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This study investigates how political actors engaged with and incorporated media 
references into their discourse during Brazil’s 2024 mayoral elections. Drawing on 
a content analysis of 26 823 Instagram posts from 78 candidates, the findings reveal 
a predominance of positive references to the media, while anti-media rhetoric is more 
common among right-wing candidates. These findings contribute to ongoing discussions 
on the hybrid media system, underscoring the importance of local and regional outlets and 
reaffirming the central role of journalism in shaping political campaign narratives.
Keywords: Media references, electoral campaigns, traditional and alternative media, 
Brazil, political communication.

El presente estudio analiza el modo en que los actores políticos incorporaron los medios 
de comunicación en sus discursos durante las elecciones brasileñas de 2024. A partir de 
un análisis de contenido de 26 823 publicaciones en Instagram, correspondientes a 78 
candidaturas, se identificó un predominio de referencias positivas hacia los medios. In 
contraste, los discursos de carácter antimediático se manifestaron con mayor frecuencia 
entre candidaturas situadas en el espectro político de derecha. Los hallazgos aportan 
al debate sobre el sistema mediático híbrido, al subrayar la relevancia de los medios lo-
cales y regionales, así como la centralidad del periodismo en las narrativas de campaña.
Palabras clave: Referencias mediáticas, elecciones, medios tradicionales y alternati-
vos, Brasil, comunicación política.

O presente estudo analisa como os atores políticos incorporam a mídia em seus discursos 
durante as eleições brasileiras de 2024. A partir da análise de 26.823 publicações no Ins-
tagram correspondentes a 78 candidaturas, identificou-se um predomínio de referências 
positivas à mídia. Por outro lado, os discursos antimídia foram mais frequentes entre 
as candidaturas situadas no espectro político da direita. Esses resultados contribuem 
para o debate sobre o sistema midiático híbrido, destacando a importância da mídia 
local e regional, bem como a centralidade do jornalismo nas narrativas de campanha.
Palavras-chave: Referências midiáticas, eleições, meios tradicionais e alternativos, 
Brasil, comunicação política.
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Introduction

This article examines how political actors reference and appropriate the 
media in the context of Brazilian elections. Unlike traditional studies of 
political journalism, which typically focus on how the media cover can-
didates (Albuquerque, 2019; Marques et al., 2021; Porto et al., 2020), 
this study reverses the analytical lens: instead of looking at how the 
media portray politicians, it explores how politicians themselves en-
gage with the media during their campaigns. In other contexts, previous 
research has identified various modes of interaction, including criticism 
and delegitimization of the traditional press, the strategic use of media 
to gain visibility, the search for content, and the promotion of specific 
issues (Buyens et al., 2024; Carratalá & Palau-Sampio, 2022; Engesser 
et al., 2017; Holt & Haller, 2017; Liminga & Strömbäck, 2023; Paate-
lainen et al., 2022; Peucker & Fisher, 2023; Van Aelst & Walgrave, 
2016). All these practices operate within a broader framework of strate-
gic political action (Egelhofer et al., 2021).

To explore this phenomenon in the Brazilian context, this study 
analyzed 26 823 Instagram posts published during the electoral period, 
when 78 candidates were running for mayor in Brazil’s state capitals. 
From this dataset, 3 994 posts were identified as containing direct 
references to the media. These references took various forms –from 
the direct sharing of media content to mentions of media organizations, 
journalistic practices, or individual media professionals. Our analysis 
focused on five dimensions: 1) which media outlets were mentioned; 
2) the presence of anti-media discourse; 3) the purposes behind such 
discourse; 4) instances of positive engagement with the media; and 
5) patterns of media appropriation. These elements were examined in 
relation to both the candidates’ profiles and their positions along the 
ideological spectrum.

The article advances four hypotheses. The first (H1) posits that 
positive engagement with the media is more prevalent than anti-media 
discourse, reflecting politicians’ pursuit of visibility and their strategic 
use of content that serves their interests (Peucker & Fisher, 2023).

The second hypothesis (H2) suggests that incumbents are less likely 
to adopt anti-media rhetoric. Career politicians tend to view the press 
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as an important ally in shaping their public image, are more aware of 
institutional pressures (Lowndes & Roberts, 2013), and already benefit 
from the established logic of traditional media (Hopmann et al., 2011).

The third hypothesis (H3) holds that far-right candidates are more 
likely than others to produce anti-media discourse, a trend consistently 
supported by previous research showing a strong correlation between 
ideological extremism and media criticism (Egelhofer et al., 2021; 
Engesser et al., 2017; Holt & Haller, 2017).

