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POLITICAL COMMUNICATION AND ECONOMIC REFORM:
THE USE OF CONSUMERIST FRAMES IN BRAZIL, 1985-2005

Sybil Rhodes
Universidad del CEMA

Abstract:

An enduring puzzle for scholars of Latin Americanigy reform asks how policy makers push
through reforms with short term costs but long tbemnefits in mass democracies. Many answers
have been given, including international pressurelyral and ideational factors, the nature of
political institutions, deceptive policy switches)d the power of concentrated interests. These
explanations and others disregard the questionwfgolicy elites attempt to build mass
legitimacy for reforms through political communiicet strategies such as framing and agenda
setting. In the case of Brazil, | argue, policyediand media messages framed arguments about
reform policies in terms of the consumer interastampetitive economic markets. | present an
analysis of newspaper coverage of consumer isaugsaril to show that attention to the critical
competition frame increased during the first refattempts under President Fernando Collor de

Melo and, more clearly, during the main periodefbrms under Fernando Henrique Cardoso.

“The views in this paper are personal and do noessarily represent the position of the UniversideldCema.



POLITICAL COMMUNICATION AND ECONOMIC REFORM STRATE®&ES

Much analysis of neoliberal, or market-orientezhreomic policy reforms argues that
while such reforms may be very costly in the siemn, in the long term they promise real
benefits to society as a whole. Politicians aneopolicy elites who wish to implement reforms
thus are presented with the problem of how to ers&tkeholders as quickly as possible in order
to assure the continuation of the reform processv Ho reformers build legitimacy for reforms
with short term cost but potentially long term bieisefor ordinary people? What strategies do
they use to go through the difficult first yearsloé reforms, when they face many concentrated
opponents and still have not established actoits wierests in sustaining the reforms? Many
answers have been given to explain the implememntati neoliberal policies, including alliances
with powerful international actors, deceptive poatapaign policy reversals, the political
manipulation of crises under the previous econanodel, the distribution of side-payments to
particularistic interests, and electoral coaliti@sed on constituencies that are overrepresented
in national legislatures. These answers and otlensinate how politicians implement
unpopular reforms in spite of powerful oppositibaf with few exceptions they tend not to
explain how such politicians and other policy aifsuch as intellectuals, lawyers, business
people, and, crucially, journalists) try to perseidarge segments of the mass public that reforms
may be worthwhile. Recent calls for an increasedi$aon the political process of policy change
in Latin American democracies lend support to tlgeiaent that scholarly attention to political
communication is overdue in the literature on ecoicaeforms.

In this article | discuss an important compondrdtmategies that Brazilian policy elites
have used to legitimize reform policies during ithigal years: the framing of reforms in
favorable terms to ordinary people, and, in paléicun terms of consumers’ interest in
competitive economic markets. Pro-consumer disepurscasionally but not necessarily
combined with the securing of real protectionsdonsumers in policy packages, is a heretofore
understudied communication strategy that politisiand other policy elites may use to make
reforms more palatable to large numbers of the laiddd working class public. | refer to the
use of consumerist discourse as the consumeiségir of economic reform, and | show that,
via media messages, policy elites have used égdibitnate policies of price stabilization,

privatization, and trade liberalization in Brazirthg the New Republic (1985-2005). | conclude



that more attention to political communication tstgkes in general, and to consumer issues in
particular, is a promising response to the recalt$ éor greater attention to the political process
of reform.

Surprisingly, thus far political economy analysfanarket reforms in Latin America
mostly has ignored the possibility of consumeraragnportant group of stakeholders, even
though both neoclassical economic theory and editemers invoke the consumer interest as a
principal rationale for reform. There are two maj@asons for the omission in the literature: the
lack of attention to political communication withass publics generally, and the market-
centered conceptualization of the consumer inténestonomics and political economy. In order
to analyze the framing of the consumer interestipally, | argue, it is necessary to recognize
that it has various dimensions, including an irdene competitive markets, protection from
markets, and the use of economic power to effedbohange. Then, through a brief review of
the historical context of consumer protection,dwlthat Brazil is a “most likely case” (Eckstein
1975) for the study of the use of consumerism palitical communication strategy because
political activists interested in the protectioncohsumers from the excesses of capitalism
succeeded at putting consumerism on the politgahda during the transition to democratic
rule. Indeed, Brazil's well developed consumer @ctibn legislation was a component of the
institutional constraints that contributed to idatively slow implementation of some market
reforms. Somewhat paradoxically, Brazilian poldits and policy advocates also employed
consumerist frames, but of a different type --engjhiag the virtues of market competition--in
debates about three components of economic pafoym: price stabilization, utility
privatization, and trade liberalization. Along wipblitical competition, the history of how
consumerism became part of the political agend&azil, and therefore part of the standard
used in the media to evaluate public policy, helgslain this apparent paradox.

