stressing that 

they act on the basis of economic affiliations and advertising agencies, 

depending upon technological and human resources, as well production 

routines and audience targets. The final part in the chain of political com-

munication flow is the public, who are not only the recipients but also the 

weakest link, voting at elections as a means of response. Meanwhile, the 

progressive replacing of the principle of mediation in political communi-

cation by the principle of mediatisation, has resulted in the penetration 

of values inherent in the Media sphere in political life (Mazzoleni and 

Schulz 1999, Meyer 2002).

This process began in Europe in the eighties, as a result of the de-

velopment of new technologies and market liberalisation policies which 

gradually led to the commoditisation of journalistic information. This 

evolution has had consequences on the news coverage of political phe-

nomena, as well as on political communication strategies, resulting in the 
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so‑called ‘Americanisation’ of politics, distinguished by the introduction 

of aspects arising from advertising and markets (Blumler and Gurevitch 

1982, 1995, 2000, Fergusen 1990, Semetetko and all. 1992, Franklin 1994). 

Patterson (2003: 22), referring to the evolution of American journalism 

over the latter decades of the 20th century, notes that the number of 

‘serious’ news items has decreased, while ‘light’ news has been on the 

increase. This has meant that the news involving political coverage, po-

litical communication and relevant public policy issues, that is: serious 

news, has given way to other light news, which itself has tended towards 

sensationalism, and what is more was deemed as being out of context 

with regard to time and space. Furthermore, this has led to greater focus 

on matters centred on a particular character, unrelated to public policies. 

The decrease in appearance time in the Media (sound bites) has generated 

the belief in politicians and the politicized elite, that there is a progres-

sive distortion in the quality of the policy, which is further increased by 

a declining ability on the part of politicians to reach the public at large. 

In response to this situation, policy‑makers have focused upon political 

marketing and aggressive strategies of political persuasion in order to 

impose themselves in the Media and reach the electorate more effectively. 

Moreover, since politicians verbal messages are often truncated, shortened 

and framed by journalists, the images of politicians tend to acquire greater 

significance (Grabe 2009: 54). With these assumptions and in order to 

reach the public and overcome the constraints identified in the Media, 

especially on television, governments and parties tend to choose leaders 

and candidates with greater personal potential in the Media. 

The process of political personalization is a political response to the 

difficulties that governments and political parties face when appealing 

to citizens and voters, but it is also a strategy that calls attention to the 

building of Media personalities as celebrities. The public image of gov-

ernments and candidates is always portrayed to include qualities such as 

trust, authority and security. However, the credibility of political actors 

also depends upon what aspects of their private life have become public, 

such as moral and physical appearance: oral proficiency (speaking well, 

using the right word at the right time); a fitting image (calm appearance, 
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appropriate dress); credibility (keeping promises) and reputation (hon-

esty, integrity and probity).

Within the context described, politics involves new players, who are 

preferably located backstage in governance and political campaigns (Louw 

2005). These players are highly skilled professionals such as those found 

in marketing companies, experts in public policy, political advisers (spin 

doctors), journalists and political commentators (pundits and opinion 

makers). These professionals are characterized by being specialized in 

technical and communication strategies, and by lacking in any party af-

filiation and party loyalty. The arrival of these experts into politics has 

led to the increased complexity of political relationships within Western 

democracies, and also the position of players in defining the political game. 

On the other hand, the role that these actors assume in the daily 

life of party politics and governance, has resulted in the proliferation 

of information “wars” focusing upon the strategies of political advisers, 

in order to impose “favourable opinion” in the public sector (Maarek 

2007). The struggle to establish the most favourable attitude of either 

a particular political agent, or issue, in both the political field and in 

public opinion, involves the ability to establish, throughout the media, 

political agendas imposing the notion of “how to think” (Meraz 2011). 

Being visible in the Media and getting the general public out of politics, 

leads to the use of multiple Media (traditional and W.2) and multiple 

communication strategies, which include the use of accusations of cor-

ruption that may remove legitimacy from potential opponents (Fladmoe 

and Jenssen 2012: 53-71)

The reporting of cases of alleged corruption and scandals in the 

Media which give rise, without justification, to proving the culpability 

of the politicians involved also contributes to discrediting democracy, 

as well as the political system itself and its agents. Simultaneously, the 

complaint or even the mere suggestion of such scenarios even existing 

has constituted to one of the great weapons of political struggle: allow-

ing the patrimony of a politician, within a highly personalized system, 

based on his/her image and reputation, to be eroded immediately. Thus, 

these type of complaints are one of the most common ways to neutralize 
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opposition candidates and promote “the settling of scores” in the public 

arena. Moreover, such strategies feed the Media industry by encouraging 

the production and consumption of news and giving more power and 

visibility to the Media. 

According to Allern and Pollack (2012: 9-28) the Media coverage of 

these issues would be associated with increased competition between 

traditional and online Media, the need to capture audiences, establish 

schedules and save resources and also with promoting political transgres-

sions in a sensationalistic way. It is also linked to the ever growing divide 

between the demands of public codes of behaviour and the practices of 

individual politicians as well as the strategies of political advisers to an-

nihilate opponents and maintain control of political agendas.

The political field involves, therefore, complex processes of information 

management and communication, along with specific skills and competen-

cies in the management of human resources and technology. The strategic 

objective is the control of agendas and impression management in the 

mainstream Media, especially television, where politicians are more often 

exposed and are forced to adopt a profile. As a complement, the advi-

sors and public relations staff, the men behind scenes, have to closely 

monitor client image adjustment, drawing on the help of regular polls.

The abovementioned American and European trend would be echoed 

in Portugal, some decades later. This delay was due to various reasons, 

such as the late introduction of a Media market and the consequent re-

sults of this change on social practices and policies (Serrano 2006, Cunha 

2006, Jalali 2007). In Portugal, after a decade‑long expansion in the Media 

and advertising fields, the economic and financial crisis led to a market 

crunch. In reaction to this situation, the corporate groups who were run-

ning the printed Media, television broadcasts and online Media sought 

to generate synergies, aiming at lowering production costs. Thus, major 

restructuring in newsrooms took place, with the goal of amalgamating 

news production centres. At the same time, human resources were opti-

mised, with journalists and other professionals being faced with growing 

levels of job insecurity, while flexibility in work hours increased, and a 

growing number of tasks were given to freelancers, daily workers and 
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interns (Garcia 2010). The migration of advertising, which due to the 

economic crisis had already been reduced to subscription‑based televi-

sion channels and digital Media, brought about yet further constraints 

to Portuguese journalism. 

While economic and professional factors have limited the action of 

News Media in recent decades, resulting in ‘inexpensive’ and profit

‑centred journalism, like the News of the World, for instance, it is no less 

true that there remains a need to keep audiences involved in transform-

ing the news into a show of their own. The news as entertainment and 

entertainment‑information alone hardly poses any serious threat to de-

mocracy (McNair 1999). In fact, this type of coverage, when associated 

with political speeches rooted in the principle of credibility, may even 

garner greater visibility for political communication, drawing a large sec-

tion of the public, traditionally oblivious of public issues, to participate 

in public debate and, therefore, in democracy (Brants 1998). However, 

as Patterson noted (1994), a sensationalist and commercial approach to 

political information tends to boost populism, contributing to the politi-

cisation of journalism and emphasising the backstage of politics. 

This set of trends in news coverage, on the one hand, results in 

‘tabloidisation’ (Esser 1999) of political communication and increasing 

alienation of ordinary citizens from the political field, while, on the 

other, it encourages the emergence of a new audience standard, marked 

by fragmentation, volatility and an absence of any ideological affiliation 

which seeks to fill in the lack of political information by resorting to 

alternative means (Atkinson 2009). While the former audiences focus 

preferably on generalist broadcasters, the latter focus on online vehicles 

in their search for information that might differ from the ordinary menu 

offered by traditional media (Morgan 2011). The intersection of the two 

latter trends with aggressive political communication strategies, involving 

elements of pop culture, has generated an increase of distrust in repre-

sentative democracy, demonstrated by growing alienation of citizens from 

electoral acts (Wolton 2008). 

To those constraints, a common feature in most Western democratic 

societies, one must add specific aspects that pertain to Portuguese soci-
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ety. Among these, one can mention the traditional promiscuity between 

journalism’s elite and politicians, and also between journalists and the 

judicial sector. This adds to a clear rotation among party members and 

sympathisers in carrying out their public duties and in occupying gov-

ernmental seats, as well as holding executive positions in large economic 

groups, both in the public and private sectors (Morgado e Vegar 2003, 

Moreira e Silva 2008, Costa, Fazenda, Honório, Rosas e Louçã 2010, 

Transparencia e Integridade Report 2011). 

We must also emphasise the interest groups that are associated with 

Media companies, who put party and political pressure on these compa-

nies and also the shortage of news‑worthy raw material and its ability 

to generate audiences. The State, or specifically the Government, has 

been seen to exert control over the private Media through institutional 

advertising, as well as through criteria imposed by regulatory agencies 

of communication. All these factors influence news coverage of the po-

tential phenomena of corruption, in addition to aspects of the political 

arena, such as political marketing strategies by parties and members of 

Government, competitive phenomena in the political market, politicians’ 

images, perception of dominant and emerging values and campaigns of 

disinformation and damage control (Maarek 1997, Lees-Marshment 2011). 

Framing crisis and corruption

Etymologically, the word originates from krisis, Greek for separation, 

dispute, decision, verdict or final decision. Crisis in Latin means change, 

sudden imbalance; state of doubt and uncertainty; tension, conflict (Cunha 

1982: 228). Norberto Bobbio, in his “Political Dictionary” (2004: 303‑306), 

defines crisis as a moment of breach in a system, and considers that 

crises can be distinguished by three elements: unpredictability, limited 

duration, and impact on the functioning of the system. 

To understand a crisis it is necessary to take into account the internal 

and external contexts that predate it, as well as the changes in the system 

that have originated it. In the stage of crisis itself, one must dedicate 
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special attention to the issues of time and space involved in any crisis 

and to the actors and protagonists at stake. Bobbio considers that po-

litical and economic crises are inextricably connected, both at national 

and international level, as demonstrated by the international economic 

crisis of 1929‑1932 that had severe repercussions on domestic political 

systems. Thus, crises can originate from inside or outside the system; they 

evolve according to a peak, which means that over the course of a crisis, 

other crises may overlap, causing overloads in political, economic, legal 

and social systems. For example, the financial crisis that is currently felt 

across the whole of Europe has had several internal crises and peaks, 

which have resulted in ups and down in stock markets, in credit rating 

scares and in the measures adopted by EU member states. 

The same author also distinguishes crises in a system from Government 

and international crises. A system crisis is associated with change of 

political regime, as well as with changes in legal and constitutional 

mechanisms and devices, as for example in the end of a Monarchy and 

the establishment of a Republic, or at the end of a dictatorial regime  

and the introduction of democracy. Still within the topic of system crisis, 

we also find transformation of socio‑economic relations – including such 

aspects as production relations, distribution of wealth and income and 

the notion of family (Bobbio, Matteuci e Pasquino 2004: 304). It should 

be noted that the two aspects are deeply interlinked, which means it is 

impossible for any change in regime not to bring about change to socio

‑economic relations, or for socio‑economic changes to occur without a 

substantial change in the philosophy and design of a regime. Government 

crises are related to the operation of the Government subsystem and may 

originate from internal factors inherent to the context and governmental 

structure, or external factors pertaining to relations with society or with 

aspects resulting from unfavourable international situations. The author 

points out that one of the decisive factors of any Government crisis may 

result from the relations between the politicians’ class and society and may 

depend on “the lack of representativeness of the political class in power”. 

The institutionalisation of procedures with a view to solving Government 

crises mostly aims to control the damage that could affect the regime 
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(Bobbio, Matteuci e Pasquino 2004: 305). These reflections, applied to 

the current situation in many European countries, lead to urgent ques-

tioning on citizenship and the very future of representative democracy. 

International crises arise from conflicts between countries. Historically, 

the concept has always been always associated with conflicts, wars and 

the hegemonic ambitions of certain countries. According to Bobbio, 

Matteuci, Pasquino (2004: 305), there is a huge advantage in analysing 

international crises from the point of view of the available information, 

the quality and number of actors involved, the decision‑making processes 

and the results achieved. 

An exercise that might actually be useful for the current situation 

in Europe is the analysis of journalistic coverage of the financial crisis. 

While undertaking this exercise one quickly identifies a small number of 

customised active, players, a profuse circulation of data and statistics, as 

well as few actual measures that could lead to a solution for the problem. 

Within this context journalistic coverage by the Media adopts the power 

of speech of interest groups represented within the State, which through 

economic, financial and legal devices, encourages citizens to conform to 

vague interests, mostly financial in nature, of national and global scope 

(Nash 2005). This process can be described, to a large extent, by managing 

the voices that reach the public arena and to whom the Media lends the 

floor, for example: the collective players ‘markets’, ‘banks’, ‘financial mar-

kets’, ‘the rich’, G20, G8, or even singling out certain countries of particular 

geostrategic interest. Citizens are merely viewed as passive and reactive 

players, and identified as ‘employees’, ‘contributors’, ‘civil servants’, ‘the 

retired’, ‘users of public services’. The voice of the trade unions and union 

federations is also passive or reactive in relation to the decisions made by 

the active players, as well as the ‘demonstrators’, ‘rioters’ or the ‘outraged’. 

The deficit of representation in the public sphere, as sensed by the 

majority of citizens in various regions of the globe and a growing sus-

picion toward the informative menu administered by Media companies, 

have given rise to social movements with diverse goals. Examples of 

such movements include for instance: the anti‑dictatorship movements 

that broke out in North African countries; the movement of ‘the outraged’ 
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against the austere remedies aimed at tackling the financial crisis in 

Europe, or even the ‘Occupy Wall Street’ movement in the United States, 

who are opposed to the practices of financial systems. All these move-

ments hold in common the use of online tools and social networks, as 

well as a specific strategy to change the dominant discourse of public 

space, demanding new criteria of ‘truth’ and ‘credibility’ (Atkinson 2009). 

To Raboy and Dagenais (1992: 2‑5) crises are of great interest to  

the Media, not only because they provide an opportunity to challenge 

the political system, the opponent or powerful partner, but also due to 

the economic advantages that such situations can bring to companies, 

as they generally bring about an increase in available raw material for 

news‑making and a growing demand from citizens/consumers. These 

same authors also consider that a tendency of the Media for fabricating or 

emphasising crises is traceable, and that they include procedures which 

tend to be consistent with powerful interests and actors. Underneath 

this statement lies the conclusion (Keane 1992: 20-21) that Western 

democracies have created a system of dangerous relations between the 

political class, businesses, Media and journalists, allowing less than 

clear situations to occur. 

These observations suggest that boundaries between the State and the 

interests of certain powerful groups have become increasingly blurred, as 

certain unscrutinised powers emerge, bringing influence and various forms 

of corruption which mine the system from within. On the other hand, 

and at the same time, democratic political systems, when faced with crisis 

situations, tend to adopt safety measures that include the introduction  

of restrictions on Media activities, and control over the news sources and 

agendas. One example of this being the measures adopted by the mayor of 

New York on the accreditation of journalists dispatched to cover the ‘Occupy 

Wall Street’ protests, which tended to limit the freedom of information. 

The crisis is also a type of discourse on public affairs in the public 

arena, involving specific codes, where the focus is on certain types of 

narrative, certain sources, actors and opinion makers. The crisis discourse 

resorts to persuasion and intimidation devices centred upon a coherent 

set of meanings, seeking to reflect the interests and ideological choices 
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of very specific sectors of society. Under these circumstances the con-

ventional Media have been playing a role of amplifying elite voices and 

choices, conditioning the public areas of debate by the participation of 

opinion makers and political leaders affiliated with the dominant sys-

tem (Couldry 2010). In the financial crisis that began in 2007, with the 

collapse of Lehman Brothers, and in the years that followed, the voices 

on the public stage have been sponsoring a veritable “pensée unique” 

centred on the conformed and conformist vision of the causes of finan-

cial crisis. Since then, the Western Media have encouraged journalistic 

coverage of the financial crisis solely tending toward the exaltation of 

the interests of capital, as formed within the ‘markets’, and the punish-

ment of economy and labour. 

Moreover, crises also cause an escalation of social demands, which in 

turn lead the political and economic actors and agents to limit political 

and civil rights, notably through control over information. This control 

is conducted by overlooking transient micro and macro‑political aspects 

of the crisis, through processes of ideological guidance of speech about 

the economic and financial situation, added to simultaneous strategies 

of concealment and by manipulating information in the public domain. 

Regarding the current financial crisis, it is of the utmost importance to 

analyse how focused journalistic coverage is on global financial interests, 

hiding the economic and social consequences of the so‑called ‘austerity 

measures’ imposed, for instance, in many countries of Southern Europe. 