Finally, the fourth hypothesis (H4) reinforces the association be-
tween far-right candidates and the use of alternative media, a pattern 
repeatedly observed in the literature (Santos, 2023; Wong & Trilling, 
2023).

The context of our analysis are local municipal election campaigns 
in Brazil, which represents the political arenas most directly experi-
enced by citizens and is characterized by a wide range of political be-
haviors. This environment allows candidates to engage with a variety 
of local and regional media outlets, a distinctive feature of the Brazilian 
media system (Albuquerque & Pinto, 2019). Instagram, in particular, 
has become a widely used source of information (Newman et al., 2024) 
and is commonly regarded both as an electoral campaign tool and as a 
research topic at the national (Costa et al., 2022) and international lev-
els (García-Beaudoux et al., 2020; Haßler et al., 2024).

How politicians engage with traditional 
and alternative media

The growing reliance on digital platforms (Sued & Saénz-Leandro, 
2025) and the dynamics of the hybrid media system (Chadwick, 
2013) have expanded the range of informational resources available 
to politicians (Palau-Sampio & Lopez-García, 2022). Consequently, 
alternative media have become just as significant a reference point as 
traditional outlets (Liminga & Strömbäck, 2023). Furthermore, local 
and regional media should not be overlooked, as they maintain distinct 
ties and relationships with politicians across Brazil (Albuquerque 
& Pinto, 2019; Guerrero, 2014).
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Politicians seek visibility, legitimacy, and platforms to amplify their 
discourse, relying on the media to generate public impact and recogni-
tion (Bos et al., 2011). Historically, Brazil’s media landscape has been 
dominated by a few major conglomerates with close ties to political ac-
tors (Albuquerque, 2011). However, the struggle for control over com-
munication has reshaped these relationships, particularly with the rise 
and expansion of alternative media (Santos, 2023). For decades, the 
public relied on newspapers, television, and radio as their main sources 
of information, but this flow of communication has since become far 
more diversified.

As new forms of media have proliferated, traditional outlets have 
been forced to contend with new actors involved in producing and cir-
culating content (Kenix, 2011). At the same time, the growing presence 
of political leaders in alternative online spaces has challenged the tra-
ditional monopoly over information (Engesser et al., 2017) and further 
weakened the central role of mainstream media in public debate (Wong 
& Trilling, 2023).

In Brazil, alternative media, once marginalized, first gained 
influence through progressive blogs in the early 2000s (Aldé et al., 2007; 
Magalhães et al., 2020), and later through far-right websites (Santos, 
2023; Recuero & Soares, 2022) that often mimic traditional journalistic 
formats. These outlets also produce opinion content and have been 
accused of spreading disinformation across multiple platforms (Bauer 
et al., 2025; Bos et al., 2011; Egelhofer et al., 2021; Peacock et al., 
2021; Wong & Trilling, 2023).

Although traditionally associated with the marginalization of 
minority voices, far-right alternative media have expanded rapidly 
across various contexts (Bhat & Chadha, 2020; Figenschou & Ihlebæk, 
2019), with their content frequently amplified by politicians (Liminga 
& Strömbäck, 2023; Wong & Trilling, 2023) and often described as 
hyperpartisan (Peacock et al., 2021; Recuero & Soares, 2022). In Brazil, 
this type of media gained particular prominence during the Covid-19 
pandemic, under the Bolsonaro administration, and during electoral 
periods (Recuero & Soares, 2022; Santos, 2023).

In the case of Latin American politicians, relationships with the media 
–whether traditional or alternative– are largely driven by the desire to 
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control ideological narratives (Albuquerque, 2019). Many politicians 
favor channels with fewer bureaucratic barriers that operate according 
to a counter-hegemonic logic relative to traditional media, aiming to 
undermine their credibility (Kenix, 2011; Liminga & Strömbäck, 2023). 
While these actors criticize the mediatization of politics promoted by 
large media conglomerates, they have paradoxically become a dominant 
force in deploying alternative media strategies (Santos, 2023). These 
strategies include using podcasts, sharing links to social media posts, 
and promoting headlines from hyperpartisan outlets (Larsson, 2019; 
Recuero & Soares, 2022).