In the principal empirical section of the artidleéest the hypothesis that consumerism has
been an important political communication strategBrazil through an analysis of coverage of
consumer issues by major Brazilian newspapers gidini@ period 1985-2005. The analysis
shows that attention to the critical competiticsmfie of consumerism increased during the first
reform attempts under President Fernando Colldviee and, more clearly, during the main
period of economic reforms during the administratd Fernando Henrique Cardoso. By the

time the main reforms had already been implemeanedeconomic crisis hit Brazil, attention to



the competition-oriented frame of consumerism hedided, while appeals based on protection-
oriented frames surged. The results support myection that the consumerist approach adds
something new to our understanding of the puzzleoaf economic policy reform is carried out
in democracies. In particular, this approach ld¢adsclearer specification of the messages

political and policy elites attempt to send to thass public about policy reform.

POLITICAL COMMUNICATION AND CONSUMERS IN THE LITERATURE ON MARKET
REFORMS

For several decades now, scholars of politicaheooy have debated the puzzles of when
and how neoliberal reforms may be implemented enetmerging democracies in Latin America
and elsewheréThe political obstacles, at least in the shornteare many: mass publics, labor
unions, business organizations, bureaucrats, gali, and political parties all have been argued
to have vested interests in blocking reforms. Yatkat reforms have been implemented to some
degree across the Latin American region, even aziBra country that had achieved greater
success with the old import substitution indusizegtion policies than most, and certainly had
plenty of vested interests in the status quo. Exailans for why reforms occurred at all and for
the patterns they followed that have been offenetlide structural theories of economic
dependency, which cite pressure from and alliamaéttsinternational financial institutions and
global business (Stallings 1992; 1995; Robinsom2U¢hitehead 2002), economic ideas
(ideational and cultural explanations) (Bierstek®®5), the incentive structures provided by
political institutions to serve particularlisticterests (Haggard and Kaufman 1992; Geddes 1994;
Mainwaring and Scully 1995; Schamis 1999; Gibsowh @alvo (2000)Ames 2001), deceptive
policy switches (Stokes 2001a), and the cognitsycpology of both politicians and publics
facing economic crises (Weyland 2064)lost of these theoretical perspectives consider th
relationship between politicians, policy ideas dstourses, and the mass public at least

somewhat important, but they rarely have much yoadeut the nature of this relationship

! Arguments specifying the tradeoffs between sharhtcosts and long term benefits of neoliberal eota
reforms are found in Nelson 1989; Haggard and Kanfti992; Williamson 1994; World Bank 1997, and Kaaif
and Nelson 2004.

2 Also on crisis, see Drazen and Easterly (2001jrales (1997-1998) disagrees with the crisis thesis



beyond the idea that publics are unlikely to suppeforming politicians because the benefits of
reforms, if any, are likely to occur only over tloag term. Few specifically address how policy
elites may use discursive techniques such as fatminonstruct broad groups of stakeholders in
reforms, and fewer still specifically mention tlc@insumers may be an attractive target of such
messages.

The omission of the consumer perspective fronlithature matters. Some of the earlier
analysis of structural adjustment underestimatedigtrimental effects of inflation on the lives
of poor people. Early studies of privatization phtite attention to details of how increased
prices for basic utility services affected peoplass and political views. Studies of free trade
overlooked the importance some groups of consuhmrs attached to access to inexpensive
imports. Because of the agenda setting by politiyiats, and also because their careers partly
depend on doing so, as | show later in this attBtazilian policy elites were quicker than
scholars have been to notice that the media anch#tss public would evaluate policies from the
consumption angle. Scholarly attention to politicainmunication is necessary to correct
important gaps in the various approaches to ecanogforms.