The devices of ‘spectacularisation’ and the ‘hyper‑ media‑exploitation’ 

of events and actors are discursive strategies of development of the po-

litical, economic and financial crisis (Bruck 1992: 109-110). Some of the 

most frequent discursive strategies are: the exhaustive and controlled 

presentation of information fragments contained in sound bytes; resort-

ing to such scenarios as conferences or summits; customising public and 

institutional contexts; the denial of macro‑contexts and direct culprits; 

the control of opinions and voices who have access to the public stage 

and the option for moralistic frameworks. These criteria incorporated 

into journalistic coverage by the press and television news programmes 

limit the public’s understanding of the crisis, make the understanding of 



50

macro‑contexts and alternative solutions more difficult and bring about 

breaches in social cohesion, solidarity among citizens and countries as well 

as the strengthening of moralistic speeches with xenophobic tendencies. 

Within the Portuguese Media, references to the crisis have been constant 

since the beginning of the millennium. Empirical studies on the coverage 

of the final periods in Prime Ministers’ terms (Cavaco Silva, 1994-1995; 

António Guterres, 2001-2002; Santana Lopes, 2004-2005) by the recognised 

press note the recurring frequency of topics such as deficit, economy, crisis 

and corruption (Ferin Cunha 2006: 30-38). In a subsequent empirical study 

about the 2009 legislative elections, the concern for the issues pertaining 

to ‘the crisis’ and ‘corruption’ was once again confirmed (Ferin Cunha 

2012). Thus, by analysing the press, one can conclude that the second 

most focused upon theme was ‘economy, finance and crisis’ (19.9%, 208 

out of 1043), and the fourth most: ‘Scandals and lawsuits’ (5.4%, 56 out 

of 1043). Meanwhile, on subscription‑based television channels, out of 

a total number of 630 records, the themes ‘Scandals and lawsuits’ (9.7%, 

61 mentions) and ‘Economy, finance and crisis’ (4.9%, 31 mentions) hold, 

respectively, the third and fourth highest placed mentions, within the 

context of the coverage of elections. 

Political corruption

Rose‑Ackerman (1999), discussing crisis and corruption, concluded that 

crises generate political, economic, social and moral changes. Firstly, the 

phenomenon results in the alienation of citizens from their rulers and 

tends to generate de‑politicisation in the public sphere, paving the way 

for diminished perceived legitimacy of the political system and institu-

tions. Secondly, in contemporary history, crises display mainly economic 

and financial characteristics that involve defrauding the expectations of 

citizens and societies, and clearly contribute to the increase in corruption 

phenomena, in their many forms. 

Dobel (1978) considers that corruption greatly results from the sparse 

amount of goods available at a given time in a given society, which tends 
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to bring out a sense of ‘struggle for survival’ coupled with a lowering in 

civic and ethical standards. For this author, political corruption is a phe-

nomenon historically inherent to crisis contexts and to the final breaths 

of regimes, and is always associated, in the West, to the legitimacy crises, 

where actors (citizens and politicians) qualify the political order as cor-

rupt and undertake actions aimed at overthrowing it.

Gambetta (2002) argues that, in common language, corruption carries 

several notions, of which three are the most important. According to one 

idea, corruption pertains to the degradation of the (public or private) 

agents’ sense of ethics, implying a lack of moral integrity and consequent 

depravation. From another perspective, corruption can be associated with a 

set of social practices stemming from the degradation of some institutions 

(public or private), its focus therefore lying on institutional relations and 

the organization of society. A third view of corruption highlights certain 

social practices, with strong cultural overtones, such as gifts, etc., in order 

to encourage or reward certain decisions from public or private agents.

The broadest definition of corruption regards the misappropriation of 

assets or gains, while further elaboration on the concept leads to three 

main scenarios: a first, where the degradation of the involved parties’ sense 

of ethics occurs; a second, with a set of predatory social practices within 

certain institutions; and the third scenario, where institutions and agents 

agree on misappropriation of benefits (Heidenheimer and Johnston 2002: 

3-73). The wrongdoings classified as corruption are diverse in nature, 

including ‘gifts’, ‘gloves’, ‘back‑handers’, clientele relations, kleptocracy, 

nepotism, misappropriation of benefits, white collar crime, organised crime. 

The social perception of corruption involves elements of local and 

national culture, as the notion of what is legitimate and legal differs 

both from time to time and from one country to another. For example, 

in some countries, donations to parties are completely unlawful, but not 

in others and, under certain circumstances, are actually acceptable: “In 

Italy the socialist argued that the bribes they took were for their party 

rather than for personal gain, and that, since there is no other way for 

them to finance their electoral campaigns, donations should be legalized 

“(Gambetta 2002: 34). 
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To elaborate further: political corruption can be defined as an abuse 

of power for one’s own benefit undertaken by democratically elected po-

litical agents. This situation may occur while carrying out public duties, 

or afterwards, when politicians use the relative capital acquired during 

their terms of office for obtaining undue gains. The wrongdoings prima-

rily occur in four typical situations: in the course of running for political 

office, in the exercise of public office, while legislating or ruling, as well 

as after stepping down from political positions while still in charge of 

certain political duties in one’s party (Heidenheimer and Johnston 2002). 

Political corruption is a crossroads between politics (power), the 

economy (companies and businesses), justice (the legal framework)  

and Media (the disclosure of information) (Blankenburg 2002). La Porta 

and Méry (1997), Blankenburg (2002), Philp (2002), Bobbio consider that 

privatisation carried out within European territory, extended in the 1980s 

and 1990s, has contributed to the increase in corruption. They underline, 

firstly, that the financial and economic paradigm shift favoured certain 

already well‑established interest groups, who have enjoyed increased 

privileges. Those groups have devised strategies, such as alternating 

managers between public and private‑sector positions, aimed at exerting 

influence on governmental decisions. 

Donatella de La Porta and Ives Méry (1997) have demonstrated that 

from the late 1990s onward, there has been an increase in the signs  

that suggest a rise in corrupt practices in Western democracies; to such 

an extent that a phenomenon which was previously deemed sporadic by 

the public came to be regarded as truly endemic. The increased percep-

tion of corruption, mostly political, in Western societies and most notably 

in Southern European countries, such as Spain, Portugal and Greece, are 

connected to political changes initiated throughout the 1990s, with the 

accession of those countries to the EEC. Political change, the financial 

and the economic expansion and growth of consumer society, resulted 

in the emergence of a new ruling elite. This group, mostly of rural ori-

gin and a notable newcomer to politics, combined traditional political 

practices, such as cronyism and nepotism, with capitalist and consumer 

society values, adopting power strategies rooted in economic and financial  
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interests. The most frequent types of political corruption thus arise in the 

form of fraud, bribery, cronyism, misappropriation of gains, trafficking 

of influences, arbitrary favouring and illegal funding of political parties. 

In Portugal, the disclosure of political corruption phenomena started 

in the nineties and as some studies have shown (Paixão 2010) was as-

sociated with the emergence of a Media market, supported by private 

television operators and new ways of practising journalism. However, the 

phenomena of political corruption rose to particular prominence during 

the 17th (March 12, 2005 to October 26, 2009) and 18th (October 26, 2009 

to June 21, 2011) Constitutional Governments, led by the Socialist Party 

under the leadership of Prime Minister José Sócrates. During this period, 

between 2006 and 2009, Portugal dropped from 26th to 35th place in the 

international ranking on public perception of corruption conducted by 

Transparency International.

Disclosure and transparency: an inconclusive conclusion 

Amidst an adverse situation in Western democracies, where the ordinary 

citizen tends to view politics as some sort of agency aimed at adminis-

trating the interests of capital and finance, the speeches on disclosure 

and transparency have earned increasingly symbolic value (Avritzer, 

Gignotto, Guimarães e Starling 2008). Both processes rely on common 

devices, such as scenarios, roles and legal discourses, regardless of the 

actions that take place in public arenas covered by the Media. The goal 

of these procedures is to establish the ‘truth’, identify the ‘lie’ and punish 

the ‘guilty’. The interests of the Media, journalists and judges converge, as 

they all face a political system of hidden powers and fight against certain 

interests fiercely established within the State. The former, in contexts of 

economic and financial crisis, can make profits from the presentation of 

corruption as raw material, as well as from the subsequent ‘judicialisa-

tion’ of politics. In turn, justice may regard the Media and journalists as 

potential allies capable of overcoming the slow paced mechanisms of legal 

bureaucracy and of disarming pressures from within the political arena.
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However, while the judge appears before the eyes of ordinary people 

as a punisher whose action is hindered by obligations and codes, the 

journalist apparently seems to enjoy greater freedom, guided by a rep-

resentation of justice that transcends the boundaries of the institution. 

This public perception of justice allows the Media to take up the role 

of intermediary between powers, sometimes playing the role of accuser, 

sometimes defence lawyer, and other times playing judge, in cases where 

news potential is greatest. In these cases, violations of confidentiality 

during investigations are also frequent, as they are often promoted by 

the Media, by reporting on information obtained from judicial sources, 

creating partial knowledge of the facts, usually referred to as “hypotheti-

cal information", and encouraging trials by the public.

This way, the Media becomes a permanent stage for speeches on 

disclosing corruption, where the ‘truth’ is established and constantly 

re‑established through moral discourses and legal arguments. In this con-

text, political marketing and political communication play a crucial role 

in the design and survey of scenarios, in creating strategies for political 

agents and in exerting control over discourses about the ‘truth’. Resorting 

to disclosure and denunciation not only affects the political actors, by 

delegitimizing their actions, but also promotes discredit and distrust in 

representative democracy as a whole. 

While disclosure processes follow their courses, calls for government 

transparency arise in order to strengthen confidence in democracy. 

Lindstedt and Naurin (2010) contend that merely making information 

accessible or enacting legislation on corruption is not enough. The same 

authors consider that measures adopted by governments and public officials 

aiming to make institutions more transparent are less likely to actually 

apply to, or successfully tackle, the problem than the initiatives which 

are embraced by the public. Generalised distrust in measures adopted 

by Governments/States is rooted in the perception that there are two 

types of transparency: the one controlled by the information producer 

(the actor who produces the information and accepts the responsibility 

for its publication) and the other that is not controlled by the producing 

agent, i.e. the information that is published by someone other than those 
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who are producing it, with no involvement in the process. The first form 

of transparency is more likely to prove ineffective, resulting in merely 

formal transparency procedures. 

These statements serve the purpose of highlighting the decisive role of 

the public in the fight against corruption, in particular through awareness 

of the damage caused to representative democracy and the economy. In 

order for transparency to serve as an actual means of preventing political 

corruption it is necessary to make information available to citizens, alert-

ing them to the scale of the crimes as well as to the alleged offenders, 

thus inhibiting their criminal conduct. However, in order for institutions 

to be more transparent, for broader levels of participation to be reached 

and for civic responsibility to be improved, radical change in the notion 

of democracy and democratic participation is required. 

A more advanced level of participatory democracy is therefore nec-

essary, one that might bring together new actors and forms of political 

communication, using the Media and alternative political contents, and 

able to break the domination of Western representative democracies that 

hold obscure interests lodged within their very cores.
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D e m o c r a t i c  C u l t u r e , P ub  l i c  O p i n i o n  

a n d  P u n d i t r y  i n  Po r t ug  a l

Rita Figueiras

Introduction

The integration of Portugal in the European Union in 1986 prompted 

a vast transformation to the country, namely modernization, and politi-

cal stability (Braga da Cruz 1995). These changes had a huge impact on 

Portuguese economic structures (higher income rates and a progressive 

internationalization of the Portuguese economy), employment (socio

‑professional change, feminization and progressive growth in the tertiary 

sector), education and qualification of the Portuguese population (par-

ticularly amongst young generations and women), democratization of 

political structures, and liberalization of the media sector (Freire 2003, 

Cardoso and Costa 2005). Hence, in the aftermanth of both the institu-

tionalization of Portuguese democracy and the development of the media 

sector in the 1990s, an increased relevance given to public debate started 

to be noticed, and, with that, the value and visibility given to punditry 

increased considerably (Figueiras 2005, 2008, 2011).

The valorization of public debate culture can be framed in western 

societies’ cultural matrix, which perceives democracy as a social organi-

zation model structured itself around communication and public opinion 

as the prime mover of democratic politics (Habermas 1984, Fraser 1991, 
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2007, Luhmann 1992, Schudson 1995). In several instances within the 

public sphere, where the media and op‑ed pages represent the ‘public 

voice’ of the press (Nimmo and Combs 1993, McNair 2003), society de-

bates public issues and public opinion is built. 

Jürgen Habermas and Niklas Luhmann are leading scholars whose 

theories embody opposite archetypes regarding public opinion function 

in democratic politics. For Habermas (1984), it is through communi-

cation that debate takes place in society, and where citizens embody  

a powerful political role in reinforcing civic culture. Diversity and plural-

ism of voices, themes and perspectives are considered to be elements that 

shape the democratic cultural identity model, and that structure the interac-

tion among its main features: political system, media and public opinion. 

In turn, according to Luhmann, public opinion is a structure formed by 

institutionalized issues conveyed by the media, but defined according to 

the political system’s needs, that he calls thematization. This concept can 

be understood as a process of definition, establishment and recognition 

of major public themes throughout media action (Luhmann 2005: 30‑32). 

Therefore, the author understands public opinion as a consequence of 

a selective activity by the media that gives relevance to a set of public 

issues. These themes don’t intend to determine either opinion contents 

or decision or action; they serve, exclusively, to capture attention and to 

reduce uncertainty according to the political system’s strategic decisions. 

In Western cultural tradition of the public sphere, diversity and pluralism of 

voices, themes and perspectives are considered to be structuring democratic 

cultural values that society esteems. Furthermore, in spite of how differently  

it may be shaped in democratic politics, epitomized in Habermas and 

Luhmann’s opposite archetypes, public opinion is considered to be the prime 

mover of democratic politic (Habermas 1984, Fraser 1991, 2007, Luhmann 

1992, Schudson 1995), which, in turn, is framed by historical, political, cultural, 

and media development, as configuring elements of political communication 

culture (Hallin and Mancini 1996). The chapter departs form this acknowl-

edgement to discuss the ‘democraticity’ of the Portuguese democratic culture. 

For that purpose mechanisms that lead to public opinion building will be 

analyzed, by studying one of its components, published opinion.
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Objectives and Methodology

In several instances within the public sphere society debates public 

issues and public opinion is built through tensions, negotiations and 

consensus. Hence, mediation is a pivotal keyword concerning the struc-

tural and cultural identity of democratic regimes. Mediation works as a 

cultural‑political tool for dealing with ongoing, dynamic, fluid, and con-

flicting processes involving several sets of actors in shaping public debate. 

Within this process, pundits play a relevant role (Nimmo and Combs 

1994, McNair 2003). Moreover, considering the ripple effect of the pun-

dits' agenda when analyzing public issues. Hence, researching punditry 

offers relevant insights for understanding Portuguese democracy culture. 

Within this framework, the chapter will focus on Portuguese punditry 

and the analysis will be defined and conducted by the aim of discussing 

the ‘democraticity’ of the Portuguese democratic culture, which translates 

into a set of research questions that will be presented further on. 

For that purpose four Portuguese mainstream newspapers were selected: 

daily Diário de Notícias (DN), Público, and weekly Expresso and Visão. These 

are the agenda‑setters of several Portuguese public agendas, mainly in the 

political sphere and other media. Rather than wishing to emphasize the role 

of each newspaper, this research aims to uncover the general trends present 

in the mainstream press, as a constitutive element of public life in Portugal.6

The period of analysis of the study comprises the years from 2000 to 

2005. This timeframe was established for the analysis because it corre-

6 The research opted for analyzing the mainstream press punditry because, as previous 
studies have shown (Figueiras, 2005, 2008, 2011), other media pundits, i.e. television, radio, 
Internet, are traditionally recruited from the press. Since the 1980s the mainstream press is 
the place were pundits public credibility and prestige is built and confirmed. The symbolic 
status that pundits gain in the op‑ed pages is an asset recognized by the other media that 
tend to recruit those already well‑known public figures for their own op‑ed spaces. One 
must bear in mind that this sector is rarely renovated, and that it feeds the logic of the 
star‑system, characterized by always searching for and promoting the most recognized and 
the best media promoted columnists in the public's eye. The pundits who have such visi-
bility are, generically, always the same, accumulating and circulating abundantly through 
the various commentary spaces: radio, press, digital publications, the blogosphere, and 
social networking sites. Therefore, in Portugal there is a strong tradition for pundits to be 
multimedia ones. Hence, by analyzing the mainstream press pundits, generalizations to the 
Portuguese punditry sphere can be made.
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sponds to an historical period in the Portuguese democratic life when it 

is already possible to state that the Portuguese democratic regime, and 

within it Portuguese public debate culture, was normalized. Hence, within 

this timeframe it is possible to understand the Portuguese democratic 

culture at work in a stabilized context. Taking into account that regularity 

and continuity are main characteristics of op‑ed pages a sample period 

was built considering January, May and September of each year analyzed, 

from 2000 to 2005. 

