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Democracy at Work: Pressure and Propaganda in Portugal and Brazil addresses de-

mocracy both as an institutional value system and as a practice. How are the me-

dia exerting their mediation role? How are the media re-(a)presenting the political 

world to society? Are different media voices offering diversified and complemen-

tary perspectives on politics? How is propaganda perceived within different demo-

cratic and economic contexts? Is political trust and mistrust shaping the strategy of 

propaganda? These questions are addressed in theoretical and empirical chapters 

in a book that addresses problems 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. 

Within this framework, Political Communication Studies has a major role in 

identifying and urging new diagnosis of, and insights into, the political and the 

media systems, and, above all, how both the people and political institutions can 

both survive crisis and improve democracy in the Lusophone world. This book 

aims at making a contribution to that acknowledgment. 
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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 

rE G 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



14

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.
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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. 
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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”