One of the most important schools of thought alb@aliberalism is structuralism. Works
on the structural causes of policy reforms empleatie constraints that international economic
markets and international financial organizatianpase on countries’ policy choices and how
reforming politicians have little control over pojior, alternatively, avoid taking responsibility
for difficult decisions (Stallings 1992; 1995; Raobon 2004; Whitehead 2002). Often, though
not always, rooted in the dependency perspectingjiterature generally expects the domestic
costs of market reforms to be very high and theesfo generate opposition, although, as
Weyland (2004) points out, it also tends to talewew that domestic protest against
neoliberalism faces high obstacles, if it is ndirety futile (Walton and Ragin 1990). This
literature is especially guilty of not mentioningnsumers, whether as a group potentially hurt or
helped by economic reforms. Recent consumer reactigainst aspects of the privatization of
utilities such as telecommunications, water, argligaountries such as Argentina, Bolivia, and
Brazil indicate that consumers do indeed sometiiores part of the struggle against
neoliberalism (Olivera 2001however, suggesting that structuralists who takeestic protest
seriously should consider the distributional impafateforms on consumers more than they have

done thus far. Scholars outside the structurahslition, such as Arce (2006), also have begun to



study the distributional impact of reforms on otkecietal groups, including labor, business, and
civil servants. While real distributive impactsally are important, closer attention to the
political communication strategies of reformers Wocontribute much to this discussion by
illuminating that some societal groups, includimgisumers and consumer organizations, may be
more relevant politically than they were in thetpas

Changes in economic theory often are argued Bmhkdeational cause of market reforms
in developing countries. Specifically, economicdsts that emerged in the 1970s emphasized
the inefficiencies of state intervention in the mamy and, in the case of Latin America in
particular, the exhaustion of the import substitatindustrialization model (IS1) (Biersteker
1995). Classical economic theory defines the comesunterest as the maximization of
individual utility by acquiring more and better djtyagoods and services at lower prices. In the
neoclassical view, one of the main purposes of @won activity is to satisfy the demands of
consumers, which ISI had failed to accomplish: thins economic reform literature that draws
from neoclassical economics is founded on the aggamthat consumers are key long term
stakeholders. This consumer-centered model is $ongedf a conventional economic wisdom;
indeed, some economists and pundits have gone as fa argue that policies favoring
producers are one of the factors that keep sometiees poor (Cristaldo 2003). Although the
economic literature clearly values the consumearedt, it also oversimplifies it, at least for the
purposes of political analysisBecause of the oversimplification, this literatteads to accept,
usually implicitly and occasionally explicitly, triessumptions that consumers are unlikely to
organize to lobby on behalf of their interests #rat, as such, they play no other role in the
political process.

Like economists, political scientists interested.atin American policy reform may have
been less inclined to study consumers than otlwermpgrbecause consumers are relatively

unlikely to organize. More than two centuries ajdam Smith pointed out almost the same idea

% The neoclassical treatment of the consumer has trétizized from a variety of disciplinary perspiges,

including anthropology, sociology, marketing, arstdry, but few political scientists have joinee tthebate. Much
of the criticism centers around the causes of amesuastes and preferencEsr a synthesis of critiques from other
perspectives, see Ackerman (1997).

* For example, in an important article about prizaion, Tornell (1999) mentions consumers in thet fiaragraph,

but does not mention them again.



that Mancur Olson (1965) would turn into the foutmola of the new political economy school of
collective action: consumers have less incentia@ fhroducers to cooperate with one another
and lobby governments on behalf of their joint iagt. Political scientists also know, however,
that massive organization is not necessary foruwmoesism to work well as a political strategy.
As R. Douglas Arnold (1990), a scholar of Unitedt8¢ congressional politics has pointed out,
during the heyday of the U.S. consumer protectionement, even the prominent advocate
Ralph Nader was not able to organize consumeerge Inumbers for sustained periods of time.
After a few instances of showing that the publialddoecome angry about consumer protection,
however, it no longer was necessary for advocétedNader to try to provoke mass
demonstrations because the mere existence of amiimer framing of issues in the media
served as a check on the behavior of legislatarsffect, what Nader had succeeded at was
convincing the media to discuss and label votgg@®r anti-consumer. Suddenly, Arnold tells
us, “a formerly inattentive public was alive” (p)6€onsumerism is not just a resource for
activists like Nader to use to threaten politiciamswever: it also can be a political resource that
politicians actively use to build support for thpalicies. U.S. president John F. Kennedy, for
example, drew public attention to his various psgie for extending federal consumer
protection legislation.