Politicians’ use of media:
positive engagement and criticism

For politicians, engagement with the media serves two main purposes: 
building visibility and legitimacy (Landerer, 2013), particularly during 
election campaigns (Esser & Strömbäck, 2014), and voicing criticism 
of perceived bias, disinformation, or distortion of facts (Egelhofer et al., 
2021; Engesser et al., 2017). Politicians often alternate between using 
the media constructively to promote their agendas (Esser & Strömbäck, 
2014) and employing anti-media rhetoric to delegitimize unfavorable 
coverage (Bennett & Livingston, 2020), a pattern that has been ob-
served among members of Congress in Brazil (Comel, 2025). This dy-
namic demonstrates both the media’s strategic importance in electoral 
competition (Kaid & Holtz-Bacha, 2008) as well as the role of media 
criticism in reshaping power relations (Mazzoleni & Schulz, 1999).

According to Van Aelst and Walgrave (2016), politicians rely on 
the media as a fundamental tool to advance their agendas and legiti-
mize their actions. This is especially important during election periods, 
when media coverage amplifies their proposals and increases their vis-
ibility in the public sphere (Salgado, 2022). Incumbents, in particular, 
tend to use the media strategically to bolster their institutional legiti-
macy (Van Aelst & Walgrave, 2016). Hopmann et al. (2011) note that 
politicians leverage media coverage to showcase their achievements 
and enhance their credibility with voters, ensuring a steady flow of in-
formation favorable to their public image (Lowndes & Roberts, 2013; 
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Van Aelst & Walgrave, 2016). Positive media use is also linked to shap-
ing narratives and influencing the public agenda (Strömbäck & Kiousis, 
2019), allowing political actors to emphasize issues that advance their 
agendas while tailoring their messages to resonate with public interests 
(Buyens et al., 2024).

On the other hand, scholars have also drawn attention to the grow-
ing trend of attacking or discrediting the media, particularly among 
populist and right-wing groups (Egelhofer et al., 2021; Holt & Haller, 
2017; Marques, 2023; Massuchin et al., 2022; Waisbord & Amado, 
2017). Engesser et al. (2017) note that these actors use such attacks 
to delegitimize the traditional press and strengthen their ties with their 
electoral base. In doing so, politicians portray themselves as “victims” 
of a hostile and biased media system (Strömbäck & Kiousis, 2019), 
while also directing their criticism toward international outlets or na-
tional media conglomerates, commonly referred to as “mainstream” or 
hegemonic media (Waisbord & Amado, 2017).

Attacking the media also serves as a strategic tool in times of cri-
sis or political instability. Strömbäck and Kiousis (2019) argue that by 
undermining the credibility of the press, politicians seek to deflect at-
tention from scandals or controversies and redirect public focus toward 
the media’s alleged bias. This pattern aligns with the Latin American 
context, where far-right leaders often employ attacks on the media as 
part of a broader populist mobilization strategy (Salgado, 2022; Wais-
bord & Amado, 2017).

Such attacks are most often directed at traditional media outlets (Fi-
genschou & Ihlebæk, 2019). This, in turn, reinforces the legitimacy of 
alternative media, which frequently act as amplifiers of these narratives 
(Waisbord, 2018). As Roberts and Wahl-Jorgensen (2020) note, chal-
lenging the credibility of the press helps strengthen the influence of 
emerging actors in the public sphere. In this context, politicians use 
media attacks to reshape the communication landscape and extend their 
control over dominant narratives (Bhat & Chadha, 2020), particularly 
those advanced by hyperpartisan outlets.
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The Brazilian context: political, electoral, 
and media systems

Brazil’s political system has several distinctive institutional features 
that set it apart from most industrialized democracies, particularly 
through its adoption of hybrid forms of political representation (Main-
waring et al., 1991). Executive power –vested in presidents, governors, 
and mayors– is concentrated in officials elected by universal suffrage, 
typically through a two-round system with the possibility of one con-
secutive re-election. By contrast, the legislative branch –comprising the 
National Congress (the Chamber of Deputies and the Federal Senate), 
state assemblies, and municipal councils– operates under an open-list 
proportional representation system in a single round of voting. Another 
defining characteristic is the prominent role of the judiciary, which is 
responsible for organizing and regulating electoral processes, placing 
Brazil among the few democracies with such an institutional configura-
tion (Camara et al., 2022).