The research will be developed within a two‑step approach. Firstly, 

the profile of Portuguese pundits will be researched in order to identify 

the social fields from which pundits are recruited. A special attention will 

be given to pundits coming from the political field, namely their party 

affiliation. A professional biography was built to identify the pundits’ 

profiles, considering the following categories (Mills 1981, Bottomore 

1974): Academia (teaching, research); Culture (art related activities); 

Church (priests); Journalism (journalists); Media (media professionals); 

Military (army members); Politics (MPs, governments, militants); Liberal 

Professions /Upper Management (Public or Private institutions).

Considering the relevance the media have in contemporary politics 

(Meyer 2002), and the fact that the op‑ed section is a place of social 

power that gives status to pundits, legitimacy to their opinions, and a 

leading role in public opinion building (Nimmo and Combs 1994, McNair 

2003), what are the pundits’ profiles? Will a diversified and heterogeneous 

profile to be found? And where are they being recruited? The research 

hypotheses are that (1) a high level of pundits is recruited in social fields 

of power, and that (2) a high presence of political pundits is to be found 

in the op‑ed pages. 

Secondly, in order to research a little deeper the ‘democraticity’ of 

the Portuguese democratic culture, pundits’ agenda and the way they 

discuss national politics will be analyzed. The research starts by identi-

fying pundits’ agenda with a special interest in understanding the place 

political issues have in their agenda. The analysis of the opinion pieces 

proceeded as follows: first, the coder (the author of the paper), consid-

ering the sample period mentioned, provided a running account of the 
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topics in each article for identifying the main themes that each op‑ed 

piece conveyed. The result from this preliminary analysis allowed to 

reconstituting pundits’ agenda.7

Considering Public sphere cultural matrix which understands it as a 

place where diversified themes should be discussed (Habermas 1984, 

Schudson 1995, Fraser 2007), on the one hand, and the relevance politi-

cal issues have in news media agenda (Patterson, 2001), on the other 

hand, what are the dominant topics addressed by pundits? What is the 

relationship between the topics addressed in the op‑ed pages and the 

news media agenda? What is the relevance of political issues in pundits’ 

agenda? The research hypotheses are that (1) punditry agenda is mainly 

built by the news media agenda, and (2) that it is an agenda that revolves 

around political issues. 

The results from the preliminary analysis of the pundits’ agenda also 

allowed to identify the op‑ed pieces related with the theme national 

politics8 which constituted the corpus of analysis of this specific item 

of the research, making a total of 6870 opinion pieces analyzed.9 To 

identify the way pundits discussed national politics, the study employed 

traditional quantitative content analysis techniques, and three variables 

were defined: Frame, Style and Tone, sub‑divided into a set of indicators. 

Frame proposes an interpretative orientation of how pundits debate 

national politics. Following the theme categories systemized by journalistic 

coverage patterns of politics, three indicators were built (Graber 2000, 

Patterson 2001, Siegelmann and Bullock 2000, Brants 2006): issue (public 

affairs substance); personalization/leadership (politicians’ characteristics: 

professional experience, leadership abilities, character, competence, 

wisdom, physical appearance); strategy/horse race (tactic and political 

7 For thematic categorization an inventory of themes was built: National Politics; In-
ternational Politics; European Union; Social Issues; Economy; Health; Education; Culture; 
Social Chronicle; Sports; Religion; Justice; Journalism; Terrorism; Others.

8 For the National Politics theme an inventory of topics was built: Government affairs; 
Government; Democracy; Political Party; Parliament; Elections; Economy; Journalism; Scan-
dals; Personality characteristics; European Union; President; State.

9 For this research a database using SPSS (Statistical Package for Social Sciences) soft-
ware was built for processing all the gathered information.
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astuteness, polls); system/political culture (cultural characteristics that 

frame political practice).

Variable Style defines the structure of arguments throughout opinion 

articles, which means, the way pundits present their ideas, considering 

five modalities: analytic‑interpretative/explicative (arguments presented 

in a pedagogical and complex fashion, intertwining context, causes, 

consequences); critical (questioning decisions or choices); apologetic 

(defense of a perspective, enhancing its positive items); irony (satirical 

and sarcastic writing) and critical/ironic (combination of both categories). 

Tone allows an understanding of pundits’ evaluation of issues, sub

‑divided into six modalities: clearly negative, mainly negative, balanced, 

mainly positive and clearly positive.

Giving special attention to pundits coming from politics and journal-

ism, the research also aims to identify how they argue national politics. 

Considering the op‑ed pages cultural expectation of a place which 

complements information given by the news media (Habermas 1984, 

Nimmo and Combs 1994, McNair 2003), and where reflection, enlightening 

arguments, and informed discussions are offered to readers, is the de-

bate happening in the op‑ed pages reflexive‑oriented (contextualized, 

informed, pedagogical, and balanced)? And how do journalists and 

politicians address national politics on their op‑ed pages? The research 

hypotheses are that op‑ed pages (1) tend to discuss political issues 

as contemporary journalism does (conflict‑oriented, dramatized, and 

negative towards politics, Patterson, 2010); and that (2) pundits com-

ing from politics and journalism replicate in the op‑ed pages the logic 

of each one fields. 

These empirical results will offer relevant insights for understanding 

Portuguese democracy culture, which will lead the research to its main 

purpose, i.e. discussing the ‘democraticity’ of the Portuguese democratic 

culture. Empirical results will be debated against democratic cultural un-

derstanding of public opinion, epitomized in Habermas and Luhmann’s 

theory on the subject. Will public opinion’s main cultural values, epito-

mized in Habermas’ theory, be found in the Portuguese op‑ed pages; 

or will its characteristics may be interpreted as empirical evidence of 
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Luhmann’s perspective, serving the political system’s self‑referential clo-

sure? Considering pundits’ dominant profile and the kind of mediation 

role pundits play and expected to be found, the research would argue 

that the Portuguese op‑ed pagesindicate exclusionary practices contra-

dicting ideals of inclusion and open debate that culturally defines the 

public sphere, thus reflecting Luhmann’s theory. 

The paper will proceed as follows: the first part will present a brief 

contextualization of Habermas and Luhmann’s theory on public opinion 

– as both represent two opposite theoretical archetypes of democratic 

communicative culture – and it will also confront their thoughts with 

others in an effort to enlighten the discussion concerning the formation 

of public opinion; then, anchored in comprehensive empirical data, the 

profile of Portuguese pundits, their agenda and the way they discuss 

national politics, giving special attention to politicians and journalists, 

will be analyzed. The chapter will conclude by answering the questions 

that guided the research by framing its findings in the discussed theo-

retical framework. 

Public Opinion and theoretical archetypes of democratic communicative 

culture

In western societies’ cultural rhetoric, democracy structures itself 

around communication, and in this social organization model the pub-

lic sphere occupies a central place (Habermas 1984, Fraser 1991, 2007, 

Schudson 1995). This conventional meaning underlies the normative 

understanding of public opinion that became a principle of legitimacy, 

whose moral and ethical character resides in publicity and in criticism 

(Habermas 1984, Cornu 1999, Garnham 2000, Keane 1991, McNair 2003). 

As Fraser states (2007: 7), ‘the concept of the public sphere was devel-

oped not simply to understand communication flows, but to contribute 

a normative political theory of democracy. (…). Thus, it matters who 

participates and on what terms. In addition, a public sphere is con-

ceived as a vehicle for marshaling public opinion as a political force. 
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Mobilizing the considered sense of civil society, publicity is supposed 

to hold officials accountable and to assure that the actions of the state 

express the will of the citizenry.’ Therefore, rationality, and public de-

bate became elements that have shaped the democratic cultural identity 

model and that structured interaction among its main features: political 

system, media and public opinion. In so doing, collective compromise 

started to be valued and built on an idea of proximity between repre-

sentatives and the represented (Habermas 1984). 

This democratic cultural understanding of public opinion that shaped 

European dominant intellectual tradition is epitomized in what could 

be called as the habermasean theses. For Habermas (1984), democracy 

structures itself around communication. In this social organization model 

the public sphere occupies a central place. Habermas (1984: 68) defines 

it as ‘a symbolic place in mediating civil society and the state’, and 

where citizens embody a powerful political role, through public opinion. 

According to Habermas, public opinion is considered to be civil society’s 

court of reason, an understanding developed throughout the 18th century. 

‘In the bourgeois public sphere a developing political awareness started 

to arise, (…), and through that, civil society learned how to proclaim 

itself; meaning that public opinion started to be considered as the only 

legitimized source of laws’ (Habermas 1984: 71). 

Within this context, public opinion began to have deep political impli-

cations. Aiming for public good, society started to build public interest, 

through publicity and criticism. Publicity, understood as the act of be-

coming public, became a means to the process of enlightenment; in turn, 

criticism started to be considered as a pragmatic control mechanism for 

reaching the best argument during public discussions. In this context, 

autonomy, diversity and pluralism became public opinion’s main cultural 

values (Habermas 1984: 84).

This conventional meaning became the normative understanding of 

public opinion that became a principle of legitimacy in democratic re-

gimes (Habermas 1984, Cornu 1999, Garnham 2000, Keane 1991, McNair 

2003). Moreover, Luhmann (1992: 66), considers that public opinion has 

been institutionalized as ‘political society’s «secret» sovereign and invisible 
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authority. (…) And in this semantic shape public opinion has become the 

main idea of the political system.’ However, considering public opinion 

in the way it was institutionalized during the rise of modern States in 

the 18th century generates, according to Luhmann, ‘an incomprehension 

of the problem of the concept’s inner complexity. What states and con-

crete operations, what physical and social systems are the sources of this 

opinion? If this question is raised, the concept’s conventional meaning 

dissolves itself’ (Luhmann 1992: 67). 

According to the author’s rationale, celerity and multiple possible 

combinations characterize modern societies, and that increments inde-

termination and social contingency. The growth in social differentiation 

adds improbability to articulation of interests between systems, increas-

ing, therefore, the improbability of communication. 

In this increasing social complexity, the author frames his problematic 

approach to communication within a thesis of improbability. For Luhmann 

(1992: 40), ‘…the main question is (…), how is it possible to establish an 

order that transforms the impossible into the possible and the improb-

able into the probable?’. In this sense, if on the one hand communication 

generates complexity, on the other it makes complexity reduction possible 

and allows the existence of systems. According to Luhmann, society grows 

out of an overcoming of impossibility, meaning that improbable, yet not 

impossible, communication can happen. 

Communication, therefore, is perceived as a content selection process 

that obeys social systems’ functional needs. For Luhmann, communication 

is the central operator of all systems, allowing their existence, operation-

ality, survival and reflectivity (Luhmann 1992, 1998, 2005). Hence, in his 

perspective, if the 18th century public opinion concept were truly to be 

applied, it would increase social complexity and the improbability of com-

munication even further. However, ‘this doesn’t necessarily mean that it 

should be abandoned, but that it needs to be reconstructed from a radical 

principle. (…). Only in this way it is possible to take political implications 

of the concept that is explicable only by its history…’ (Luhmann 1992: 67).

Thus, Luhmann suggests a reconfigured concept of public opinion 

as a structure formed by institutionalized issues, obeying the media’s 
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relevance according to the political system’s needs, that he calls thema-

tization. Public opinion, as simplified communication, can be understood 

as a process of definition, establishment and recognition of major public 

themes throughout media action (Luhmann 2005: 30‑32). Public opinion 

as a result of a thematization process allows communication among in-

dividuals, requiring their attention only for a limited number of themes. 

Therefore, public opinion is no longer a consequence of spontaneous 

discussion on public affairs by civil society in multiple instances, e.g. 

from television to social networking sites, but of a selective activity by the 

mainstream media that give relevance to a set of public communication 

issues. These themes don’t intend to determine either opinion contents 

or decision or action; they serve, exclusively, to capture attention and to 

reduce uncertainty according to the political system’s strategic decisions. 

For Luhmann, the true meaning of thematization is to hide within 

its evidence what really can compromise the political system (1992: 85).  

In this way, public opinion becomes a sensor, a mirror (as Luhmnann puts 

it) that reflects political power and its other elements. For Luhmann, it 

is enough to observe the observers and that excuses the political system 

from observing the complex environment. In this way, public opinion is 

considered to be a helping instrument of selective contingency, as a social 

mechanism for reducing the increase in complexity (Saperas 1993: 91).

Hence, in Luhmann’s framework, his disagreement with the ‘rational

‑enlightenment’ theories is well emphasized, as is the case in Habermas’ 

thesis and in those inspired by it, which frames dominant European in-

tellectual tradition (Luhmann 1992b, Frasier 2007). For Luhmann, Public 

opinion as the political system’s ‘guide‑mechanism’, its ‘poissance invisible’ 

(1992: 83), determines neither political exercise nor opinion formation, 

but establishes the borders within which the political system is possible. 

It serves its own self‑referential enclosure. Therefore, the political system’s 

legitimacy depends on itself and relies on its own ability to survive, i.e. 

self‑reproductively (autopoiesis). 

In the democratic framework society debates public issues and public 

opinion is built through tensions, negotiations and consensus. Thus, me-

diation, i.e. ‘any acts of intervening, conveying, or reconciling between 



69

different actors, collectives, or institutions’ (Mazzoleni and Schultz 1999: 

249), works as a cultural‑political tool for dealing with ongoing, dynamic, 

fluid, and conflicting processes involving several sets of actors in shaping 

public debate in a cycle of endless mediation. The inherent tension in 

processes of mediation is a necessary condition for the debate to remain 

open and continually revised and re‑constructed at each of its constitutive 

levels, which include production, representation, and reception of pub-

lic debate. Jürgen Habermas and Niklas Luhmann perspectives embody 

opposite archetypes regarding public opinion mediation in democratic 

politics, and their perspectives were the guideline for the empirical 

analysis presented in the following section. 

The Portuguese Press Punditry

Considering punditry as a place of mediation, an instance of reflex-

ivity and of influence, and that opinion genre offers a narrative of and 

for public life the research regarding Portuguese punditry will follow 

a two‑step approach. Firstly, the profile of Portuguese pundits will be 

researched; then, pundits’ agenda and the way they discuss national 

politics will be analyzed. In the end, the results will be debated against 

Habermas and Luhmann’s theories. 

Pundits profile

Before analyzing what pundits argued about Portuguese politics it is 

relevant to acknowledge from which place in society they are coming 

from, and also understand their profile. Between 2000 and 2005, 249 

pundits were found, divided into 80 coming from journalism and 169 from 

other social fields (table 1). Considering the 168 non‑journalist pundits,10 

around 45% (N=75) have or have been involved in a political activity. 

10 Regarding one non‑journalist pundit, no biographical records were found.
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Table 1: Pundits profile (2000‑2005)

Pundits N %

Journalists 80 32,12%

Non‑Journalists 169 67.87%

Total 249 100%

The majority of these columnists has a vast and diverse political curricu-

lum, carrying out top party positions and/or government positions, as well 

as other activities in other social fields of power, such as Academia, Liberal 

Professions, namely advocacy and upper‑management positions (table 2). 

Table 2: Profession of Non‑Journalist Pundits

Profession 2000‑2005

Culture 7

Politician 8

Politician/Culture 4

Professor 23

Professor/Culture 12

Professor/Politician 18

Professor/Politician/Upper Management 24

Professor/Upper Management 17

Upper Management/Liberal Professional 15

Upper Management/Politician 21

Media 5

Others 11

Considering party affiliation (table 3), the relationship between parlia-

mentary representation and op‑ed pages distribution stands out. Firstly, no 

pundit comes from a non‑parliamentary represented party; secondly, the 

major parties have a highlighted position. The difference between pundits 

from the Socialist Party (PS) and Social Democratic Party (PSD), and the 

remaining parties stands out;11 thirdly and consequently, bipolarization 

between power parties on op‑ed pages can be observed. 

11 Bloco de Esquerda (BE) is an exception. This political party appeared in 1999, and 
since then has progressively increased its electoral turnouts. These results have a political 
explanation (electoral discontentment regarding parties of the left, and changing Portuguese 
values, especially among youth in Freire, Lobo & Magalhães, 2004). However, BE’s com-
munication strategy must not be minimized, especially its non‑mainstream and provocative 
political communication language (verbal, scenic, and performance) and its ability to set the 
media’s agenda. The disparity between the party’s longevity, parliamentary representation 
(fifth force in Parliament) and its visibility is well exemplified by its over‑representation 
in op‑ed pages.
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Table 3: Political Party Representation (2000‑2005)

Party BE CDU PS PSD CDS

Pundits 6 3 33 23 11

It seems that op‑ed political representation is shaped by political par-

ties, i.e. conventional representation (Freire, Lobo and Magalhães 2004), 

and is also governmentalized, not only by the prevalence of government 

parties, but also by a strong presence of elements accumulating opinion 

columns and public office positions, allowing them the power to decide 

and the power to comment on their own decisions. 

These results confirm the research hypothesis. Regarding the pundits’ 

profile it can be concluded that a high level of pundits is recruited in social 

fields of power. It is quite clear that pundits are originating from academia, 

politics and liberal professions. These elements, when combined with the 

professions of the columnists, reveal that the pundits' sphere, for the most 

part, is occupied by the elite Portuguese powers (Mills 1981). Thus, one is 

faced with a conjunction of individuals of elevated status and with both 

real and symbolic power in Portuguese society, whose presence in the op

‑ed pages can function in two ways: as a consequence of the status related 

to the social field of recruitment and as an example of reinforcing ‘from 

the outside in’. It also represents the visibility and conferred status for an 

opinion column to positively tap into the career of the pundit and his or 

her originating social field (Bourdieu 1989, Wolton 1994, Luhmann 1995).