A substantial literature has established thatip@ns are constrained by the institutional
environment in which they operate. The institutiagaproach to economic reform in Latin
America considers variables such as legislativditcmas and institutional powers of the
presidency to be key explanations for the onseétiraaand sequencing of market policies.
Centralized presidential authority and coherentypsystems are argued to be conducive to the
effective implementation of reforms (Haggard andité@an 1992; Mainwaring and Scully 1995;
Ames 2001). Institutions have become an importantgonent of political economy analysis,
but even institutionalists agree that their thesoeiee incomplete without linkages from policies
to constituents or stakeholders: “...reforms mushayaly appeal to a new coalition of
beneficiaries” (Haggard and Kaufman 1995, p.10usItar, most of this literature has not
tended to examine the relationship between padlitnsitutions and policies favoring groups in
the mass public, especially consumers, althougiylabme literature on the advanced industrial

countries has moved in that direction (Vogel 1988)5; Rogowski 2003).



Attention to political communication strategiesuwahelp flesh out the literature on how
Latin American politicians behave given the constesaof institutions by identifying strategies
politicians may follow to implement reforms. Modtem, the existing theories focus on how
politicians overcome anti-reform coalitions. WolksGeddes (1994), Weyland (2001), and
Roberts (2002) help explain why neopopulist outsid®metimes were able to initiate reforms
that more established politicians, mired in patgmabligations, were unable to advocate. Other
authors, such as Przeworski (1991) and Harber@3)1 emphasize that implementing reforms
swiftly, in an authoritarian style, preempts effeetpopular opposition. Still others show how
reformers can use old political patronage stratemieiew ways to build coalitions of supporters
for reforms: favoring supporters in privatizatiogads is one key example of this kind of
behavior (Corrales 1998; Hellman 1998; Schamis L, %¥9is subsidizing certain powerful
constituents such as subnational units that areew@sented in national legislatures (Gibson
and Calvo 2001). As some critics of this literathesre pointed out, however, clientelism and
authoritarianism are not the only effective refatrategies: at least some of the time mass
publics have supported market reforms as well, e/itereally matters to politicians, at the polls
(Nelson 1992; Gervasoni 1999; Stokes 2001b; Arfifeaucher 2002j.Baker (2003)
specifically argues that people experience theasnécof trade liberalization policies as
consumers (who are more or less able to purchasspehimported goods), and form their
opinions accordingly. Baker’'s emphasis on consurelss fill in the gaping hole in the
literature on the distributive impact of reformsit it does not address the behavior of policy
elites. Nor do other scholars who write about thklis reaction to reforms tend to examine
political communication strategies specifically.&exception is Stokes (2001a), who analyzes
campaign messages to show that neoliberalism mayesed without democratic mandates
through post-campaign policy reversals, but shesis concerned with the political process of
constructing support for policies through spediiges of argument framing.

The cognitive-psychological approach offers a mednunderstanding of human
decision-making to political economy analysis ttia¢s help explain how politicians may
convince publics to tolerate market reforms (Wegllad04). The principal contribution of this

® Other authors have identified conditions underchtspecific groups predicted to oppose reformsadigtu
supported them. See Kingstone (2001) for a disoussi the factors that led Brazilian industrialigissupport trade

liberalization.



literature is the idea that people--politicians ameinbers of the public--calculate risks
differently in the midst of crises than in normahés. Thus, politicians are more likely to
initiate, and publics are more willing to suppeoitky market reforms during situations of
economic emergency, such as hyperinflation. Togetité other economic problems such as
inefficient public utilities and low quality or pdy made products, this literature recognizes,
hyperinflation is experienced acutely by peopléhieir role as consumers. A focus on political
communication can help link the ways that poliagesltranslate people’s willingness to try
radical solutions into support for specific pol&ie

The incorporation of political communication irgtudies of policy reform is overdue. In
the recent literature on political economy literatthere is a new consensus that the political
process of reform matters, both for distributiomalicomes as well as political outcomes
Korzeniewicz and Smith 2000; Stiglizt 2000; Bred3ereira 2004; Montero 2005; Stein et al
2006). Economic studies already have begun to aedhge distributive impact of some market
reforms. Two newer volumes evaluate the distrilutmpact of privatization and yield similar
conclusions, namely, that privatization often dieesl to inequity, but that a lot depends on the
details, including political process (Nellis andd&all 2005; Chong and Lopez de Silanes 2005).
Yet in the political science literature, as | havgued above, very few works examine the
political processes by which broad groups of paééstakeholders, such as consumers, may be
constructed. Fortunately the new emphasis by palig@conomists on the policy process
indicates a willingness to consider alternativerapphes to the study of policy reforms.
Communication strategies are an essential compafigratitical processes, and therefore merit
more scholarly attention. Although not always cosbglly costless (it may involve specific
consumer protection provisions in legislation), @gmg to consumer interests is a relatively
inexpensive way to turn people into stakeholderd,therefore is an especially attractive
strategy for politicians and other policy elitefieTargument that consumerism can be a
significant political communication strategy is@wncontribution to the emerging consensus that
the political process of policy reform is just agortant as economic outcomes.