This institutional framework has given rise to specific political dy-
namics. As Mauerberg et al. (2015) observe, the open-list proportional 
voting system, the possibility of immediate re-election, the large num-
ber of candidates competing for relatively few seats, and the freedom to 
change parties with minimal penalties have all contributed to political 
individualism and weakened party cohesion. Brazil’s multiparty system 
reinforces this trend, with 29 registered parties currently recognized 
(Tribunal Superior Eleitoral, 2024). The proliferation of party labels 
has diluted ideological platforms and encouraged the formation of co-
alitions often disconnected from coherent policy agendas (Figueiredo 
& Limongi, 2016). Consequently, the Brazilian political system is 
marked by strong personalism and low levels of party institutionaliza-
tion (Carreirão, 2014).

In this context, applying Hallin and Mancini’s (2004) concept of 
political parallelism to the alignment between media organizations 
and political orientations in Brazil proves challenging. As Albuquerque 
(2011) states, Brazil’s major traditional media conglomerates, such 
as Globo, Folha, and Abril, do not maintain explicit affiliations with 
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specific parties or candidates.6 Nevertheless, these conglomerates exert 
considerable influence over both public and private institutions and play 
a central role in shaping the public agenda (Pimentel & Marques, 2021). 
More commonly, they exhibit pragmatic alignments with candidates 
and governments whose political and economic interests converge 
with their own, often manifested through increased media visibility or 
favorable editorial coverage (Porto et al., 2020).

Brazil’s media landscape has also undergone a process of 
demassification, accompanied by the rise of digital-native outlets. 
As Santos and Albuquerque (2024) observe, these digital media 
organizations often align with particular ideological camps shaped by 
ongoing political disputes. This trend reflects how party fragmentation 
and political instability have impeded the development of stable, long-
term alignments between political groups and the media.

Methodological approach

Our empirical research is based on an analysis of the Instagram accounts 
of 78 candidates7 who ran for mayor in Brazil’s 2024 local elections. In 
total, we collected 26 823 posts published during the campaign period, 
from August 16 to October 27, encompassing both the first and second 
rounds.8 We extracted the data usign the Zeeschuimer software, from a 
database managed by the Political Communication and Public Opinion 
Research Group (cpop).

6	 According to Guerrero (2014), the relationship between politicians and the 
media becomes increasingly complex when we consider local broadcasters 
affiliated with major television networks. As Pimentel and Marques (2021) 
note, these networks –often controlled by local elites– are frequently lever-
aged to advance particular interests, reinforcing regional power dynamics.

7	 The sample corpus includes 78 candidates from the 26 Brazilian state capi-
tals. In each state, we selected the most competitive candidates based on 
regional opinion polls and by including those who ranked first, second, or 
third in the number of valid votes, according to the official results from the 
Superior Electoral Court.

8	 In Brazil, municipalities with more than 200 000 registered voters hold a 
runoff election if no candidate secures more than 50 %  of the valid votes.
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We constructed the media-related corpus in two stages. First, we 
searched the 26 823 posts using keywords9 to identify content that 
referred to 1) journalism, 2) media professionals, and 3) traditional or 
hyperpartisan outlets (Egelhofer et al., 2021; Figenschou & Ihlebæk, 
2019). Second, we manually examined the visual content to determine 
whether the images posted on Instagram reflected the candidates’ 
interactions with the media.

The final selection yielded a sample of 3 994 posts, which were 
systematically coded using a codebook (Krippendorff, 2004), which 
was developed drawing on existing literature (Cushion et al., 2021; 
Egelhofer et al., 2021; Haller & Holt, 2019) and an initial, unsystematic 
review of the corpus to capture the specific characteristics of the 
Brazilian context.

Table 1
Variables and categories used for data coding

 Media outlet (V1.1) Descriptive variable used to record the name 
of the media outlet mentioned. If the outlet is 
not clearly specified (e.g., only a professional 
is mentioned or the reference is to the press in 
general) or if multiple outlets are mentioned, 
use code 99.

Type of media mentioned 
(V1.1)

1: Traditional; 2: Digital native and hyperparti-
san; 3: Professionals; 4: Public media; 5: Inter-
national media; 6: Media in general

9	 Antagonista; Band; BandNews; bbc; Bonner; Brasil 247; Campos Melo; 
cbn; cnn; Conexão Política; DataFalha; dcm; entrevista; Estadão; fake-
news; Folha; Folha Política; fsp; G1; Gazeta Brasil; Gazeta do Povo; Glo-
bo; imprensa; IstoÉ; jornal; Jornal da Cidade; Jornal Nacional; jornalismo; 
jornalista; Jovem Pan; matéria; mídia; Midia Ninja; news; notícia; Novae-
ramidia; oesp; Pingos nos Is; Pleno News; radardamidia; rádio; Record; 
Redetv; renovamidia; reportagem; repórter; revista; revista fórum; Revista 
Oeste; Roda Viva; sbt; televisão; TerçaLivretv; Terra; Terra Brasil; Trom-
beta News; tv; tv Brasil; uol; Veja; Vera Magalhães; VlogdoLisboa, and 
Yahoo. 
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Anti-media discourse? 
(V2)