In which the presence of politicians in the op‑ed pages is concerned, 

results also confirm the research hypothesis. There is a high pres-

ence of politicians in the op‑ed pages. Regarding the political party  

representation, it may be possible to say that the news‑value of balance 

is a criterion employed in the recruitment of political pundits, as the 

op‑ed pages mimic the Portuguese parliament political configuration. 

Moreover, the over‑whelming presence of politicians in detriment of a more 

diversified and heterogeneous composition of the Portuguese punditry 

undermines, therefore, its possibility of being an autonomous instance 

from the political sphere, and also of being a ‘symbolic platform’ (Wolton, 

1995) for diversified social fields to participate in framing public debate. 
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Pundits’ agenda and debate

Autonomy, diversity of topics and pluralism of opinions are relevant 

indicators of the democraticity of the public sphere (Habermas 1984, 

Schudson 1995, Fraser 2007). Hence, characterizing pundits’ agenda 

and debate will allow one to identify the array of topics, perspectives 

addressed, and opinions argued in the op‑ed pages, and thus adding ele-

ments to discuss the democraticity of the Portuguese democratic culture.

Regarding pundits’ agenda, between 2000 and 2005, in the 6870 ar-

ticles analyzed, a wide range of themes were debated, such as politics, 

economics, social issues, judicial issues, sports or religion. At first glance, 

this variety of subjects could indicate that diversity was guaranteed, but 

a closer look gives a different perspective. 

Table 4: Pundits Agenda – main themes

Themes N %

Culture 543 7,90%

International Politics 672 9,78%

National Politics 3027 44,06%

Terrorism ‑ 9/11 470 6,84%

Table 4 presents the main topics discussed by pundits and as the 

figures show, national politics was the dominant topic in 42% (N=3027) 

of the articles, followed by international politics in 10% (N=672) of the 

columns. The remaining 15 identified themes were dispersed among the 

other 48% of the published articles. 

As results show, a short list of themes requires people’s continuous 

attention. There are big thematical areas, like national and international 

politics, filled up with new and routine events that hold a permanent 

place in the media’s agenda, in both news and comment format. Thus, 

and confirming the research hypothesis, it can be concluded that novelty 

is a central value for defining pundits’ agenda, which revolves around 

political issues. By and large, pundits discuss topics that are at the top 

of the media’s agenda, and they stop talking about those subjects when 

they lose novelty, which in contemporary media frenzies is rapidly. This 
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tendency means also, that the op‑ed pages have difficulty in being an 

autonomous instance oriented by its own timeframe. 

The four main national political topics discussed by pundits (Table 5) 

represent 57% (N=3027) of the totality of topics on this issue. Concerning 

government affairs, elections, government and party politics, the major-

ity of these articles were institutionally scoped, which is an angle that 

interests those related to political power. 

Table 5: National Politics main topics (2000‑2005)

Topics N %

Government Affairs 688 22,72%

Elections 498 16,45%

Government 300 9,91%

Party Politics 244 8,06%

Total 3027 100%

As already mentioned, journalists occupied a quota of 32% (N=80) in the 

universe of pundits and politicians represented 30% (N=75) of all punditry. 

Together, they dominated 62% of the op‑ed pages. The remaining 38% were 

from Academia, Culture, the Church, Liberal professions and the media. 

Journalists were also the pundits who most frequently discussed na-

tional politics in their columns (around 54% of all written articles on 

the subject), followed by politicians (23.5%), centralizing the debate on 

public affairs between both.
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Journalists and National Politics: 

Table 6: Framing Table 7: Style Table 8: Tone

Indicators N % Indicators N % Indicators N %

Issue 141 12,62% A-I/E 261 23,36% CN 624 55,86%

P/L 75 6,71% Critical 635 56,84% MN 105 9,40%

S-HR 182 16,29% Apologetic 81 7,25% Balanced 171 15,30%

I-P/L 90 8,05% Ironic 90 8,05% MP 40 3,58%

I-HR 269 24,08% C/I 48 4,29% CP 132 11,81%

P/L-HR 103 9,22% Not Valid 2 0,99 Neutral 40 3,58%

I-P/L-HR 231 20,68% Total 1117 100% Not Valid 5 0,99

S/PC 5 0,44% Total 1117 100%

Not Valid 21 0,98

Total 1117 100%

Legend Table 6: P/L = Personalization/Leadership; S‑HR = Strategy‑Horse Race; 
I‑P/L = Issue – Personalization/Leadership; I‑HR = Issue‑Horse Race; P/L‑HR 
= Personalization/Leadership‑Horse race; I‑P/L‑HR = Issue‑Personalization/
Leadership‑Horse Race; S/PC = System/Political Culture. Table 7: A‑I/E = Analytic
‑Interpretative/Explicative; C/I = Critical/Ironic. Table 8: CL = Clearly Negative; 
MN = Mainly Negative; MP = Mainly Positive; CP = Clearly Positive; 

Considering tables 6 to 8, journalists’ debate on national politics 

was mainly framed (table 6) as «issue/horse racing» (N=269, 24.08%); 

«critically» styled (table 7) (56.84%, N=635), and the prevalent tone (ta-

ble 8) was «clearly negative» (55.86%, N=624). If tones were merged it 

would be possible to conclude that journalist’s evaluation of national 

politics is really unfavorable (65.26%, N=729), leaving behind the more 

«balanced» and «neutral» (18.88%, N=211) tones, as well as the favorable 

ones (15.39%, N=172). 

An opinion article published by Luís Delgado (journalist of DN) in 

January 10th, 2000, illustrates these tendencies by criticizing in a very nega-

tive tone the work of the then Minister for Public Works: ‘João Cravinho’s 

declarations can only be understood as a weak excuse for having done 

nothing during the four years that he’s been in Government. There isn’t 

a single work, a single decision that has remained in our memory.’ 

Strategy framing (tactical and political astuteness), critical style and 

the clearly negative tone that dominated journalists’ opinion articles, is 

also well exemplified in José António Saraiva’s (editor of Expresso) arti-

cle on the Portuguese Prime‑Minister at that time, António Guterres, on 
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May 12th 2001: ‘When all were expecting something novel, a sentence, 

a different word, Guterres just repeated what everybody already knew. 

(…). By appearing in the political conference without anything to offer, 

Guterres not only disappointed everybody, but also didn’t give delegates, 

guests or journalists a single reason to have gone there.’

Politicians and National Politics:

Table 9: Frame Table 10: Style Table 11: Tone

Indicators N % Indicators N % Indicators N %

Issue 129 18,24% A-I/E 257 36,35% CN 370 52,33%

P/L 22 3,11% Critical 298 42,15% MN 46 6,50%

S-HR 55 7,77% Apologetic 98 13,86% Balanced 108 15,27%

I-P/L 96 13,57% Ironic 30 4,24% MP 22 3,11%

I-HR 227 32,10% C/I 21 2,97% CP 140 19,80%

P/L-HR 32 4,52% Not Valid 3 0,99 Neutral 13 1,83%

I-P/L-HR 132 18,67% Total 707 100% Not Valid 8 0,98

S/PC 0 0,00% Total 707 100%

Not Valid 14 0,98

Total 707 100%

Legend Table 9: P/L = Personalization/Leadership; S‑HR = Strategy‑Horse Race; 
I‑P/L = Issue – Personalization/Leadership; I‑HR = Issue‑Horse Race; P/L‑HR 
= Personalization/Leadership‑Horse race; I‑P/L‑HR = Issue‑Personalization/
Leadership‑Horse Race; S/PC = System/Political Culture. Table 10: A‑I/E = Analytic
‑Interpretative/Explicative; C/I = Critical/Ironic. Table 11: CL = Clearly Negative; 
MN = Mainly Negative; MP = Mainly Positive; CP = Clearly Positive; 

Tables 9 to 11 show how politicians discussed national politics in their 

columns. As the figures show, this topic is mainly framed (table 9) as 

«issue/strategy‑horse race» (32.10%, N=227), followed by «issue» (18.24%, 

N=129); «critically» (42.15%, N=298) and «analytic‑interpretative/explica-

tive» (36.35%, N=257) styled (table 10). Considering the merging of tones 

(table 11), data show that unfavorable tones (58.83%, N=416) prevailed 

over favorable (22,91%, N=162) and balanced (15.27%, N=108) ones. 

These results show two different positions regarding politicians. On the 

one hand, they write considering the substance of issues, in an analytical, 

balanced and favorable way; and, on the other, they write in a very critical, 

negative and distrustful fashion about national politics, just as journalists do. 

The evaluation of how politicians commented on Portuguese politics 

during the period analyzed allows an understanding of the dual shades of 



76

their articles. More than evoking two different positions on op‑ed pages, 

it reveals a differentiated strategic approach regarding the object of their 

commentary. The combative format makes use of accusations, unilateral 

explanations, presentation of motives and carefully chosen facts. It enhances 

protest, condemnation, and intransigent opposition in a fight over support-

ers; and the apologetic format is reserved for their own political interests 

and for spreading a positive spin over the subjects discussed (Torres,1988). 

These tendencies can be illustrated by the following opinions, which 

are framed in tactical and political astuteness, critically styled, clearly 

negative toned, and institutionally scoped, and which take into account 

the political pundit’s political color. Correia de Campos (an MP and 

Minister of Health in the former PS’s Government in 2001‑2002) wrote on 

the Government at the time, headed by Pedro Santana Lopes (from the 

PSD, and also former pundit in DN, 2001‑2003), on October 8th, 2004 in 

Público: ‘Force is the weapon of the weak. If it were strong, the govern-

ment would govern, instead of being occupied with the weekly critiques 

of MRS12 (…). None of this should happen in a State of law.’ 

The majority of the columnists use op‑ed pages to attack their op-

ponents and defend their political and party causes. Politicians’ columns 

have a propagandistic function aiming to lead the public towards strate-

gic directions, through combative or apologetic comments, of which the 

following are a very clear example. 

Medeiros Ferreira (a PS MP, when the party was in power) wrote about 

the EU Portuguese presidency on January 4th 2000 in DN: ‘…the Portuguese 

term in office is remarkable. It serves as an example of the political 

importance of the rotating presidency. (...). This is amply visible in the 

programme presented by the Portuguese Government.’ A week later, Vasco 

Graça Moura, a PSD European MP, also wrote about the EU Portuguese 

presidency, but from the leading opposition party’s perspective, in January 

12, 2000 in DN: ‘…the Government, besides the usual bla bla bla, hasn’t a 

12 MRS stands for Marcelo Rebelo de Sousa. He is a very reputed Portuguese pundit, 
Academic, Jurist, and Politician (former leader of PSD, Minister, and MP).
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single consistent idea to articulate the defense of our interests regarding 

the EU presidency (…). This Government isn’t ready to exist in Europe.’ 

From these research results it can also be concluded that there were 

almost no figures framed as «system/political culture». This frame con-

textualizes subjects according to political and social values that frame 

Portuguese society, and the absence of this perspective reflects a scant 

civic pedagogic component in op‑ed pages. Consequently, citizens’ involve-

ment in public affairs is scarcely present in pundits’ articles. Adding to 

that the institutional scopes prevalent in op‑ed pages, it can be concluded 

that shaping the debate around institutional politics circumscribes discus-

sion within the political system and excludes citizens as a counterpart 

in public debate. 

These findings stimulate also a reflection regarding the way journalists 

and politicians write about national politics, how they position themselves 

in the op‑ed section, and symbolic benefits that they seem to get from 

it, particularly regarding each other.

Literature on the relationship between journalism and politics (Patterson 

2001, McNair 2003, Brants 2006,Graber, McQuail and Norris 2008) offer 

insight into this reflection. Scholars state that journalistic coverage of the 

political system is mainly critical, negative and strategy‑horse race ori-

ented. In recent decades, this coverage pattern has been institutionalized 

as an aftermath of the political system’s orientation towards the media. 

‘Media‑shaped politics’ (Meyer 2002) is ready to be publicized without 

editing; but to spin doctors’ propagandistic strategy, journalists answer 

back by covering politics in a critical, negative and distrustful fashion. 

This adversarial position, more than revealing political disagreement, 

aims to reflect journalistic autonomy (in what Luhmann would call a system 

differentiation move), whose identity matrix was built, roughly at the same 

time, as an authoritarian political opponent and as political watchdog and 

representative of public opinion(Keane 1991, Champagne 1998, Cornu 1999, 

Norris 2010). And as Pierre Bourdieu says (1989: 69): ‘understanding a field’s 

social genesis and grasping the creed of the specific need that sustains it, the 

language game that is played in it, the material and symbolic things at stake 

in it, is explaining (…) the acts of producers and the work they produce…’ 
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From the empirical evidence of this research it can be concluded that 

journalists’ opinion articles are similar to their political coverage, reflecting 

what could be called journalists’ ‘anti‑political class culture’. Empirical data 

suggest also that politicians use op‑ed pages to attack their opponents 

and defend their political and party causes. Hence, politicians seem to 

look at op‑ed pages as an extension of Parliament and journalists as an 

extension of the newsroom, thus confirming the research hypothesis. 

Therefore, op‑ed pages may be perceived as a place for power struggle 

between journalists and politicians, where their social legitimacy as the 

representative of public opinion, shaped by each one’s own identity and 

their relationship, is at stake.

While politicians have a formal legitimacy, journalists have a self

‑proclaimed one, built on their ethical and deontological professional values 

that allow them, in the name of public opinion, to check the political system’s 

conduct (Cornu 1999, Norris 2000). However, in spite of the fact that the 

political system maintains high formal legitimacy, it is increasingly being 

questioned, which puts it at risk as society’s reference‑system (Luhmann 

1992). In turn, the media’s socio‑political relevance in contemporary so-

cieties is giving them increasing power for constructing reality (Bourdieu 

1989; Luhmann 2005). Thus, in contemporary societies, journalists and 

politicians struggle over definitions of news, politicians’ control of their 

image, political interpretation of polls, and, as this research indicates, they 

also struggle over public debate control. In this way, published opinion 

can be seen as a privileged place for struggle over meaning, as a strategy 

for power affirmation by politicians, but, as this research seems to attest, 

that may be extended to journalists as well.

Conclusion

This chapter aimed at researching mechanisms that lead to public 

opinion building, by studying one of its components, published opinion 

in Portugal. For that purpose, the profile of pundits, their agenda and 

the way they discuss public affairs were analyzed. 
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Furthermore, by researching punditry the chapter aimed to debate the 

‘democraticity’ of the Portuguese democratic culture.

Despite the fact that in western cultural identity of the public sphere, 

diversity and pluralism of voices, themes and perspectives are considered 

to be structuring democratic cultural values that society esteems, the em-

pirical results of this study indicate exclusionary practices contradicting 

ideals of inclusion and open debate. Thus, the article would argue that, 

instead of promoting and reinforcing democratic culture, epitomized in 

habermasean theses, punditry may be interpreted as empirical evidence 

of Luhmann’s perspective on public opinion serving, preferentially, the 

political system’s self‑referential closure. 

This statement may be materialized, firstly, by the high presence of 

pundits coming from politics. Secondly, by political pundits’ profiles, 

namely the reduction of complexity by centralizing the debate in the 

two dominant Portuguese political parties, the PS and the PSD – which 

have alternate government hold –, allowing them to participate directly in 

constructing and structuring public attention around a limited set of big 

issues, while fragmented in a vast variety of topics requiring short‑term 

attention span, as illustrated by pundits’ agenda. And, thirdly, by the fact 

that politics was discussed from the political system’s point of view, as 

sub‑section concerning journalists and politicians writings have indicated. 

At a first glance, journalists’ opinion pieces, together with their politi-

cal news coverage, seem to express a menace to the political system’s 

symbolic survival. However, considering the terms in which discussion 

takes place in op‑ed pages, journalistic menace to the political system 

may be more apparent than real. 

Discontinuity, conflict, personalization, novelty and recurrence (Luhmann 

2005: 57‑68) are forms set on binary distinctions that, as findings suggest, 

structure polemics that feed op‑ed pages. Adding to this, celerity by which 

themes continuously succeed them reinforces the idea of published opin-

ion as thematic structure immerging in a political communication process 

that, instead of jeopardizing political system, serves its contingent interests. 

Temporal rhythmization gives continuity to the ‘need for discontinuity’ 

(Luhmann 1992: 79), meaning that op‑ed pages may be characterized by 
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their ‘ability to aggregate and disaggregate the environment and to use 

that to primordially assure continuity of a specific type of communication’ 

(Luhmann 1992: 75), neutralizing, therefore, any potential threat.