Before proceeding, it is imperative to respondrabvious potential objection to a
comparison of consumerism in Brazil and the UnB¢ates: when half of all Brazilians live in
poverty, is it not irrelevant to discuss the nosi@fi consumerism or consumer protection? The

answer | offer is that consumption refers not jadtixury purchases in shopping malls but to all



market transactions. Almost all of Brazil's poorkagurchases in the market. Indeed, because
the poor must devote most or all of their resoutoeansumption, consumer protection may
matter at least as much as and likely more to ttiam it does to members of the middle class.
When considering the distributional impact of aogr@omic policy it is crucial to analyze the
impact on consumption for the poor. It now is vestablished that poor people suffered
disproportionately from hyperinflation and theref@specially welcomed price stabilization
(Ahumada et al 1993; Lustig 2000). The effectsrofgtization on the poor vary (Nellis and
Birdsall 20005; Chong and Lopez de Silanes 20G5icees the impact of trade liberalization,
and of market reforms in general (Sheahan 199Tjrigmand Peres 2000; Portes and Hoffman
2003; Huber and Solt 2004). Because everyone axsuner, at least under some
circumstances, large numbers of the poor as weleamiddle class are likely to be receptive
toward political messages in favor of protectingsuamers.

Specialists in Latin American democracy have esged serious concern about the
decline in representation based on class cleaVabes.economic literature long has agreed, at
least implicitly if not usually explicitly, that iprinciple consumers may be important
stakeholders in large economic changes. The newectional wisdom for the political
economy of policy reform in Latin America holds tliae political process of reforms matters. It
follows logically from these bits of consensus ttinit it is imperative for political economists to
begin to analyze how politicians construct app&algroups, such as consumers, that may be
more politically relevant than they were in thetpasis kind of study requires attention to the

field of political communication, which offers cagpts, such as agenda setting and issue

® Kenneth Roberts (2002) argues that the declirdast as the leading societal cleavage represbytpdlitical
parties (and its replacement by new forms of otibar patronage networks) in Latin America in recgsdrs has
made it difficult to build broad political coalitis of stakeholders in effective economic reformardas J. Kurtz
(2004) adds that the decline in social mobilizai®a more significant threat to democracy thalolgical or class
polarization; Weyland (2004also suggests that neoliberalism’s effect on deawychas damaged democracy by
restricting mobilization and policy choice. Bend®d&chneider (2004) outlines four types of possiblditions for
policy reform: electoral, legislative, distributivend policy. Consumerism appears unlikely, attlapresent, to
have much effect on coherent party organizationlegiglative coalition building, but it does allgwliticians and
parties to make short term political appeals tdr thenstituents, thereby constructing Schneideglgctoral
coalitions.” As | argue here, at least some ofttime, these appeals have affected peoples’ votrgsohns: the

1994 election of Fernando Henrique Cardoso isa @rample.
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framing, that are useful for understanding howtpmiéins connect with the mass public via the
media. Such study requires an operational defmitibthe consumer interest that incorporates
greater complexity than the classical economic rhalli@vs. In the next section, | draw from
multidisciplinary literature in the United Statesqountry with a long history of public and
scholarly attention to consumerism) to developraceptualization of how the consumer interest
may be used to frame issues and set political agendhen turn to how both consumer
protection advocates and politicians set a consigireggenda and helped bring to life a formerly

inattentive consumer public in Brazil.