0: No; 1: Yes

Purpose of criticism or 
attack (V3)

1: Criticize the media group; 2: Criticize media 
professionals; 3: Criticize coverage; 4: General 
criticism of the media; 99: Not applicable

Positive discourse? (V4) 0: No; 1: Yes
Purpose of positive media 
use (V5)

1: Attack opponents or political institutions; 2: 
Reinforce information and opinions; 3: Gain 
visibility; 99: Not applicable

Source: The authors.

Five trained coders carried out the coding and performed a reliability 
test, which produced Krippendorff’s alpha scores of 0.67 (V1), 0.98 
(V2), 0.73 (V3), 0.65 (V4), and 0.71 (V5). These variables were 
then analyzed according to candidate type (incumbent, government-
backed, or challenger) and ideological orientation to assess how media 
engagement factored into broader campaign strategies.

To classify parties along the ideological spectrum, this study 
employed the scale developed by Bolognesi et al. (2023). For analytical 
clarity, however, the categories were consolidated into three broader 
groups: left (far-left and left), center (center-left, center, and center-
right), and right (right and far-right).

Data analysis

Media outlets were referenced in 15 % of the posts published by the 
78 candidates during the 2024 electoral campaign. When examin-
ing mentions by ideological orientation and candidate type (Table 2), 
right-wing politicians and challengers accounted for the highest shares 
of mentions (16 % and 15 %, respectively). However, these differ- 
ences were not statistically significant across groups.

The subset of posts referencing media outlets (n = 3 994) reflects a 
mix of traditional and digital-native media, highlighting the diversity of 
the contemporary media landscape. Figure 1 presents the 23 most 
frequently cited outlets by candidates (those mentioned more than 30 
times), which together account for 1 735 posts, representing 43 % of 
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Table 2
Mentions by ideological spectrum and candidate type 

Absence Presence Total
Left 5 622 (86 %) 925 (14 %) 6 547 (100 %)
Center 2 241 (88 %) 318 (12 %) 2 559 (100 %)
Right 14 966 (84 %) 2 751 (16 %) 17 717 (100 %)
Total 22 829 (85 %) 3 994 (15 %) 26 823 (100 %)
Challenger 15 986 (85 %) 2 904 (15 %) 18 890 (100 %)
Government-backed 1 913 (86 %) 323 (14 %) 2 236 (100 %)
Incumbent 4 930 (87 %) 767 (13 %) 5 697 (100 %)
Total 22 829 (85 %) 3 994 (15 %) 26 823 (100 %)

Source: The authors.

the corpus. Globo (302), Band (175), tv Record (169), and Jovem Pan 
(115) rank highest, underscoring the continued centrality of traditional 
media, although some citations refer to their digital platforms, such as 
G1 from the Globo Group.

Figure 1
Media outlets most frequently cited by candidates

Source: The authors.
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Local and regional media are also noteworthy, including tv Sergipe 
(72 mentions), tv Atalaia (41), and rpc (38), all affiliates of national 
networks. This finding underscores the significant role these outlets 
play in political campaigns. Jovem Pan is another prominent example, 
having emerged in recent years as a central actor in political debates. 
Among digital-native outlets, Podcast Flow and Metrópoles illustrate 
the diversity of the Brazilian media landscape. Additionally, tv Cultura 
ranks among the most cited, which may reflect recognition of the value 
of content produced by the public media system.

When comparing mentions by media type (Table 3), traditional 
outlets account for 73 % of all references, with a fairly even distribution 
across ideological groups. This indicates that conventional media have 
not been entirely displaced, at least within the broader context of Brazil-
ian politics and the electoral period. Generic or collective references to 
the media –which in some cases still include traditional outlets– consti-
tute 12 % of mentions, with little variation between groups.