Hence, at the same time that public opinion – and in the case consid-

ered, published opinion as well – allows the political system to manage 

individuals’ attention span, public opinion also functions as one of its 

most important sensors, whose observation substitutes direct observa-

tion of the complex environment – impossible by definition, according 

to Luhmann – in a mirror that reflects the political system components, 

simultaneously observed and observers that act in front of the mirror: 

‘other people, groups, political parties and versions of the same subject’ 

(Luhmann 1992: 86), such as journalists and their opinion writings. 

Overall, it seems to be possible to suggest that the Portuguese democratic 

culture promotes exclusionary practices contradicting ideals of inclusion and 

open debate. It may be argued that published opinion serves less to establish 

external contacts, than to allow self‑observation and the necessary reflectivity 

to maintain the political system’s self‑referential closure.13 Therefore, if in the 

traditional cultural identity of the public sphere, of which op‑ed pages are 

one instance, diversity and pluralism of voices, themes and perspectives are 

considered to be structuring values that society esteems and that allow the 

building of enlightened public opinion; the empirical results discussed in this 

chapter, however, indicate that ‘there is nothing that guarantees the possibility 

of achieving real agreements, but there is a public communication that sup-

ports itself in this fiction and that assures its continuity’ (Luhmann1992: 73).
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C h a p t e r  4 
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Pa r l i a m e n t a r y  E l ec  t i o n s 

Paula do Espírito Santo

Introductory note

The voters’ relationship to politics is a classical issue in Political 

Studies and has undergone important developments on a broad and 

comparative scale. The citizen’s relationship with politics and with the 

political system have given rise to important concepts such as social 

capital (Fukuyama 2000, Putnam 1993, 2000), which is a specific reflec-

tion of social and political involvement and participation. When analysing 

the citizen’s relationship with politics and with the political system, we 

should consider political and civic culture concepts. With regard to this 

topic, we have seen a great deal of contributions beginning with Gabriel 

Almond’s pioneering article, ‘Comparative Political Systems’, which intro-

duced the concept of political culture in the Journal of Politics, in 1956. 

However, the idea of political and civic culture has existed and has been 

expressed for some time, although not necessarily being mentioned by 

name (Tocqueville, Mead, Benedict) and it is an important conceptual 

instrument in relation to the individual’s relationship with politics and 

culture. With further reference to this relationship, several contributions 

have analysed the consequences of political participation from the civil 

DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.14195/978-989-26-0917-1_4
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community, in terms of the regular citizen’s needs of adjusting to how 

the system is organized and how it is constructed by the State (Fukuyama 

1992, Linklater 1998, Lloyd and Thomas 1998, Beck 1998, Klingemann, 

Fuchs and Zielonka 2006, Inglehart, Haerpfer, Bernhagen and Welzel 

2009, Lavareda and Telles 2011). 

The focus on how, in democratic systems, people can effectively utilise 

the system’s political answers to their real needs and motives demonstrates 

a standing process of both adjustment and search, which represents a, 

permanently, unfolding path to that needs to be followed. However,  

In ‘The Role of Ordinary people in Democratization’, Welzel and Inglehart 

stress that ‘the development of effective democracy’ reflects the acquisition 

of resources and values by ordinary people that enable them to pressure 

the elite, effectively. The importance of this process, known as ‘human 

empowerment’ is generally underestimated’ Welzel and Inglehart (2008: 

126). In other words, the human potential that each Nation contains the 

basic skills for a better democratic system. ‘Democracy can be effective 

only if power is vested in the people’, considering a ‘human‑empowerment 

scenario that consists of three elements: action resources, self‑expression 

values and democratic institutions’ (Wetzel and Inglehart 2008: 129). 

These three elements allow a political balance between the powerful 

elite and the will of the people which can operate at different levels, in 

relation to each Nation’s journey towards an improved Democracy. The 

most challenging feature of the process of democratization is that it is 

a major political challenge with what is, probably, a never ending out-

come. However, the human capital strength obtained will be greater at 

each moment in History. As stated by Wetzel and Inglehart (2008: 136) 

‘the major effect of modernization is not that it makes democracy more 

acceptable to elites, but that it increases ordinary people’s capabilities 

and willingness to struggle for democratic institutions’.

The importance of political participation is an essential facet of the 

way the political system, and the citizens in particular, understand and 

interpret their role as active members of within the State’s construction. 

In a period of time where there is a growing disappointment with the 

direction that politics and of the economy has taken it appears that there 
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is an active repositioning of the relationship between citizens and the 

political system. In other words, being politically active usually means 

being less committed to the electoral offer. However, it also means finding 

and building more demanding links to the political system while search-

ing for more information, the sharing of opinions and a more critical and 

informed way of living politically. The global and generational growth of 

education has allowed citizens to reach a political moment in which they 

are better trained at school and in academic terms and are, therefore, 

each time more and more critical and knowledgeable about what they 

want, about politics and about politicians. 

Remarks relating to the Political system and methodological aspects 

The Portuguese political system is considered to be of a semi‑presidential 

type. This generally means that there are two basic political ruling institu-

tions of the State and Nation, which are Parliament and the President. In 

the Portuguese system both Parliament and the President are the principal 

political institutions of representation. The President is the main political 

symbol of the Nation, in both internal and international terms, as well 

as performing the role of supreme political and institutional regulator. 

The Portuguese political system does have Parliamentary elections every 

four years and Presidential elections every five years (limited to two con-

secutive mandates). The President, the Prime‑Minister, the President of 

Parliament, and the Courts are, though, sovereign institutions, in relation 

to the Portuguese political system. 

We considered a three election period, those elections having occurred 

in 2002, 2005 and 200914. In 2002 the Prime Minister António Guterres 

��� The Portuguese legislative elections, which occurred in 2002 and 2005, were both 
important and unique. These elections were important due to their inherent nature during 
a semi‑presidential regime. They were also unique for having occurred as a result of sin-
gular reasons deriving more from a set of circumstances which had dictated the end of the 
previous legislature than from the normal and formal reasons that allow for Parliamentary 
elections to take place every four years.
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resigned due to significant losses in local elections. In the following 2005 

elections, the mandatory four year term of office had not been completed 

because of the dissolution of Parliament. This took place during Pedro 

Santana Lopes’ short term of office as Prime‑Minster. Santana Lopes had 

been appointed after the resignation of the previous incumbent José 

Manuel Durão Barroso who, after tendering his resignation, was then 

elected as President of the European Commission.

Methodologically, this study is based upon three post‑electoral polls, 

applied to the urban area around the Portuguese capital, Lisbon. This 

regional council is known as the ‘Greater Lisbon area’ and includes 

the eight councils around Lisbon15. The area in question has over 1.5 

million voters16 from a national electorate of about 9.5 million. This 

area of this study consists of all of the individuals who are included 

as voters in the resident electoral register. For each poll the most 

recently updated data from that year has been used. The electoral 

register is annually updated by DGAI17. The data for the three opinion 

polls was gathered about one month after the Parliamentary elections 

had taken place.18

The design and implementation of the sampling plan was undertaken 

in three stages. For the first stage a probabilistic based sampling plan  

of 600 individual voters was used for each poll. Each council was sepa-

rated into its political‑administrative divisions, according to the number 

of voters.19 At the second ‘data collection’ stage the random route itiner-

ary technique was applied, which implies contacting the voters at home, 

15  The eight councils considered are: Amadora, Cascais, Lisboa, Loures, Odivelas, Oei-
ras, Sintra and Vila Franca de Xira.

��� In 2002, the electorate consisted of 1,559,986 individuals, according to the current 
electoral census. In 2005 the electorate consisted of 1,679,706 voters and in 2009: 1590669. 
Data from STAPE (Secretariado Técnico para os Assuntos do Processo Eleitoral) and DGAI 
(Direcção geral da Administração Interna).

��� DGAI (Direcção geral da Administração Interna).
��� The elections were held on the 17th March 2002, the 20th February 2005 and the 27th 

September 2009, respectively. 
��� This sampling division was made according to the criteria segmentation of the 

‘freguesias division (small political administrative divisions similar to borough councils in 
the UK), related to Law number 169/99, of 18th September and No 8/93, 5th March. 
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and following specific itinerary rules. At the third stage the method used 

was selecting one individual per home, this is in accordance with quota 

method sampling, where a segmentation of sex and age, based on the 

last 2001 population census is the recognized procedure. If we consider 

a poll on a scale of 600 samples, the sampling error would be ± 4%, for 

a 95% level of confidence, and is considered to be a strictly probabilistic 

sampling plan. 

The data analysis was subject to a principal set of procedures, based 

upon descriptive statistic analysis. We also used qui‑square tests applied 

on crosstabs applications. Although most of the variables were already 

tested in other studies, the questionnaire was internally monitored, 

before being applied, in terms of field work. Several test experiments 

were also used in order to acquire a better adjustment to Portuguese 

culture and to reach a suitable level of understanding for the average 

member of the population.20

The hypothesis we constructed is that, when considering Lisbon, 

which is the principal political Portuguese urban area, in conjunction 

with the election period from 2002 to 2009, the voters in question 

tend to be participative, whether in political or electoral terms. 

Furthermore, our primary question is: ‘can we find an evolutionary 

pattern in political and electoral terms?’ As a result, we believe it is 

both relevant and intriguing since Lisbon is the main political cen-

tre for a country of such small dimension as Portugal. According to 

results obtained from other research that has been undertaken, with 

comparable data (Cayrol 1989, Inglehart and Andeweg 1993, Boy and 

Mayer 1997a, Jaffré and Chice 1997, Norris 2001, Welzel and Inglehart 

2008, Inglehart, Haerpfer, Bernhagen and Welzel 2009), it may be 

assumed that within the methodological characteristics of the study, 

Portuguese voters tend to demonstrate a participative pattern towards 

politics and elections. 

��� The interview’ teams were made up of university students, from the Communica-
tion Studies’ course, of ISCSP (Instituto Superior de Ciências Sociais e Políticas)/UTL 
(Universidade Técnica de Lisboa), from the 2001/2002 and 2004/2005 and 2009/2010 
courses.
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Political involvement and voting perceptions: results

The political involvement and voting perceptions section refers to a set 

of variables that seek to describe the political and electoral participation 

of voters, as well as their perceptions on electoral choice. When refer-

ring to ‘voters involvement’ we mean that which defines the individual’s 

relationship with politics, in political terms, whether it be on an electoral, 

social or cultural basis. In the present study we take into question a short 

and consecutive election period, more exactly an evolving three election 

period (2002, 2005 and 2009). Within this research, the aim is to ana-

lyse the importance of various motives, especially the role of the media 

as a serious constraint and socialization agent on voters’ involvement, 

and also to investigate the role of primary groups and political parties,  

as examples of relevant aspects that may explain the individuals’ relation-

ship to politics. In relation to this matter, we specifically considered five 

variables which are namely: attitudes and voting behavior; associations of 

belonging; situations in which the voters participated during the political 

campaign period; the factors that most influenced the interviewees in their 

choice of vote; and, finally, the moment when deciding to cast a vote. 

In respect of attitudes and voting behavior, relating to the three Parliamentary 

elections of 2002 2005 and 2009, the majority of voters stated that they were 

party supporters and that they had voted in the elections. There was a propor-

tional increase in this group in 2005, of approximately 11%, according to the 

post‑electoral polls considered (2002: 52%; 2005: 63%; 2009: 47%). This rise and 

fall of interest in parties indicates a conjuncture phenomenon demonstrating 

an enthusiasm in 2005 related to José Socrates’ own political enthusiasm and 

personality (table 1). It also appears important to stress the approximately 5% 

of individuals who said that they were party members. This amount remained 

stable over the three election period. This value is slightly above the average 

value for the individual party members in Portugal. These values can be ex-

plained because we are taking into account the largest Portuguese urban area. 

From these values we should also underline the number of individuals 

who said that despite not being party supporters they had still voted in 

elections. This proportion is similar in the first two polls (around 20%) ‑ 
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2002 and 2005 ‑ and then rose (27%) ‑ 2009 ‑ which may be interpreted as 

a tendency to politically walk away from the parties. It means that a move 

towards politically ‘independent’ positions is a tendency that is eventually 

seen. This set of individuals is the most malleable and is more susceptible 

to influence by electoral campaign actions and, furthermore, is attracted 

to political‑party alternatives. In relation to individuals who are not party 

supporters and who do not vote in elections, there was evidence of a slight 

decline between the three post‑electoral polls from around 15% to about 

6% and then an increase back to about 15%. This fall and rise indicates 

that the group of individuals who, usually, show possible indifference 

or feelings of rejection to parties and elections may include a significant 

proportion of politically interested ‘converts’. The rise in the percentage of 

individuals’ political and electoral interest which emerged during the 2005 

election may be interpreted as high, due to conjuncture reasons. Reasons 

related to the less popular leadership of Pedro Santana Lopes, who became 

Prime Minister, after José Manuel Durão Barroso had accepted the post of 

President of the European Commission, in 2004. Santana Lopes´ mandate 

as Prime Minister lasted less than a year, ending with the dissolution of 

Parliament by Jorge Sampaio, the President at that time.

Table 1 – Relationship to politics and parties

2002 2005 2009

Frequen-
cy

Valid per-
centage

Fre-
quency

Valid per-
centage

Fre-
quency

Valid per-
centage

Relation 
to politics

Total

Is a party member 29 4,8 29 4,8 32 5,3

Is a party supporter 
and votes in 
elections

312 52,0 379 63,2 284 47,3

Is a party supporter 
but does not vote 
in elections

45 7,5 37 6,2 35 5,8

Is not a party 
supporter but votes 
in elections

125 20,8 116 19,3 162 27,0

Is not a party 
supporter and 
does not vote in 
elections

89 14,8 39 6,5 87 14,5

600 100,0 600 100,0 600 100,0
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The collaboration through membership to associations over the last 

twelve months is a topic that merits analysing the importance of entering 

into social participation and its possibilities, as a consequence of an as-

sociative phenomenon. The importance of associations in civil society is a 

traditional object in Political Science and Sociology (Tocqueville, 1835‑1840; 

Roskin et al. 1974, 2003, Almond and Verba 1980, Bacalhau 1991, Putnam 

1993, Putnam 2000, Webb, Farrell and Holliday 2002, Whiteley 2008). 

In Portugal, there is no deep tradition of associationism. The research 

regarding this subject in Portugal does not afford long‑term comparable 

data. According to one of the first polls used in relation to this issue, the 

percentage of people who have not joined any associations was about 

86% in 1978, about 84% in 1984 and about 83% in 1993 (Bacalhau 1994). 

This proportion may be deemed high, if we consider the wide range  

of available civil associations. According to present surveys, which relate 

to the ‘Greater Lisbon area councils, in 2002 the range of individuals who 

had not become members of an association during the last 12 months 

was about 67%. This proportion increased to about 75%, in 2005 and fell 

to 70% in 2009. We may consider this to be a significant percentage of 

people. Those who say that they had not joined any association during 

the last 12 months were resident in the Lisbon urban area, which is the 

area offering more facilities and more opportunities for organization and 

mobilization in association terms. 

If we consider those individuals who enrolled in an association over 

the last 12 months, the highest numbers are attracted to sports, recreation, 

neighbourhood associations, political parties and church associations. 

This happened in 2002, 2005 and 2009, despite some slight differences.  

We should stress that political parties and socio‑political associations have 

a constant and also significant uptake (about 7%). In relation to this we 

should consider that political parties in Portugal, and especially in Lisbon, 

seem to have a mobilizing influence, particularly important in regard to 

sports or recreational associations. Consequently, we should also take 

into consideration that parties do play a leading and important role in 

sensitizing society to political and civic causes. In other words, parties 

still matter and are actively ahead in civil society association activities. 
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Table 2 – Joining into associations during the last twelve months
2002 2005 2009

Frequency Valid per-
centage

Frequency Valid per-
centage

Frequency Valid per-
centage

Association Recreative 
association

32 6,3% 24 4,0 24 4,2

Sports 
association 

40 7,8% 32 5,4 34 5,9

Neighborhood 
association 

18 3,5% 26 4,4 39 6,8

Trade unions 13 2,5% 5 ,8 19 3,3

Professional 
association

12 2,3% 14 2,3 17 3,0

Church group or 
association 

19 3,7% 29 4,9 30 5,2

Cultural 
association 

13 2,5% 24 4,0 18 3,1

Students 
association 

17 3,3% 13 2,2 11 1,9

Political party or 
socio‑political 
association

34 6,7% 9 6,7 37 6,5

Did not join an 
association

341 66,7% 448 75,0 402 70,2

Total 539 663 631

NOTE: Multiple answer and filter question. 