CONCEPTUALIZING THE CONSUMER INTEREST AND HOW IT IBSED IN
POLITICAL COMMUNICATION

Classical economic theory defines the consumereasteas the maximization of an
individual’s utility by acquiring more and bettenality goods and services at lower priées.
Because political behavior may be driven by motoreg other than material self-interest,
however, this definition is overly simplistic foolitical analysis® Recent work on consumerism
in the United States has developed a more complezeptualization of the consumer interest
and shown how different dimensions of consumerisay be manipulated politically. For
example, inA Consumers’ Republi@003), historian Lizabeth Cohen argues that coresism
formed the basis for the development of democradyciizenship in the United States in the
twentieth century. Cohen juxtaposes the idea ofghechasing consumer” pursuing her own
private interest in the marketplace in order tolggt“money’s worth” with the “citizen
consumer” seeking to use her market power to dart&ito the public good. Cohen further
contends that different conceptualizations of thkestcimer have been dominant at different times

" As one reviewer pointed out, non-individual actstsch as government agencies and corporatiomspatshase
goods and services on the market, and therefonaytbe necessary to incorporate their interesbasumers into
economic analysis. Because political appeals tewmers are much more likely to be directed at iddi citizens
or households than corporate consumers, my cora&attion is based on the interest of citizen comsts, or the
mass public.

8 See Vogel (1999) for an interesting discussiohaf Japanese consumer advocates consistently Hageaded
policies that clearly require consumers to pay nfordasic products because they believe suchipslifavor the

greater national good.
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in United States history, and that the dominanca jgéirticular consumer category can tell us a
great deal about the constellation of political @aadnomic power in a given period. “Citizen
consumers,” for example, were supposed to be aptirgcal participants and protectors of
democracy in their role as consumers, either bingeand rationing during wartime, or working
for better health and safety standards in productthe view of political elites, “purchasing
consumers,” in contrast, were supposed to helptbaomy by spending their money during the
more materialistic, business-oriented postwar pe@hen also adds a third category, the
“purchaser as citizen,” to fit the consumer who dads that the state protect her (more often
than not women were the consumers making such dishpfnom abuses in the marketplace.
Meg Jacobs’ (2005pocketbook Politicpresents an interpretation of American history tha
similar to Cohen'’s, arguing that for much of theehtieth century, consumption was the
foundation of civic identity. “Purchasing power fitve people” helped legitimize state power and
was ever present on the political agefda.

| use a tri-dimensional conceptualization of thesuomer interest that incorporates the
various motivations discussed in the U.S. litemat¥What | call the “competition dimension”
corresponds to Cohen’s “purchasing consumer” aadbémefits she obtains from competitive
markets, most commonly more or better goods andcssrat lower prices. A political frame
based on the competition dimension might promotiips favoring the entrance of a new firm
in the market, arguing that such a policy will iesu a greater amount of consumer choice and
lower prices. The “protection dimension” of theneamer interest refers to the expansion of
consumer rights and guarantees under law. It acdnde state shielding of consumers from the
abuses of producers and merchants in both perfiecnaperfect markets as well as broader
protections related to health and the environm&molitical frame based on the protection
dimension might emphasize the need for laws reggiirms to compensate consumers who
purchase defective products. The protection dinoensorresponds to Cohen’s compromise
category, the “purchaser as citizen.” Finally, nsgp¢ial action dimension” involves consumers’

active use of their market power as agents to labwut broader social or political change,

® According to Jacobs, the importance of consumeitisthe United States declined along with the repoi of the
labor union movement. It does not follow that canstism is necessarily linked to labor in all casesyever.
Indeed, on occasion politicians may even pit ladgainst consumers. The consumption-production atpaylayed

arole in Latin American debates about privatizatimr example.
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coinciding with Cohen’s “citizen consumers.” A galdal frame based on the social action
dimension might urge consumers to avoid purchasinducts manufactured by child laborers.
Thus, my tri-dimensional conceptualization doesinsist that people’s behavior is driven
purely by a materialistic self-intereStTable One summarizes the dimensions and provites a

example of each one.

Insert Table One here.

In the literature on consumerism in the United &tathe broader political economic
context affects when and how politicians appea¥tiach constituents using which dimension or
dimensions of consumerism. For example, the massucoption society came about to a large
degree because of the expansion of credit in teeyar era. Installment credit was one of the
major reasons the poor were able to afford preWowsreachable consumer goods, such as
stoves and refrigerators. Politicians were happgake the credit for the new prosperity;
however, a negative aspect of this benefit wastlieatevelopment of installment credit was
accompanied by exploitation and fraud. As benéfitsn competition and growth increased,
consumers demanded more of the benefits of rigidgpeotection under law. Ralph Nader
waved the banner of consumer protection at a tilmenwAmericans were likely to be receptive
to messages about the dangers presented by flamwtaliren’s pajamas and many other
consumer goods that had been abundant for sewveratlds. As Arnold (1990) demonstrates,
activists like Nader succeeded at convincing thdien® evaluate policy decisions and political
candidates according to the consumer perspectolgiclRins responded by at a minimum taking
the consumer perspective into account..