Table 3
Distribution of media types by ideological spectrum

Left Center Right Total
Traditional N 

(%)
719 

(78 %)
248 

(78 %)
1 963 

(71 %)
2 930 

(73 %)
Digital-native and 
hyper-partisan

N 
(%)

73 
(8 %)

17 
(5 %)

403 
(15 %)

493 
(12 %)

Journalists/
professionals

N 
(%)

7 
(1 %)

6 
(2 %)

7 
(0 %)

20 
(1 %)

Public media N 
(%)

8 
(1 %)

1 
(0 %)

79 
(3 %)

88 
(2 %)

International media N 
(%)

0 
(0 %)

1 
(0 %)

2 
(0 %)

3 
(0 %)

Media in general N 
(%)

118 
(12 %)

45 
(15 %)

297 
(11 %)

460 
(12 %)

Total 
(%)

925 
(100 %)

318 
(100 %)

2 751 
(100 %)

3 994 
(100 %)

Source: The authors.
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Up to this point there has been little distinction between the 
groups. However, when examining mentions of digital-native outlets 
–including hyper-partisan media– a clear difference emerges. Right-
wing candidates refer to this category more frequently (15 % of their 
mentions), suggesting that this group tends to rely more consistently on 
ideologically aligned sources.

When comparing candidate types (Table 4), traditional media 
are widely cited across all profiles, indicating broad recognition of 
these outlets in the electoral debate. However, government-backed can-
didates stand out, with 86 % of their mentions referring to traditional 
media, whereas challengers more frequently reference “the media in 
general” (13 %). Finally, no substantial differences appear among can-
didate groups in their mentions of digital-native or hyperpartisan media.

Table 4
Media mentions by candidate type 

Chal-
lenger

Govern-
ment-backed

Incumbent Total

Traditional N 
(%)

2 097 
(72 %)

277 
(86 %)

556 
(72 %)

2 930 
(73 %)

Digital-native and 
hyper-partisan

N 
(%)

358 
(12 %)

30 
(9 %)

105 
(14 %)

493 
(12 %)

Journalists/
professionals

N 
(%)

17 
(1 %)

1 
(0 %)

2 
(0 %)

20 
(1 %)

Public media N 
(%)

56 
(2 %)

1 
(0 %)

31 
(4 %)

88 
(2 %)

International media N 
(%)

2 
(0 %)

0 
(0 %)

1 
(0 %)

3 
(0 %)

Media in general N 
(%)

374 
(13 %)

14 
(5 %)

72 
(9 %)

460 
(12 %)

Total (%) 2 904 
(100 %)

323 
(100 %)

767 
(100 %)

3 994 
(100 %)

Source: The authors.
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Figures 2 and 3 below present mentions –both positive and nega-
tive–10 grouped by candidate type and ideological orientation. The first 
notable finding is that, despite the increase in attacks on the press, most 
references remain positive. In other words, candidates continue to cite 
media content because it retains strategic value and delivers measur-
able benefits. Right-wing candidates exhibit the highest proportion of 
positive mentions (95 %), followed by left-wing candidates (93 %) and 
centrist candidates (88 %).

Conversely, although negative mentions remain rare, they are more 
prevalent among right-wing candidates, reflecting the anti-media rheto-
ric associated with this group. While infrequent overall, these negative 
mentions reveal a clear ideological disparity: left- and center-wing can-
didates account for only 1 % of negative mentions, compared with 5 % 
among right-wing candidates.

Figures 2 and 3
Media mentions by candidate profile 

and ideological alignment

 

Source: The authors.

10	 Positive and negative mentions are treated as separate dichotomous vari-
ables (presence versus absence). As a result, the percentages in the graphs 
should not be summed, since they may not add up to 100 %. In some cases 
(138), a media mention is neither positive nor negative –these are refer-
ences that neither criticize the media nor provide any clear benefit to the 
candidate. In other instances, some posts (27) contained both positive and 
negative mentions simultaneously. 
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Looking at candidate type (Figure 3), government-backed candi-
dates account for all positive media mentions (100 %), followed by in-
cumbents (98 %) and challengers (92 %). Negative mentions are more 
frequent among new candidates (5 %), suggesting that they tend to have 
a more contentious relationship with the press. Across the entire corpus, 
there were 136 negative mentions –just over 3 % of posts containing 
any reference to the media– and 93 % of these (125) were concentrated 
among new and right-wing candidates. Nearly half of the criticisms 
(45 %) were directed at media professionals, indicating a personalized 
discourse targeting journalists and other media personnel.

In the case of positive discourse, different purposes emerge when 
considering either the ideological orientation or candidate type. Across 
ideological groups (Figure 4), the primary function of positive men-
tions is to reinforce information and opinions, serving as a source of 
validation for the candidates’ own political messages. The proportions 
are similar across the spectrum: left-wing (47 %), center (49 %), and 
right-wing (47 %).