The variable ‘situations in which you participated during the political 

campaign period’ is also an important motive for analysis, with regard to 

the relationship that individuals have with politics. Despite the critical 

and influential critics of the early 90’s about the effects of TV on democ-

racy (Kellner, 1990, Popper and Condry 1993, Lecomte 1993), the social 

and political impact of TV remains effective. This is also true in spite of 

the fact that television is quite often not at all linear in the way it really 

impacts upon democracy (Noelle‑Newman 1984, Inglehart Andeweg 1993, 

Huckfeldt and Sprague 1995, Page 1996, Ramonet 1999). The dramatic as 

well as the emotional weight of TV are eminent features that, according 

to Graber’s experiments (1996) set up TV as a major source of political 

information, yet in spite of its massive scale and scope, this medium can 

reach a wider and extremely heterogeneous audience of citizens, including 

people with little or no interest in politics. The discussion on the con-

sumption of information about politics stresses the connection between 
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political, media consumption and civic engagement. In this regard, from a 

comparative perspective which includes several countries across Europe 

and also in the U.S., according to Pippa Norris (2000): ‘those most exposed 

to the news media […] consistently proved more knowledgeable, not less; 

more trusting towards government and the political system, not less; and 

more likely to participate in election campaigns, not less’ (Norris 2000: 

314). In most western democratic countries, looking at civic engagement 

is an exercise in discovering a set of constant inputs that reinforce and 

characterize the nature of the political system. The assimilation of such 

inputs by the political system and its civic structure, simultaneously, shows 

a very flexible system which is constantly adapting itself to the multiple 

circumstances of each political culture. Apart from the multiple inputs that 

are permanently generated by the system, there are those that are produced 

by the media, relating to different media types and consequently different 

patterns of political participation and trust. Comparative data across the 

E.U.27 reveals TV as being the principal medium of trust (63%), followed 

by newspapers (43%), radio (31%), the internet (22%), written magazines 

(8%)21. Some studies have already underlined the importance of the me-

dia during a public discussion of the ideas, which tends to have greater 

impact upon the newspaper readers and, specifically, upon those who 

have studied further education (Popkin 1991, Norris 2001, Inglehart and 

Pippa 2009). This tendency, however, shouldn’t discourage the need for 

improving and providing more and better political information, specially, 

about those with less political competence. The experiments by Tilley and 

Wlezien (2008) indicate that additional knowledge can be of use to people 

with low levels of political information and sophistication, motivating a 

change in their political assessments in an expressive way. 

From the various examples of this kind of political participation already 

mentioned, the most popular within this urban area included the catego-

ries of ‘watching information on TV about the elections’, as well as ‘talking 

about the election with friends and relatives’, followed by ‘reading posters 

��� Source: European Commission (2009): Special Eurobarometer 308. The Europeans in 
2009: http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/archives/ebs/ebs_308_en.pdf
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and billboards about the elections.’ Each of these three options were found 

at the top of the ‘situations’ most experienced, which indicate three differ-

ent popular sources of participating politically, all of them with significant 

levels of interest and reflection about politics (and the elections particularly). 

Comparing to the first two (‘watching information on TV about the elections’, 

and ‘talking about the election with friends and relatives’), the latter category 

(‘reading posters and billboards about the elections’) may be considered to 

be the most passive and less reactive. This data confirms the tendency that 

highlights the importance of television as a paramount support mechanism, 

with regard to political motives. This was also a conclusion that was reached 

by several surveys in Europe and across the world (Cayrol 1989, Inglehart and 

Andeweg 1993, Huber and Inglehart 1995, Norris 2001, Inglehart and Norris 

2009). It also worth mentioning that about 10%, of individuals in 2002, 7%,  

in 2005 and about 13%, in 2009 did not experience any of the previously 

mentioned situations, which is evidence of a lack of interest not only in terms 

of civic participation but also in relation to the quest for becoming a better 

informed citizen. A note should be added about the internet and to justify its 

absence from the data analysed. The use of the internet for campaigning mo-

tives, during the nineties, was seen as a secondary resource, with small demand 

or even investment from politicians, and consequently with limited skills being 

employed (Lilleaker 2006). During the first decade of the 21st century, however, 

particularly during the latter years, the internet grew steadily around the world, 

and in Portugal, too.22 However, in political terms, specifically during the 2009 

elections23 in Portugal, for example, the internet was not as widely exploited 

and used as it could have been. This is surprising when considering the in-

vestments made by the parties, which included inviting group of enterprises 

and internet specialists, working to promoting that medium (Canavilhas 2012). 

The limited exploitation of the internet’s potential by the campaign sites, in 

Portugal, also discouraged the electors from using the internet as an attractive 

source of information, at least that is until this moment.

��� From 2000 to 2009, in Portugal, it grew by 79% and to about 4 million users 
(Canavilhas, 2012 and www.internetworldstats.com). 

��� There were three elections in Portugal in 2009: Parliamentary, European and Local elections. 
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Table 3 ‑ Situations in which you participated during the political 
campaign period 

2002 2005 2009

Frequency Valid per-
centage

Frequency Valid per-
centage

Frequency Valid per-
centage

Talked about 
the election with 
friends and relatives 

402 67,0 417 69,5 400 67,0

Talked about the 
election with party 
members

113 18,8 140 23,3 124 20,8

Situations

Attended a public 
meeting or a 
political party 
meeting

23 3,8 24 4,0 38 6,4

Read information 
sent by the parties 

152 25,3 211 35,2 176 29,5

Read posters and 
billboards about the 
elections 

307 51,2 338 56,3 256 42,9

Read information in 
newspapers about 
the elections

211 35,2 223 37,2 165 27,6

Watched 
information on TV 
about the elections

417 69,5 444 74,0 380 63,7

Heard information 
on the radio about 
the elections

126 21,0 146 24,3 128 21,4

Tried to convince 
someone to vote for 
a party

44 7,3 54 9,0 52 8,7

Did not experience 
any of the above 
situations 

62 10,3 42 7,0 79 13,2

Total 1857 2039 1798

NOTE: Multiple answer question. 

According to the present analysis, ‘watching information on TV about 

the elections’ was an item that was important for groups with differing 

educational backgrounds. This emphasizes, once again, the importance 

of television as a means of support with a wide reaching social impact 

in terms of its influence upon public opinion. In social terms, the im-

portance of education is affected by profession, in this reading. Within 
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the category ‘talked about the election with friends and relatives’, the 

professions considered as extremely specialized and held in high esteem 

socio‑professionally (for instance: Directors of Public Services and en-

terprises or liberal professionals), as well as the professions that tend 

to involve permanent social contact (for instance: administrative staff, 

sales people, shop assistants, door‑keepers) showed a greater tendency to 

behave in such a manner. These two groups also included those people 

who tend to have read more information distributed by the parties, as 

well as those who saw information on posters, billboards, in the press, 

on television and on the radio. This behaviour, despite being reactive, 

shows an active and inquisitive attitude and, consequently, seems to 

indicate the development of an important political involvement in urban 

Portuguese civil society. This behaviour also reinforces the importance 

of the media as a key agent in the political socialization process, in an 

elective act. 

Analysing the variables which focus upon factors that had the greatest 

influence on the interviewees’ voting choices, reveals that television was 

the most frequently chosen category, followed by talking with friends 

and relatives and, to a lesser extent, newspapers, magazines and radio. 

These levels of choice are highly similar in both sets of data, in spite 

of there being a slight decrease of influence in all of these areas as 

2009 approached. There is also evidence of a concomitant rise among 

those who considered that they had not been influenced by any means 

at all. These categories may not only indicate a conviction in terms of 

voting choices but also in terms of last minute choices, motivated by 

indecision. In the three surveys, there were a small proportion of indi-

viduals (from 5 to 7%) who considered that they had been influenced 

by polls, in terms of deciding how to cast their vote, which confirms 

both the importance of opinion poll research mechanisms and also of 

how public opinion is constructed. Newspapers, magazines and radio 

were the forms of media that were most selected as well as talking to 

friends and relatives. 
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Table 4 – Main voting choice influences

2002 2005 2009

Frequen-
cy

Valid per-
centage

Fre-
quency

Valid per-
centage

Frequen-
cy

Valid per-
centage

Influence Radio 54 14,4 45 10,9 47 11,0

Newspapers and 
magazines

91 24,2 66 16,0 89 20,8

Television 230 61,2 225 54,6 254 59,5

Talking to friends 
and relatives

115 30,6 101 24,5 108 25,3

Party gatherings 8 2,1 3 ,7 13 3,0

Meetings 16 4,3 11 2,7 40 9,4

Street propaganda 29 7,7 29 7,0 48 11,2

Posters and 
billboards

16 4,3 19 4,6 46 10,8

Polls 19 5,1 19 4,6 30 7,0

None 75 19,9 103 25,0 79 18,5

Do not know 6 1,6 3 ,7 7 1,6

Total 659 714 761

NOTE: Multiple answer and filter question. 

It is important to reinforce the enormous importance of television 

as an essential mechanism when it comes to forming public opinion 

in terms of voting choices (table 4). This influence is reflected in news 

information about political campaigns and also in the debates promoted 

by television channels with party leaders. 

The exchange and promotion of voting and political information be-

tween individuals, as part of primary social groups, for example between 

friends or family is conscientiously expressed, in individual terms, as an 

important means of persuasion. This reinforces the role of these groups 

both in relation to the political socialization procedure and also in terms 

of voting behaviour. 

With regard to the moment of deciding which party to vote for (ta-

ble 5), most individuals stated that they always knew which party they 

were going to choose (about 66%; 59% and 63% in 2002, 2005 and 2009 

respectively). Only a residual amount of voters considered that they had 

hesitated until the last moment. This percentage of undecided voters 

increases when the number of people who had already decided how to 
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cast their votes before the political campaign is added to the equation. 

The number of most undecided voters is, however, a little less than a 

quarter of the total, which is a significant value not only in terms of the 

necessary space for mobilizing voters but also for political democratic 

change. This mobilization of voters eventually creates the typical symptom 

of electoral volatility, for either better or worse, in democratic systems. 

Table 5 – Moment of deciding upon which party to vote for 

2002 2005 2009

Frequency Valid per-
centage

Frequency Valid 
percentage

Frequency Valid per-
centage

Moment 
of 
Decision 

Total

Always 
new on 
which 
party to 
vote for 

278 65,7 291 59,3 290 62,9

Made his/
her choice 
before the 
political 
campaign 

33 7,8 68 13,8 48 10,4

Made his/
her choice 
during the 
political 
campaign 

52 12,3 74 15,1 71 15,4

Hesitated 
until 
the last 
moment

60 14,2 58 11,8 52 11,3

423 100,0 491 100,0 461 100,0

NOTE: Filter question. 

From the three polls available we conclude that the people who have 

always known which party to vote for were older individuals. There were 

also a greater number of people who identified themselves as having taken 

that option, which reinforces the importance of consistency of choice 

for a party among the older generation. On the same note, there were 

younger voters (18‑24 years old) who hesitated until the last moment 

when it came to casting their vote. We may draw conclusions about the 

importance of age in relation to the moment of deciding on how to vote, 
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as was witnessed at both elections. This importance was confirmed, in 

statistical terms, by applying the qui‑square test (0,0000).

The individuals with further education were those who hesitated the 

most up until the last moment regarding which party to vote for, as the 

polls demonstrated. Among those who always knew which party to vote 

for: the less educated they were the higher the tendency they had to 

behave in this way. This was a tendency revealed by the polls, in 2002, 

2005 and 2009. Also the qui‑square test confirmed it (0,000).

We may conclude that the moment of decision regarding voting choices 

is an important reason for pondering among youngsters as much as it is for 

more educated individuals. These two analytical lines may enhance the impor-

tance of voters’ political competence relating to the moment of decision on 

how to vote. In terms of deciding upon party selection, there is a tendency 

for greater reflection about the voter’s profile, based upon a search for in-

formation in the mass media as there also is through interpersonal contact. 

Conclusion

The present analysis relates to the first decade of voter behaviour, within 

a compared perspective and allowed several aspects and traces concern-

ing the characterization of voter involvement to be articulated. This was 

undertaken with reference to Greater Lisbon: the major Portuguese area 

for decisions on voting. The media, particularly television, and primary 

groups, which are key elements in political socialization, are both ex-

tremely important as they directly influence the voting selection process. 

In connection to this we have found that the relationship of individuals to 

politics also shows the major influence that the roles of political parties 

and associations, as agents for political mobilization, have. However, we 

discovered that most voters always knew which party to vote for (more 

than 65%), and that less than a quarter were more susceptible to the 

impact of several socialization agents. 

Throughout this analysis, we have also concluded that the urban voting 

population in question is politically participative, specifically concerning 
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Parliamentary elections, even though participation in terms of joining 

associations is somewhat low. It should also be stressed that a larger 

percentage of individuals are party supporters and they do vote, and that 

this proportion increased slightly during the three elections time period 

being analysed. Watching election information on television was one of the 

most important factors that influenced voting decisions followed closely 

by talking to friends and relatives. This conclusion allies massive support, 

such as television, to reactive and reflexive behaviour, such as talking 

or discussing. This is a very positive and participative way of living and 

taking decisions about politics and, especially, about democratic systems. 

This tendency must be contextualised within the slight rise in proportion 

of those who (although still in a minority) took their decision on which 

party to vote for during, or at the last moment before, elections. This may 

be explained as not only being due to circumstantial reasons but also to 

reasons that may lie in the more comprehensive and reflectional attitudes 

voters have towards political decision making. Considering the data that 

has been collated, we are clearly able to confirm our original hypothesis 

which stated that when considering Greater Lisbon, the principal political 

Portuguese urban area, and in relation to the first decade of the XXI century, 

voters tended to be participative, whether in political or electoral terms. 

The results achieved, although covering a short time period, demonstrate 

a sensible attitude from voters who have developed behaviour and a vision 

that is both electorally and politically participative, something that may be 

seen as a positive symptom in terms of electoral and political behaviour. 

This symptom may indicate that voters are politically participative and 

electorally receptive, whether in terms of paying attention to information 

about the electoral process or in terms of reflecting upon electoral issues. 
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C h a p t e r  5

Tr u s t  i n  L u l a  d a  S i l v a  a n d  t h e  B r a z i l i a n 

p r e s i d e n t i a l  c a m p a i g n s 

Helcimara de Souza Telles24

Introduction

In 2006, Lula da Silva was elected president of Brazil for his 2nd 

term with more than 60% of the valid votes in the second round. But 

his party (PT) only obtained 83 of the 513 seats of the Chamber of 

Deputies, which was very fragmented: 21 parties got representation 

at the national legislative. A decisive factor for the government to or-

ganize a parliamentary majority came from the fact that the president 

conquered a consensual popular leadership facing the public opinion. 

As a result, his main measures could not be directly contested by the 

political class, under the risk of punishment of this class by the voters. 

New presidential elections would take place in 2010 and not only trust 

in Lula was high (849%) but also 48% of the electorate rated his politi-

cal action as excellent (grade 10).

��� This article is a result of researches financed by the Fundação de Amparo a Pesquisa 
do Estado de Minas Gerais (Fapemig), by the Comissão Permanente de Pessoal Docente 
(Capes) and Fundação Carolina (Espanha), that provided me the necessary resources 
through the Projeto Pesquisador Mineiro (PPM) and the postdoctoral scholarship. I thank 
the Institute of Social, Political and Economic Researches ‑ Instituto de Pesquisas Sociais, 
Políticas e Econômicas (IPESPE) for the given data on presidential elections. 

DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.14195/978-989-26-0917-1_5
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The popularity of Lula has been a guiding factor for the rheto-

ric of his succession, as a strategy of clear opposition against the 

popular former president would reduce the reelection chances for 

the deputies and the election chances for the opposition candidate 

for president.25

Chart 1: Trust in Lula da Silva – 1stRound, 2010

Source: National Survey on 2010 Presidential Election. Ipespe / 
Research Group Public Opinion: Political Marketing and 

Electoral Behaviour (UFMG). 

It was from the statement of the electorates' trust in Lula that politi-

cal parties organized their electoral alliances and adapted their political 

communication. The campaigns would be axed around ‘who would be 

the best to represent the improvements headed by Lula.’ The strategy 

centered on a leadership only has an impact on societies where voters 

tend to act independently of partisan orientations, which is the case for 

most of the Brazilian electorate, half of which has no preference for any 

��� In Brazil, the elections for president and representatives take place at the same time. 
The presidential elections occur in two rounds and the elections of representatives are 
proportional elections with open lists.
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of the parties and 7% of which even failed to answer which would be 

their preferred party.26

The Brazilian campaigns of 2010 for the succession of Lula da Silva, 

in 2010, evidenced the President and the continuity of the policies 

implemented by his government. Lula had already occupied this func-

tion for eight years (2003‑2010) and was unable to be reelected, as 

the Brazilian Constitution does not allow more than two consecutive 

terms as Chief of the Executive. So he supported the then Minister 

Dilma Rousseff (PT) as his successor, elected in the second round with 

56% of the valid votes. The victory of the petista resulted in the third 

consecutive national mandate of the same party, unprecedented in the 

political Brazilian history.

Voters evaluate the actions of the mandate and may reward those who 

made good governance and punish those who did not exercise a good one 

(Fiorina 1981, Key 1966). But elections are not only plebiscitary occasions 

in which the voter acts as rational judge of political and administrative 

actions. Besides the satisfaction with the administration, other theorists 

emphasize that the electoral preferences are a result of the individuals’ 

position in social groups (Lazarsfeld 1948) and the psychological links 

between voters and parties (Converse 1964, Campbell 1960). In addition 

to such links, the context is also important because it affects the conclu-

sions of the elections (Lewis‑Beck etal2008).