The political communication literature provideBamework for analysis of the process

of contestation over the consumer interest. Thoeeepts lie at the core of the political

19 As Cohen discusses MConsumers’ Republiin the history of the United States, as wellramany other
countries, there are numerous examples of consurokmtarily sacrificing choice and quality for teeke of other
goals such as victory in war. Vogel (1999) argiressame is true of consumers in Japan. In the Katiarican
context, some surveys suggest that Brazilians agppsvatization even when they believed it woulth about
positive changes for consumers (Baker 2003). Fraj{2803) has argued that protests against privadizen Costa

Rica had little to do with perceived benefits oawbacks to consumers.
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communication field: framing, agenda-setting, anchpg (Kinder 1998). Evidence shows that
people base their political opinions on how issaresframed (Gamson 1992). Thus, language
and discourse should be regarded as an importamawent of political strategies. The
consumer interest may be framed in terms of omaare of the three dimensions of the
definition of consumerism. A proponent of tradeeliflization might argue that reducing tariffs
would benefit consumers by lowering prices (in otherds, by framing the issue in terms of the
competition dimension), for example, while seekim@void discussion of the impact on
employment (or framing in terms of production rattten consumption), or the obligation of
consumers to be patriotic by purchasing locally afiactured goods (the social action
dimension).

In mass democracies, of course, politicians moistraunicate with citizens through the
media, and it is elite messages in the media #tahs political agenda (Lazarsfeld & Merton
1948). Thus, media coverage is widely used to djperaize the content of political
communication strategies. Scholars of Americantigslhave found empirical support for the
idea that people’s interest in issues closely spwads with national media coverage. If the
media consistently report on consumerism and etak@nomic policy in consumerist terms,
political appeals to consumers are reinforced. iigmefers to the idea that the media does not
just set the agenda, but that it frames issuesayswhat may or may not connect to politics
(Kinder 1998). For example, the media may “primigizens to assess the performance of
politicians based on whether privatized utilitiee more efficient or prices are too high. In the
case of Brazil, | argue that, during the first tiyeyears of the New Republic, consumerism was
firmly on the political agenda and that messagesiabconomic policy often were framed (and
citizens primed to receive them) in consumerishterBefore proceeding to the analysis of
consumerist frames and media coverage, | provigditorical context for the establishment of

consumerism on the agenda.

PUTTING CONSUMERISM ON THE PUBLIC AGENDA IN BRAZIL

Consumerism became an established component plitiie agenda in Brazil even

before the end of the period of military rule. Aghe United States, policy elites put
consumerism on the political agenda through a @®oé contestation over the consumer
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interest. In the 1960s and 1970s, progressivedesvgnd other activists looked for ways to
protect people from capitalism that could be depetbin the context of authoritarian rule. Other
political and economic elites viewed capitalism embenignly, and began to highlight how
increased attention to consumers could help magmésses more competitive.

Beginning in the 1970s, consumer protection astsvsucceeded at drawing media
attention to scandalous instances of deceptiorabnde of consumers. They also began working
toward legal protections for consumers. As firghledned in a historical account by a participant
in the movement, Josué Rios (1998), the Consunme®ion Code of 1991 was the product of
years of quiet work by Brazil’s professional lavsasiation and a handful of lawyers, journalists,
and legislators. These activists tended to be pemgdociated with the political center left, but
part of their success is attributable to the faat tonsumer protection was a relatively non-
threatening issue to the right. Indeed, Deputy NRitzeiro, a member of the official party
ARENA, introduced a bill to create a national camsu protection council in 1974.Some
activists created consumer protection associatiotige wealthier cities of Rio de Janeiro, Porto

Alegre, and Curitibd? In 1977, lawyer Othom Sidou published Protecd@ansumidora book

proposing a consumer protection code, sparkingradtin the field of law. S&o Paulo state
governor Paulo Egydio Martins issued a decree iagatstate system of consumer protection in
1976. In 1978, the state assembly converted theedéato law, with the addition of a provision
for legal assistance to individual consumers. fliisé Procon, as the new agency charged with
the mission of consumer protection was called, tecame the first consumer protection agency
known to the population. It earned some legitimiacgublic opinion, and influenced other states
and municipalities to create their own associatioigch generally had the same name. By 1989
only three Brazilian states did not have Procom& Jame year, there were 144 municipal
Procons in Sdo Paulo state. The Ministério Pubbegublic defender’s office, also was
becoming more proactive during the 1970s and 19&8@mtes 2003). The Public Civil Action

Act of 1985 granted the Ministério Publico gainkd ability to represent diffuse rights,

" The constitution and justice committee decidedeRis bill was unconstitutional as only the exéeeibranch
could initiate laws that would increase public stiag.