Second, across all three groups, candidates use the media to 
increase their visibility, promoting their presence through interviews, 
debates, and other coverage. Another notable use is to attack opponents 
and institutions, a common strategy among right-wing (27 %) and 
left-wing (25 %) candidates but less frequent among centrists (21 %). 
In this respect, the strategies of the two ideological poles are quite 
similar. While negative campaigning is not a novel phenomenon, in this 
context it is closely tied to media content and carried out through media 
channels.

Examining the purposes of positive mentions across candidate 
types, challengers use them more frequently to attack opponents (27 %) 
and increase visibility (30 %), reflecting their greater reliance on neg-
ative campaigning and media exposure. In contrast, incumbents and 
government-backed candidates primarily use positive mentions to re-
inforce opinions and information (58 % and 53 %), reflecting a more 
institutionalized relationship with the press, which provides ongoing 
coverage of their previous administrations.

Figures 2 and 3 below present mentions –both positive and nega-
tive–10 grouped by candidate type and ideological orientation. The first 
notable finding is that, despite the increase in attacks on the press, most 
references remain positive. In other words, candidates continue to cite 
media content because it retains strategic value and delivers measur-
able benefits. Right-wing candidates exhibit the highest proportion of 
positive mentions (95 %), followed by left-wing candidates (93 %) and 
centrist candidates (88 %).

Conversely, although negative mentions remain rare, they are more 
prevalent among right-wing candidates, reflecting the anti-media rheto-
ric associated with this group. While infrequent overall, these negative 
mentions reveal a clear ideological disparity: left- and center-wing can-
didates account for only 1 % of negative mentions, compared with 5 % 
among right-wing candidates.

Figures 2 and 3
Media mentions by candidate profile 

and ideological alignment

 

Source: The authors.

10	 Positive and negative mentions are treated as separate dichotomous vari-
ables (presence versus absence). As a result, the percentages in the graphs 
should not be summed, since they may not add up to 100 %. In some cases 
(138), a media mention is neither positive nor negative –these are refer-
ences that neither criticize the media nor provide any clear benefit to the 
candidate. In other instances, some posts (27) contained both positive and 
negative mentions simultaneously. 
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Figures 4 and 5
Positive media mentions across candidate types 

and ideological groups

Source: The authors.

Table 5
Positive and negative media mentions by media type

Negative use Positive use
Traditional Digital Total Traditional Digital Total

Absence 2 883 
(98 %)

477 
(97 %)

3 360 
(98 %)

125 
(4 %)

15 
(3 %)

140 
(4 %)

Presence 47 
(2 %)

16 
(3 %)

63 
(2 %)

2 805 
(96 %)

478 
(97 %)

3 283 
(96 %)

Total 2 930 
(100 %)

493 
(100 %)

3 423 
(100 %)

2 930 
(100 %)

493 
(100 %)

3 423 
(100 %)

Source: The authors.

Finally, the distribution of positive and negative mentions across 
media types –traditional and digital-native– reveals no clear pattern in 
candidates’ engagement. Positive mentions are not predominantly di-
rected at digital-native media, nor are negative mentions primarily aimed 
at traditional outlets.
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Discussion of findings

During the 2024 municipal elections, references to the media –whether 
traditional, alternative, or general– were largely positive, supporting the 
findings of Egelhofer et al. (2021) and confirming our first hypothesis 
(H1). The scarce use of anti-media rhetoric in this electoral campaign 
period contrasts with previous findings on this type of discourse in 
other contexts and among different political actors (Marques, 2023; 
Massuchin et al., 2022). Moreover, the prominence of regional media 
in these local elections alters the relationship between politicians and 
the press, reinforcing Albuquerque and Pinto’s (2019) observations 
regarding the dynamics of the Brazilian media landscape.

Even amid the fragmentation of the media landscape and the grow-
ing prominence of alternative outlets documented by Santos (2023) 
and Recuero and Soares (2022), traditional media continue to play a 
central role. Candidates frequently engage with both national networks 
and their local affiliates, underscoring the significance of regional out-
lets. Moreover, by leveraging these media, candidates pursue strategies 
aimed at local constituents, reflecting the dynamics of municipal-level 
competition.