For some theorists of the rational choice (Popkin 1981), the voter 

makes his choice based on imperfect and incomplete information. He 

makes use of cognitive shortcuts that give a meaning to these frag-

ments so they become knowledge. The image is a cognitive shortcut 

that simplifies the decision and is either a typical heuristic vote or low 

information reasoning one. As information is crucial for decision mak-

ing, to the extent that voters do not follow politics on a daily basis but 

need information to decide their vote, they can find this information in 

what is published by the media, the campaigns and their conversations 

��� National Survey on the 2010 presidential elections. Ipespe/ Research Group Public 
Opinion, Political Marketing and Electoral Behaviour (UFMG)
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about politics. Thus, there is an interaction process between the daily 

collected information and the ones channeled by the media.27 A large 

international bibliography agrees with the theoretical premises that 

‘electoral campaigns matter’ (Coma 2008, Beadoux et al 2007, Martinez 

2004, Holbrook 1996), because they are able to bring large amount of 

information about parties and political conjuncture, build/destroy images 

and place candidates in the electoral race. 

Political communication has become essential for the flow of infor-

mation between politicians, the media and the voters. This importance 

comes from the fact that most of the occidental democracies go through 

a process of independence of voters towards political parties, which 

gives place to an audience democracy (Manin 1995). Citizens are less 

and less aligned with political parties, detached from those ideologies 

based on economic cleavages and exposed to various sources of in-

formation. The rarefaction of the faithful voter increases the electoral 

volatility and brings out new ways of voting ‑ useful vote, opinion 

vote, protest vote among others, paving the way for the mediatization 

of the politics.

Various studies in Brazil have been focused on electoral behavior 

attempting to isolate the main structural and conjectural factors that in-

fluence the voting (Rennó and Cabello 2010, Martins Junior 2009, Zucco 

2008, Carreirão 2002, Barreiras 2002, Singer 2000, Camargo 1999). These 

studies provided important contributions to the understanding of Lula’s 

victory and his adversaries’ in different elections. But they are still insuf-

ficient to explain the results obtained in 2010, an election in which the 

politician was not part of the dispute. For this reason, Telles and Ruiz 

(2010) tested a set of variables drawn by precedent studies to see what 

could have altered the choice of candidate in 2010. Through statistical 

analysis and multinomial28models, the tests suggested that support for 

��� Regarding the approach on media of the theoretical school of political behavior, see 
Mundim (2010) 

���  Variables used in the model: socio‑demographic – gender – age, education, family income 
and region; political‑ parties, left‑right scale, interesting policies, government, Retrospective: 
assessment of the economy; campaigns–exposure to HGPE (Free Electoral Advertisement Time).
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Rousseff was greater the more positive was the index of trust in Lula, 

and otherwise when regarding Serra, (Brazilian Social Democratic Party

‑PSDB), who has been more associated with distrust in Lula.29Although 

Lula has not participated in the 2010 elections, trust in the president was 

the most significant factor for the voter's decision. 

By observing the typical American voter, who has low involvement 

with political issues and little ability to develop coherent ideological 

thinking, Lewis‑Beck etal (2008) argue that the voter is independent from 

parties and has little interest in politics. Such characteristics impact the 

competition, by reducing the ideological diversity of the supplies, by 

maximizing the use of the personal appeals and by increasing electoral 

volatility. In the presence of volatile and independent voters, the cam-

paigns and political communication gain relevance in Brazil (Bezerra 

and Mundim 2011, Lavareda and Telles 2011, Lourençoand 2007, Oliveira 

and 2007, Ribeiro 2004). Advertisement displayed on the Free Electoral 

Advertisement Time can change the voting intentions (Figueiredo and 

Aldé 2010), both enabling and consolidating the previous disposals 

(Lourenço 2003) or as main source of information for the middle voter 

(Veiga 2001). Political parties are competing to obtain votes and for this 

reason, they have to influence the agenda and public opinion, and man-

age the image of the candidates. Campaigns consider the actions that 

are related to the disputes to establish public issues, with the objective 

to consolidate positions or change voters’ opinions. 

Within the analytical field that integrates short term factors to the 

electoral process, the pretentions of this article are the following: What 

are the axes that guided the presidential elections of 2010? How did the 

trust in Lula impact these campaigns? We assume the electoral market 

is regulated and that the characteristics of the party system affect the 

choices of the parties (Norris 2009). It is understood that the conse-

quences of this position is that the campaigns are important for the 

29 Although it could be argued that trust in Lula is associated with the perception of 
the economy, the evaluation of government and economics only residually explain trust 
in the president.
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vote decision, because they are able to articulate the demand and the 

supply in a regulated electoral market. To win the elections, the candi-

dates make use of their functional and individual characteristics, such 

as competence, leadership and integrity (Stokes, 1963). Based on the 

Strokes’ directional theory, the empirical answer found by this article 

is that the axis of the 2010 campaigns was the dispute over the symbolic 

representation of Lula’s third term, as the former president could not 

compete for another mandate.

In a context where the majority of the voters are disconnected from 

the political parties, the personal political predispositions are activated 

by the candidates. Due to the high popularity of the incumbent, the 

competitors have chosen to adjust themselves to the demand and to make 

use of the only strategy that could increase their chances of victory: 

maintaining the status quo, personalist appeals and an association to 

the symbolic capital of Lula da Silva. Personalism is still highly present 

in Brazilian political parties (Baquero and Freitas 2011). There remains 

ahyper‑valuation of the leaders,due tothe lack of trust in representative 

institutions (Moisés 2010). The persistenceof personalismcanbe dem-

onstrated empirically by examining thedissociation ofthe voteobtained 

byLulain his previous participationsas a candidate for president‑occasions 

in which he expanded his electoral base support ‑and the results ob-

tainedby the PT in elections to the Chamber of Deputies. Since 2002, 

there is a gradual distance between the electoral territories of Lula and 

the ones of the PT (Soares and Terron 2008; Terron and Soares, 2010). 

The increase of Lula’s support in the poorest classes of the population 

has been interpreted as the phenomenon of Lulism (Singer 2009). It 

could then be found, since the elections of 2006, a new kind of voter, 

more faithful to the president and less attached to the propositions of 

any political party. 

The argument of this article is that Lula’s leadership has been the 

main element to conquer voters. The aim is to check how the reputation 

has been important in the campaigns of 2010. The relevant question is 

not whether leaders matter or how much they are important, but how 

they matter and why they are important. The data analysis is based on 
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two surveys, made with the Brazilian electorate in the two rounds of 

2010, in September and October, they had gathered 3 000 (three thou-

sands) interviews in each round, with error margins of 2.5 pp and a 

confidence interval of 95%. Beyond the quantitative survey, this article 

brings data from programs shown on the Free Electoral Advertisement 

Time, which is on radio and television from August on and during all 

the campaign.

The prestige of Lula in the public opinion

Nine candidates run for the presidential election of 2010, including 

Dilma Rousseff (PT), representing the government, who competed colli-

gated with the Brazilian Democratic Movement Party (PMDB); José Serra, 

from the main opposition party (PSDB), who competed in alliance with 

the Democrats Party (DEM); and Marina Silva, former Minister of Lula’s 

government and recently affiliated to the Green Party (PV). Considering 

their ideological composition, the coalitions could be formally classi-

fied, regarding the head and vice‑president candidate, as center‑left 

(PT/PMDB); center‑right (PSDB/DEM) and center (PV). 

Lula could not be a candidate for a third term, but he indicated a 

name for his succession: Dilma Rousseff. However, his candidate was 

running an election for the first time. For that reason, she did not 

dispose from an electorate already engaged behind her. Without any 

previous parliamentary action and being someone who never held major 

positions, the former minister inaugurated her first electoral experience 

under the sign of the dependence to the prestige of Lula.

Once the supplies have been defined, the campaigns oriented them-

selves around the president. The electorate prestige of Lula and the 

impact of his support can be seen in chart 2, in which we can re-

mark that 64% of the voters could vote for a candidate under the 

influence of the former president: 43% would definitely vote for the 

candidate supported by Lula and 21% might vote for the candidate 

he indicated. 
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Chart 2: Prestige of Lula in 2010 elections: his support to the candidates

Source: National Survey on 2010Presidential Election. Ipespe / Research 
Group Public Opinion: Political Marketing and Electoral Beha-
viour (UFMG). Question: Lula’s support to a candidate of the 

presidential election of this year: a) you will choose this candi-
date b) you may choose this candidate or c) you will not vote 

for the candidate supported by President Lula.

Leaders with positive evaluation are very important during elec-

toral campaigns, and for that, Lula’s support became the main element 

in 2010. Dilma’s campaign so aimed to convince that, more than a 

substitute to Lula, she would make possible his own presence in the 

government. Lula being constitutionally prevented for running a new 

presidential election, the victory of Dilma symbolized the popular 

attribution of a third term to the PT, and the return of the former 

president. 

But there were doubts about Dilma’s capacity to politically and 

emotionally involve Lula’s voters. Although a popular politician may 

transfer prestige, the degree of uncertainty in this situation was high 

because Lula had an emotional link with the Brazilian voter. It would be 

"easier to transfer prestige than emotional links" (Lavareda cit. in Costa 
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and Marques 2009, s./p). For these reasons and uncertainties, even the 

opposition was trying to be accredited as inheritor of Lula’s project. 

However, the following tables show that Lula transferred his prestige 

to the candidates, and that this did not depend on the affiliation to 

political parties or ideologies. It is shown that Lula could alter election 

results. He became the main element of the campaign, surpassing the 

partisan identities.

Table 1: Candidate you would vote for if he was supported by Lula – 
2nd round

Candidate Frequency %

Dilma 996 33,2

Serra 1472 49

Don't know/ No answer 536 17,8

Total 3004 100

Source: National Survey on 2010Presidential Election.. Ipespe / Research 
Group Public Opinion: Political Marketing and Electoral Behaviour (UFMG). 
Question: Finally, if Lula decided to support Serra in this election, for whom 
would you vote: Dilma or Serra?

The data shows if Lula supported Serra, he would get 49% of the votes 

of the electorate, meaning that Serra would be hypothetically elected, 

considering that his percentage of valid votes would reach more than 

50%. And, as will be seen in the tables below, the endorsement of Lula 

would result in capturing voters. Lula could transfer his votes either to 

his candidate or even to his main opponent.

Due to Lula’s capacity to attract the voters, the choice to employ 

the rhetoric of the situation and continuity was perceived as the 

only option for the competition. The candidates avoided placing 

themselves as clear opponents to Lula and, more than through their 

political programs, sought to seduce the electorate by emphasizing 

personal and functional attributes, avoiding attacks against President 

Lula but disqualifying his candidate, specifically through the social 

networks.
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The Free Electoral Advertisement Time ‑ FEAT: the messages 

Political campaigns in Brazil are mainly promoted through the me-

dia. The advertising spots and the Free Electoral Advertisement Time 

(FEAT), on radio and television, are the most traditional ways of com-

munication with the electorate. The FEAT distributes equal portions (one 

third) of the time among all parties; another proportion (two thirds) 

is allocated according to their legislative representation. The FEAT is 

displayed during 45 days, in two daily blocks of 30 minutes each. If no 

candidate obtains more than 50% of the votes in the first round, there 

is a second round and the time of each advertising block is shortened 

to 20 minutes. The frequency and time of appearance are the same for 

both candidates who succeeded the best scores in the first round.

The objective of the FEAT is to democratize the access of the par-

ties to the media and to expand the political information, that can be 

transmitted simultaneously all across the country. However, the access 

to the FEAT is unequal. Parties with a small representation and that 

compete alone have only a little time of advertising. Major political 

parties or groups of parties get a larger allowance of free advertising 

time, resulting in easier access to their ideas by the public. Although 

the parties have access to display their political programs for free, 

financial costs to conquer voters are high. The professionalization of 

politics and the centrality acquired by television require the hiring  

of specialized technical teams, which led Brazil to be the country with 

one of the most expensive and professionalized election campaigns 

in the world (Rocha Neto, 2008). On many occasions, campaign ex-

penses declared by parties in Brazil are higher than the spending of 

the American parties. The inequality occurs not only concerning the 

access to the FEAT, but as well the distribution of financial resources. 

Although the parties have resources coming from the party fund, the 

legislation allows donation by private entities. The money collected es-

tablishes differences in starting points and influences election results, 

which undermines the principle of equality among participants in the 

political dispute. Parties that are supported by richer groups collect 
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more money and do campaigns that cost millions (Speck 2010a, 2010b). 

Moreover, there is a logic of concentration of financial resources: these 

are offered to parties and candidates with greater ability to interfere in 

the decisional process (Santos 2009).30

In Brazil, voters make use of the free electoral advertisement time to 

get information about the campaigns. Tables 7 and 8 present data that 

confirms the central importance of the media in the dispute of 2010.  

It can be seen that more than over the interaction with people or through 

the press, it was through the radio and the television that voters followed 

the campaign and the day‑to‑day politics.31

Table 2: Main sources of information on the campaign – 1st round –2010 
Elections

Main Source of Information Frequency % 

News on TV 1993 65,9

Advertisement on TV or Radio 581 19,2

Talking to people 116 3,8

Internet 97 3,2

Newpapers/Magazines 92 3,0

Radio news 43 1,4

Other source 10 0,3

Did not answer 30 1,0

Don't know 64 2,1

Total 3026 100

Source: National Survey on 2010Presidential Election. Ipespe / Research Group 
Public Opinion: Political Marketing and Electoral Behaviour (UFMG). Question: 
Until now, how did you Sir (Madam) mostly obtain information about the cam-
paign for president?

��� On the other hand, regarding the publicizing of information on campaign account-
ability: "Brazil has one of the most advanced mechanisms for collecting and publicizing 
information, with high access through the Internet. There is no other country in South 
America that has reached the same level. Only in the United States and Canada are similar 
systems found" (Speck, 2010a: s/p).

��� For a discussion on theinformation, electoral advertisement timeandcampaignseeMaa-
karooun(2010). 
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For 85.1% of the voters, the television was the main source of infor-

mation about the campaign, either to follow the political news (63.9%), 

or to watch the political advertisement (19.2%). More recently, social 

networks have gained importance in parties’ strategies, despite the fact 

that only 3.2% of Brazilians have used the Internet as the main source to 

get information about politics. Finally, the usage of reading newspapers 

and magazines was not a characteristic of this public, as only 3% of vot-

ers acceded to the press to get information about the campaign. On the 

other hand, it is verified in Table 5 that more than half of the electorate 

(50.5%) stated they often followed the elections through the television.

Table 3: Frequency with which the voter followed the election on televi-
sion

1st round ‑ Elections 2010

Frequency % valid % accumulated

Often 1528 50,5 50,5

Sometimes 859 28,4 78,9

Rarely 426 14,1 93,0

Never 208 6,9 99,8

Did not answer 2 0, 1 99,9

Don’t know 3 0, 1 100,0

Total 3026 100,0

Source: National Survey on 2010Presidential Election. Ipespe / Research Group 
Public Opinion: Political Marketing and Electoral Behaviour (UFMG). Question: 
And could you tell me how often you Sir (Madam) are informed about the elections 
through: Newspapers and Magazines/TV/Radio/ Internet.

The diffusion of the FEAT marks the beginning of the Brazilian campaigns 

and the prime time for politics, during which the voter is more attentive to 

politics. Although the main part of the voters who had already chosen their 

candidate claimed that they had decided their vote before the diffusion of 

election programs (63.9%), and more than 30% reported having decided 

their vote after the beginning of the electoral advertisement time. The FEAT 

was important to consolidate the faithful votes and capture the attention of 

undecided voters. Finally, more than half the electorate (54.4%) was exposed 

to the electoral programs in the first round of the 2010 presidential elections.
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Table 4: Exposure of the voter to the Free Electoral Advertisement 
Time (Radio/TV) ‑ 

1st round, Elections 2010

Exposure to the FEAT Frequency % valid

Yes 1646 54,4

No 1308 43,2

Did not answer 34 1,1

Don’t know 38 1,3

Total 3026 100,0

Source: National Survey on 2010Presidential Election. Ipespe / Research Group 
Public Opinion: Political Marketing and Electoral Behaviour (UFMG). Question: 
Did you Sir (Madam) watch television or listen to the radio sometime during the 
electoral advertisements for a party or presidential candidate, those programs 
displayed on Tuesdays, Thursdays and Saturdays at 1 p.m. and 8:30 p.m.?

Given its importance as a source of information, the time available dur-

ing the electoral advertising time is one of the main factors that orientate 

negotiations between the parties. The time distribution of the FEAT for 

the 2010 elections gave advantage to the candidate of the government. 

Dilma Rousseff (PT) competed colligated with the PMDB, party with the 

main representation at the Chamber of Deputies. This alliance allowed 

her to dispose of the longest advertisement time, with 10 minutes and 

38 seconds. In second position, José Serra (PSBD), colligated with the 

Democrats Party (DEM), had 7 minutes and 20 seconds. Marina Silva (PV) 

disposed only of 1 minute and 24 seconds, but still got nearly 20 million 

votes (20% of the electorate). 

