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Introduction 
The 2018 Brazilian presidential election happened amidst several controversies, 
especially surrounding Jair Bolsonaro, the representative from the Social Liberal Party 
(PSL). Filling his campaign with far-right views and polemic declarations about minorities 
and opponents, the candidate defeated the leftist Fernando Haddad from the Worker’s 
Party (PT). Bolsonaro's campaign heavy use of social media was also connected to the 
spread of disinformation by his supporters (Machado et al., 2018). In this context, our 
proposal focuses on discussing the results of a two years research that started in 2018 
about disinformation in political conversations on Twitter during the 2018 presidential 
campaign in Brazil. Based on a dataset of over 18 million tweets collected through Social 
Feed Manager (Prom, 2016) through several keywords, we tried, through multiple 
approaches, to answer the research question: What are the key characteristics of the 
disinformation campaigns aimed to influence the Brazilian 2018 election through political 
conversations on Twitter?  To discuss this question, we conducted several studies to 
compare and analyze the data through content analysis, social network analysis and 
mixed methods analysis. In this proposal, we seek to present a compilation and a more 
general systematization of these results. In order to do this, we aligned our discussion 
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with three key aspects of the disinformation campaign: (a) content strategies; (b) 
legitimation strategies and (c) spread strategies. Our goal is to present a case study and 
offer some insights about disinformation campaigns in Latin America, which is currently 
an understudied context.  This proposal is connected to the conference theme since 
disinformation has a strong effect on everyday life and often alienates and isolate people. 
 
Theoretical Background 
The impact of social media on political conversations and democracy has been a topic of 
interest among researchers all over the world. One of the key concerns underlined by 
Tucker et al. (2018), for instance, is how social media may be driving political 
conversations towards polarization, and providing a perfect environment for 
disinformation to spread, undermining democracies. This concern is especially relevant 
to young democracies, such as Brazil.  
Democracy has always been linked to the quality of the debate and conversations that 
could lead to political engagement. In modern democracies, this participation is usually 
mediated by traditional mass media, which allows for communication between candidates 
and the public (Maia, 2008). Social media has changed this landscape by providing a new 
space for conversations and social interaction, one with different affordances such as 
anonymity and asynchronicity (Papacharissi, 2004). The discussion about how social 
media influenced political engagement seems to have initially been positive, partially 
because political conversations on these platforms were expected to increase diversity 
and enrich the political debate (Chadwick, 2009; Stromer-Galley, 2003). However, other 
studies started to show different results; some studies found that conversations on social 
media tend to cluster people with the same political views, potentially increasing 
homophily (Gruzd & Roy, 2014; Bastos, Mercea & Baronchelli, 2017; Soares, Recuero & 
Zago, 2019). Greater polarization and homophily – rather than diversity of opinion – was 
found in these conversations. This may ultimately lead to less political engagement, an 
inferior quality to the political debate, and polarization of conversation. 

The spread of disinformation has been studied by several authors and through several 
perspectives. While some like to call it “fake news” (Falis, 2009), others believe this is 
part of a broader phenomenon called “information disorder” (Derakhshan & Wardle, 
2017). For Derakhshan & Wardle (2017) disinformation is based on content created to 
mislead, and it comprises fabricated information or misleading information, created 
through framing a fact through a false context, or creating a false connection between two 
facts.  

A disinformation campaign is, roughly, the coordinated spread of disinformation as a 
means to an end, to influence the public opinion through social media. Disinformation 
campaigns are strongly connected to political propaganda, sometimes used as tools to 
promote political views (Bastos & Mercea, 2019). These campaigns often rely on trolls 
and botnets (Ong & Cabañes, 2018), political influencers and activists (Soares, Recuero 
& Zago, 2018), hyperpartisan outlets (Marwick & Lewis, 2017), and other strategies to 
coordinate and legitimate the spread of biased and manipulated content.  

Disinformation campaigns are problematic because they negatively influence 
conversations in the public sphere by misleading people (Derakhshan & Wardle, 2017). 
In Brazil, these campaigns are especially effective because hyperpartisan outlets and 



 
alternative political pages have been increasing their visibility on social media (Soares, 
Recuero & Zago, 2019; Alves & Albuquerque, 2019). In this context, few studies have 
attempted to organize the general characteristics of these campaigns, which is our goal 
in this proposal. 
 
 
Methods 
For data collection, we used Social Feed Manager (Prom, 2016). Social Feed Manager 
collected tweets during the presidential campaign (from August to October of 2018). We 
collected tweets based  on the names of the front runner candidates, Haddad (9,555,023 
tweets)  and Bolsonaro (16,479,042 tweets). On these datasets, with over 20 million 
tweets, we identified and further explored the disinformation that circulated on the 
conversations. Disinformation was classified based on fact-checking outlets and 
traditional media and similar pieces of the same misleading or false content were 
classified under the same category (for example, two tweets containing the same 
disinformation with different framing). We further analyzed more 2000 pieces of 
disinformation. We worked with multiple methods focusing on our three categories. For 
the content and legitimation strategies, we worked with discourse analysis (Fairclough, 
2001; Van Leeuwen & Wodak, 1999) and content analysis (Krippendorf, 2014); for the 
spread strategies we worked on with social network analysis (Wasserman & Faust, 1994) 
and content analysis. For the analysis of these datasets, we anonymized the tweets, 
keeping the identification only for public figures, such as the political actors. 
 
Results 
Our main results are: 
 
Content Strategies 
We found that the majority of the most successful disinformation campaigns were from 
the right-wing (which increased in time), associated with hyperpartisan outlets and they 
rely partially on truthful content rather than entirely fabricated information.  
 
These campaigns often attacked mainstream media using hyperpartisan outlets as 
alternative real news. These strategies combined may be used to create an environment 
of mistrust and help the spread of disinformation. We also found that the majority of this 
type of content focused on the demonization of the Worker’s Party and the left, as well as 
the electoral democratic system. This helped set a polarized context for the 
conversations, which seemed to be key for disinformation campaigns’ success (Soares, 
Recuero & Zago, 2019).  

 
Legitimation Strategies 



 
Disinformation campaigns often used 
links to hyperpartisan websites and 
retweets from authorities as to the main 
source of legitimation. The circulation of 
content for hyperpartisan outlets is 
associated with the increase of 
disinformation within the conversations. 
 
These campaigns also used other 
strategies, such as framing their stories as 
a duality between good and evil 
(mythopoesis, according to Van Leeuwen  
and Wodak, 1999). These strategies 
connected to polarization seemed to 
increase disinformation circulation and 
decrease traditional news circulation. 
 

Spread Strategies 
The majority of disinformation campaigns i n our case study would to start in small botnets 
that retweet/mention each other (Recuero & Gruzd, 2019). They often also mention 
authorities and other users as a “phishing strategy” to gain visibility. However, it seems 
that legitimation by the authority was key for virality (Soares, Recuero & Zago, 2018 and 
Recuero, Soares & Zago, 2019). The content was also frequently framed as “urgent” or 
“bombastic” to encourage users to retweet it.  Finally, we found that the polarization and 
the circulation of hyperpartisan information also plays a key role, isolating clusters around 
the same political position creating a good environment for disinformation campaigns, as 
they offered “alternatives” to the “manipulation” of traditional outlets.  
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