These findings also align with the argument that politicians use the 
media to enhance their visibility during election periods (Costa et al., 
2022; Larsson, 2019). Positive media use is widespread, with a key 
purpose being to showcase the candidates’ mediated public image in 
digital campaigns. Economic factors may also influence this dynamic. 
As noted in several Brazilian campaign manuals, economic consider-
ations play a decisive role in campaign planning (Almeida, 2008; Fer-
raz, 2008; Iten & Kobayashi, 2002). In this context, the use of short 
videoclips can serve as a cost-effective strategy to reinforce positions 
or attack opponents by selectively editing debates, interviews, or previ-
ously recorded events. The use of media to target adversaries –a tactic 
employed by both right- and left-wing candidates– is also a significant 
component of negative campaigning, which has played an increasingly 
central role in Brazilian elections in recent decades (Borba, 2015).

Simultaneously, by incorporating videoclips from news programs, 
candidates capitalize on the symbolic authority of journalism, drawing 
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on established conventions –such as the language and visual style of 
television news– to lend greater credibility to their narratives (Oliveira, 
2005).

In the case of anti-media discourse, we find it primarily associated 
with challenger candidates rather than incumbents, confirming the sec-
ond hypothesis (H2). As Bennett and Livingston (2020) point out, the 
behavior of political actors can vary depending on their background. In 
this case, the data indicate that a candidate’s relationship with the me-
dia as a political strategy is shaped by a neo-institutionalist perspective 
(Lowndes & Roberts, 2013). Sitting officeholders, for instance, tend to 
adopt a more moderate approach, influenced by the public scrutiny they 
face and the visibility their administrations receive through the press 
(Egelhofer et al., 2021).

The association between right-wing candidates and anti-media 
discourse supports our third hypothesis (H3). Although negative 
mentions of the media are relatively rare (5 %), they are largely 
concentrated among right-wing leaders, consistent with existing 
research (Holt & Haller, 2017; Salgado, 2022), even though these actors 
also display the highest levels of positive media use. These negative 
references are primarily directed at journalism professionals, who are 
often portrayed as biased and partisan within the political arena, as 
highlighted by Bhat and Chadha (2020), Waisbord and Amado (2017), 
and Marques (2023).

It is also noteworthy that right-wing politicians, while relying 
more heavily on traditional media than other political groups, are also 
the most frequent users of digital-native and hyperpartisan outlets. 
These findings support our fourth hypothesis (H4) and align with 
research by Hopmann et al. (2011) and Bhat and Chadha (2020), which 
shows that far-right actors often turn to less conventional media to en-
hance their visibility. Egelhofer et al. (2021) similarly emphasize that 
populist leaders tend to make greater use of alternative media. Howev-
er, in the Brazilian context examined here, positive engagement cannot 
be directly attributed to alternative media use or to attacks on traditional 
outlets.
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Concluding remarks

This article examines the digital campaign strategies of candidates in 
Brazil’s 2024 municipal elections, with a particular focus on their use 
of media in political communication. While some findings align with 
existing literature, others reveal distinctive and complex dynamics 
within Brazil’s media landscape. Overall, the results underscore the 
central role of media for all political groups and candidates, particularly 
through positive engagement with traditional outlets.

Despite the growth of alternative and hyperpartisan media, tradi-
tional journalism continues to occupy a central role in political cam-
paigns, particularly content produced by local and regional outlets, 
which are deeply embedded in the context of mayoral contests. This 
dynamic diminishes the prominence of attacks on the traditional press, 
which remain relatively rare in the local electoral context. Overall, me-
dia use is particularly prominent in the construction of negative cam-
paigns targeting opponents, consolidating candidates’ public image and 
highlighting the initiatives or achievements of those seeking re-election 
(Egelhofer et al., 2021).

In conclusion, positive engagement with the media and media criti-
cism are not mutually exclusive in politicians’ strategies; rather, they 
often function together as complementary tools. This reflects a com-
plex, convenience-driven relationship in which favorable media use is 
closely intertwined with anti-media rhetoric. Similar patterns have been 
observed in other political contexts and countries (Comel, 2025; Egel-
hofer et al., 2021; Van Aelst & Walgrave, 2016). Moreover, in regional 
settings and within the diverse media landscape of electoral campaigns, 
critical discourse tends to lose much of its impact. This seemingly para-
doxical duality allows politicians to maximize control over the public 
narrative, simultaneously leveraging favorable media coverage while 
discrediting sources that might threaten their popularity. Such a hybrid 
approach proves particularly effective in digital environments, where 
both positive and critical messages can spread widely.
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