The analyses of the FEAT allows us to check which were the major 

"brands" used by candidates in their campaigns–biographical, disqualifi-

cation, generalists, etc. besides the possibility to examine their speeches. 

To analyze the campaign rhetoric, Figueiredo et al (2000) developed a 

model based on the two axis ‘situation’ and ‘opposition’. According to 

this model, politicians hypothetically frame the world according to their 

political position on this axis. Pro-government candidates claim that 

‘the current world is good and the future will be better’; the opposition 

tries to convince the voter that the present situation is bad and could 

be good in the future if he/she wins. 
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What has been the axis of the 2010 campaign? Unlike in the model 

developed by Figueiredo et al, the opposition did not take the statement 

that ‘the actual world is going bad’. From the rhetorical situation – ‘this 

world is good and the future will be better’‑ most of the campaigns to 

succeed Lula da Silva were limited to the defense of the status quo, lack-

ing of candidates positioned as‘opposition’, personalistic rhetoric and 

some moral discourse.

But for what reason did the candidates give up the opposition rhetoric? 

Could good marketing change this tendency? In 2002, when Lula was 

elected for the first time, the candidate who represented the opposition 

to the then government of Fernando Henrique Cardoso (PSDB) had more 

chances to win. In 2010, the succession of Lula reversed this logic: at that 

moment, the tone was more about the representation of the continuity. 

The use of situation’s rhetoric by candidates was due to the existence of 

a public opinion highly favorable to the president and that was mainly 

procured by the sense of well‑being provided by economic growth and 

trust that the electorate had in him (Telles and Ruiz, 2011).

The political marketing, even if extraordinary, could not reverse the 

trend of continuity, which was strong and sharp. However, in cases where 

candidates behave as "similar products", a calculated marketing strategy 

and communication could make the difference. Thus, most campaigns 

opted to promote movement toward the center of the spectrum and politi-

cal parties were discursively distributed into the same ideological space. 

The actions of the political communication were coordinated so that  

the main actor became President Lula da Silva. As a result, the agendas 

of the campaign were axed around the themes that would convince vot-

ers that their candidates were the best to manage the policies proposed 

by Lula. For competitors, the discourse was to maintain the status quo, 

without proposing significant changes that could afraid the lulists.

So, how to build the image of a candidate who had no parliamentary 

experience or charisma and was unknown to the public? Many are the 

discursive strategies that can be used during a campaign. Montero (1999) 

identifies thirteen of these strategies. Among them, the campaign of 

Rousseff widely used three of these discourses, always axed on President 
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Lula: (i) the invocation of the principle of authority, (ii) the search for 

consensus facing another authority orcontrol, and (iii) the image or icon 

to replace the word.

The observations of the programs shown in the election advertisement 

time brought us to the conclusion that Dilma performed as someone 

instructed by Lula to represent him in a third term. Being supported by 

the prestige of the former president, she would ensure the continuity of 

governmental actions for a better future for Brazil. From the discursive 

model of Montero (1999), we can observe that Lula has been quoted as 

an authority regarding his position as Head of Government. He was also 

a witness to the political and professional background of Dilma, who 

was accredited as a choice for the mission of representing him in the 

government. And to strengthen the connection of the candidate with the 

President, Lula appeared beside Dilma in all advertising programs. The 

main slogan of Dilma’s programs – ‘For Brazil to keep changing’‑and 

numerous spots communicated her association with the President.

The experiment of ‘transfer of prestige’ can be illustrated by the 

program aired during the last FEAT32 before the 1st round, which 

summed up the discursive strategy of this campaign. Lula speaks to 

Brazil as the greatest political authority in the country. Beyond an 

authority, the president is the witness and icon of the program. In this 

testimony, he unites the electorate by means of positive feelings of 

affection, stating that ‘to vote for Dilma is to vote for me’. But he 

also appeals to fear, concluding with a threat, saying that ‘with Dilma, 

nothing will stop’: 

Lula: You, who believe in me and my government: do not doubt us, 

vote for Dilma. Like me, Dilma cares about poor people, respects life, 

peace, freedom and religion. Voting for Dilma is voting for me, with the 

conviction of a better government. Brazil is on another level today, the 

government works hard and with Dilma, nothing will stop. She is the 

sure way to keep Brazil changing (ROUSSEFF, FEAT, 9/30/10).

��� The FEAT was on air from August 17 to October 28 of 2010, with an interval between 
the 1st  and 2nd rounds.
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Serra (PSDB) adopted the slogan ‘Brazil can do more’and opted for 

the speech that Montero (1999) identifies as ‘depolitization’, meaning the 

avoidance of conflicting content. He represents the main opposition to 

the government, representing a weak position where public opinion is 

satisfied with the current world. He was the wrong choice of candidate, 

completely misplaced – no marketing action could make Serra win if he 

employed the rhetoric of opposition. But a dubious speech could improve 

his position and get him to run the second round against Dilma Rousseff.

In 2010, Serra's campaign was ambiguous: he was neither situation nor 

opposition. He stated that the current world was good and he was the 

most appropriate choice to continue with the good things and improve 

what was bad. Serra fought for the lulist electorate and, in a questionable 

episode concerning effectiveness, used the image of President Lula for his 

own television program. Alongside Fernando Henrique Cardoso, former 

president from PSDB, Lula was shown as being responsible for the posi-

tive changes through which the country passed.

By analyzing all the programs shown during the first round, Panke 

et al (2011) found the prevalence of personalism and negative cam-

paign on advertising, Serra’s television program, aired in FEAT during 

the first round, dealt mainly with his biography, history and political 

accomplishments (50% as a candidate). A significant amount of time 

was devoted to the disqualification of the candidate Rousseff (14%). 

(Panke et al, 2011: 11).

Despite some mistakes during his campaign, Serra benefited from his 

exposure in the media. Bezerra and Mundim (2011) made an econometric 

model in which they included media variables and concluded that ‘voters 

with more political attention‑ that capture precisely the exposure and 

the approval of voters to the flow of political information available, es-

pecially for the press coverage ‑ were more likely to vote for Serra than 

for Rousseff.’ Although the number of informed voters that are aware of 

politics is a minority in Brazil, among the few people most exposed to 

media coverage, the probability of voting for Serra was greater.

In 2010, the scenario of polarization between the PT and the PSDB, 

usual during the Brazilian presidential elections, was altered by the 
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presence of Marina Silva (PV).33 With only 1.23 minutes on TV, the 

candidate of the PV candidate obtained more than 19.6 million votes 

and generated a‘green wave’:

If there was something that could be appropriately called ‘wave’ in 

that election, it had been created by Marina at the end of the first round. 

Well, if throughout the whole campaign the curve of mentions to Dilma 

was typically placed higher than the others, the night before the first 

round Marina Silva’s mentions on Twitter had already been at a similar 

level as Dilma’s. (Silva et al 2011: 16)

Votes for this candidate were responsible for leading to a second round, 

which opposed Dilma Rousseff and Serra. Marina, a former minister of 

Lula's government, claimed that she had helped the President carry out 

good projects, but did not take responsibility for the mistakes made by 

that administration. She appeared as a new political force and a protector 

of the ethics that PT formerly represented, making the impression that 

the party had abandoned its ethical principles when it came to govern 

the country. She also introduced her life story and her background in 

poverty, similarly to Lula, and placed herself as the inheritor of the claims 

of the social movements.

Marina Silva invested in social networks and reached out to a young 

population connected to new technologies, performing an original cam-

paign. Since she had little time in which to display her electoral program, 

she worked around her low visibility in traditional media by choosing to 

invest in online and offline networks. Marina tried to capture potential 

PT voters who were dissatisfied with the political problems and cases 

of corruption inside the government. But she also spoke to the middle 

class and to the most conservative religious groups, particularly the evan-

gelicals, as could be testified in Belo Horizonte (Telles and Dias2011).

According to Panke et al (2011), the Green candidate devoted a significant 

part of her program to social issues. But she also used part of her time to 

33 In 2002, Ciro and Garotinh ogot more than 30% of the votes, but none of them could 
achieve individually the vote for Marina. 
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disqualify competitors, without directly attacking Lula, spared by all the 

main candidates. This strategy worked and Marina reached first place in 

important capitals and cities which had until then been islands of the gov-

ernment and administered by the PT, such as Belo Horizonte and Brasilia.

The electoral campaign was key for all candidates. It allowed Dilma to be 

associated to President Lula, and so to represent continuity; it allowed Serra 

to reduce his rejection, to penetrate into segments of the middle classes and 

to consolidate the opposition in the South and Center-west regions of the 

country. As for Marina Silva, the campaign allowed her to establish a con-

nection with a portion of the public that felt dissatisfied with the country's 

political situation and made it possible for her to present her candidature 

as an alternative for change.

Voters and the image of the campaigns

The behaviour related to the act of voting cannot be explained only as 

an effect of the calculations made by party leaders. One has to wonder how 

the voter would react to political strategies and electoral engineering. The 

question of how votes are decided in a particular election is subject to how 

the voter expresses his circumstantial feelings towards parties, the conjec-

tural problems and his position relatively to the instrumental and symbolic 

qualities of the candidates. When these elements lead the voter to the same 

direction, he will show interest in the campaign.The guidelines contained 

in the same direction consolidate previous preferences; contrary to pres-

sures that can result in indifference toward the candidate (Converse 1964).

The success of former Minister Dilma assumed that voters should be 

predisposed to vote for the continuity of the PT government; at the same 

time, the candidate should be identified as the one having the best per-

sonal and functional attributes to represent this continuity. In the 2010 

elections, in addition to these classical elements, the possibility of a 

transference of votes from President Lula to his candidate was the main 

factor to be considered. Empirically, the questions that would be asked 

were the following: What is the perception of the present and future world 
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held by the electorate? How did they evaluate the government defended 

by the candidate? Are voters willing to maintain the current situation?

Chart 3: Voting intentions, 1st and 2nd round – 2010 Presidential

Source: Datafolha

In the opinion surveys, the curves of voting intentions show the con-

tinuous growth of the PT candidate, who surpassed her main opposition 

candidate, Serra (PSDB), while still in the pre-campaign period - before 

the start of the FEAT. The central matter was to clarify whether the support 

obtained by Dilma Rousseff in the pre-campaign period was circumstantial 

or crystallized. In July 2010, two variables indicated the wish to confirm 

the continuity: the satisfaction with governmental policies (76%) and the 

approbation of the methods used by Lula to administrate the country (83%). 

In addition to that, voters wanted a president who would give continuity 

to the current government, or made only a few changes (65%).34 This con-

solidated the idea that the election should maintain the status quo and a 

predisposition to the use of retrospective vote - where voters examine the 

background of candidates/coalitions and estimate the possible effects of 

their permanence in the future. This combination of positive evaluations 

certainly advantaged the candidate of the government.

��� IBOPE, JOB631/2010, April of 2010. 
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Another point concerns the voters informed by the partisan’s prefer-

ence. The party of the candidate had the sympathy of a considerable part 

of the electorate. Not less than 30% said they prefer the PT; that result 

reached 37% in the Northeast, but only 16% of the electorate in the South. 

The profile of petism has been changing and is growing within the layers 

of society with of lower income and education levels. Many voters remain 

loyal to the party, even when leaders do not bear attitudes consistent with 

their expectations. This can be explained by the presence of a mechanism 

of selective inattention in the cognitive map of voters; in other words, what 

individuals perceive about the party is affected by what they want to re-

ceive (Converse1964). In a competitive election, the fact that the candidate 

starts a campaign with many voters willing to choose their party makes a 

significant difference in the stability of their voting results.

Dilma Roussef needed the prestige of the president. For that reason, the 

pre-campaign focused on the image of Lula da Silva. The result was that, in 

July 2010, 80% of voters were already aware that the former minister was 

being supported by the president. However, this strategy could be insuf-

ficient: although one third of the electorate said they would vote for the 

candidate nominated by Lula, other 32% were willing to vote depending on 

who is the candidate35. This meant that on the one hand Lula transferred 

votes, but on the other hand, Dilma Rousseff would have to present herself 

to voters who were willing to follow the advice of the president, but who 

would also evaluate what she had to offer. The work to persuade those 

voters turned out to depend only on the candidate and, in this aspect, the 

political marketing would be crucial to project her image. 

Another dimension interferes with the conduct of the voter: their 

orientation relatively to the candidate, their symbolic and instrumental 

qualities. Serra was regarded as the most experienced (64%), most fulfilling 

(40%) and most prepared to act as (45%). But his weakness was located 

in another cleavage: 45% believed that the candidate, if elected, would 

defend the rich and big business names (50%), and believed that he was 

the most authoritarian (35%). In the opposite direction, the strength of 

35 Instituto Vox Populi, 15th and 18th of May of 2010. 
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Dilma resided in an image associated with the defense of the poor (37%) 

and the women (45%).36

The candidates used the political marketing to reduce their weakest 

points. But campaigns are effective when they strenghten elements already 

available, as political guidelines act as filters for the reception of the infor-

mation provided. It was up to political marketing to construct the image of 

Dilma beyond a faithfull follower of the candidate Lula da Silva, and Serra 

needed to establish his speech of change without losing his loyal voters, 

since the election was fought under the sign of continuity. Dilma achieved 

to be associated with important pillars as a strong economy.

Chart 5: Perception of the campaigns of Dilma and Serra by the electo-
rate – 1º. Turno, 2010

Source: National Survey on 2010 Presidential Election. Ipespe / Research 
Group Public Opinion: Political Marketing and Electoral Beha-

viour (UFMG). Question: In your opinion, what does (READ 
THE NAME OF THE CANDIDATE) do the most during his/her 

campaign: communicates proposals, or criticizes other candi-
dates? None of these (DO NOT READ) DN NA.

As seen through the evolution of voting intentions, Dilma started the 

pre‑campaign placed ahead Serra, but it was with the beginning of FEAT 

that the candidate consolidated her support, increasing the distance between 

��� Datafolha, 20th and 21st of May of 2010 
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her and the opponent. The electoral program was important for her to 

communicate positively with the voter and to be strongly associated to 

the best evaluated President of the history of Brazil. The campaign pro-

posed by Serra was, on the contrary, perceived by voters as a campaign 

that was mainly criticizing the other candidates (44.2%) instead of com-

municating proposals (37.8%). Above all, despite articulating the rhetoric 

of continuity, Serra was perceived by voters as the anti-Lula, with 75% of 

the electorate indicating him as an opponent to the president.

Conclusion

In 2010, the voter was satisfied with the political performance of Lula, 

trusted him and did not want changes. This satisfaction would hardly be 

modified by political marketing, what indicated that the presidential election 

would be based on the choice of the candidate who would better represent 

the continuity. Despite the fact that voters become increasingly pragmatic 

in their choices, personalism is not something that can be forgotten in 

Brazilian politics.Lula's leadership was the main element mobilized in the 

2010 elections. To captivate the lulists, the parties made use of the situation 

axe and the strategies reproduced the classic patterns of personalization, 

monopolizing rhetoric of continuity and moral judgments.

These elections were contended under different conditions than those 

found in precedent disputes. For the first time after the return to democ-

racy, Lula would not be a candidate. The focus of the presidential election, 

which until then had been based on candidates grouping themselves as 

favorable or unfavorable to Lula, could not occur once again. But despite 

Lula not being a candidate, the trust of the people in him guided the 

elections, contended regarding the choice of voters who wanted his third 

term. The immediate effect of this strategy was that competitors converged 

to the political center and highlighted any of their characteristics that 

would make it possible to categorize them as ‘political heirs of Lula.’  

As the electoral market is affected by previous rules, strategies took into 

account the mechanical and psychological effects of these norms and 
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were adjusted to the demands of the voters. This resulted in the central 

axis of this election being less about issues positions and more about the 

dispute over the representation of the ‘third term’ of Lula.

The success of the “third term” strategy was made possible by the 

combination of the following conditions: (i) the presence of a reduced 

link between voters and parties, (ii) use of personalism in the appeals of 

the campaigns, (iii) weakened opposition, (iv) reduction of the number 

of competitors, which made the election a referendum, (v) psychological 

effect of rules in the useful vote, (v) public opinion satisfied with the 

administration of the President, and (vi) the possibility of transferring 

prestige from the president to the candidate for his succession.

The political communication during the Free Electoral Advertisement 

Time was fundamental to polarize the dispute by promoting the thesis of 

the plebiscitary election and consolidating the image of Dilma as a symbolic 

representative of Lula. As she was little known by the general public, the 

political marketing was crucial for Dilma to persuade the electorate. The 

president was able to transfer prestige to his successor and the victory of this 

strategy shows that the main explanatory key to the success of candidates 

in those elections has being the ability to place himself/herself as a mes-

senger of the third term of Lula. More than a case study, the 2010 elections 

in Brazil show that short-term factors such as electoral campaigns matter 

in vote decisions. Furthermore, these results confirm the directional theory, 

stating that the current disputes are less articulated by the distribution of 

ideological parties on a one‑dimensional scale and more by valences. Thus, 

further than being a reflection of demands in a perfect electoral market, 

candidates have been associated with valences, which emerge in elections 

as singular characteristics.
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