12 50me of the new consumer protection associati@me mere fronts for private law firms, which useekfinitial
consultations to lure potential clients. | am ghaltéo a private sector attorney in S&o Paulo (wished to remain

anonymous) for making this point (author’s intewjdaw office, Sdo Paulo, 2000).

15



including the right to file civil actions, or classtion lawsuits. Consumer-related cases would
come to constitute a substantial component of tivedtério Publico’s workload.

At the same time that progressive activists wottikeidnplement state protection of
consumers, private businesses began to show imagegtsention to the idea of increasing their
competitive edge by improving customer service.hSugsinesses began to create consumer
relations departments, consumer hotlines, and osrbad. In 1989, twenty professionals formed
the National Association of Consumer Services RBsatmals (SECAMP). In four years the
group grew to 220 members. One of its activities wintaining a record of the number of
businesses with consumer relations departmeni18 there were 50, and by 1985, the number
had reached 1,500 and was rising (Rios 1998).

The transition to democracy in the mid 1980s emdoddl activists’ push for greater
consumer protection at the national level. In 138he seventh national meeting of consumer
protection organizations in Brasilia, the particifzacollected 45,000 signatures in five days in
favor of including a consumer protection clauséhienew constitution. The same conference
saw the creation of the Carta de Brasilia, whialt@ioed 26 specific proposals for consumer
protection (Rios 1998). Because of these effants 11988 constitution contained a clause calling
upon the national congress to pass a consumercposteode. The congress passed the law,
with some unimportant partial vetoes, in Augus1890, and it went into effect in early 1991.

In combination with the newly available recourselafss action lawsuits, the Consumer
Protection Code became an important resource fosiste outside and within the state,
particularly the Ministério Publico.

The new legislation clearly led the business sdctdake notice (Vergara 2003). The
Consumer Protection Code was relatively visibltheopublic as welt® Rios (1998) shows that
media attention to consumer issues increasedthftggassage of the Consumer Protection Code.
Of the nine newspapers that he investigated, seneated a consumer section after the Code was
passed, and newspaper employees he interviewedetlahat demand for consumer services
had augmented. Consumers’ use of the justice syisteases of consumer protection also
gradually increased in the 1990s.

13 A public opinion survey in Salvador in 1995, witB0 respondents, showed that 56% had heard ofdhsutner
Protection Code and 43% had heard of consumer siefenganizations in Salvador. More than 75% of the

respondents said they complain when their consuigiets are violated. Cited in Rios (1998).

16



Although the state had a very significant and grmapresence in the consumer
protection network, independent actors in civilisgcincreased in importance as well. In 1987,
a group of people formerly affiliated with the S&aulo Procon, under the leadership of
Marilena Lazzarini, created the non-governmentakzi8ian Institute for Consumer Protection
(Idec). A long list of other well-known persons, imig scholars and activists from the political
center-left, such as the anthropologist and futinselady Ruth Cardoso, economist and PT
leader Paul Singer, and the future education neindftthe Cardoso government Paulo Renato
de Souza, participated in the initiative. Idec eggaprovide seminars for lawyers on consumer
protection law, represent consumers in groupseir thisputes with companies and to test the

quality of products, divulging the results in isws magazine, Consumidor, S.Between 1989

and 1995, Idec performed 50 tests of products.oFpanization joined standard-setting bodies,
such as the advisory committee on medicine to thesiér of Health. Between 1992 and 1995
its membership increased from 5,700 to 30,000 petsand by 1995, Consumidor, S.Aad a
circulation of 35,000

Brazilian consumer advocates succeeded both lalifgiinstitutional resources through
the Consumer Protection Code and establishing comssm as a permanent part of the public
agenda. Indeed, Brazil has an exceptionally higallef “judicialization” of political issues
related to economic reforms (Arantes 2003). Fongxta, interest groups have continued to use
the discursive discourse of consumerism as wddga resources such as the right to file class
action lawsuits. Quite often, they have used theeohtest aspects of economic reforms.
Examples include lawsuits against the seizure oklaesets in price stabilization efforts and
against higher prices charged by privatized w#itiin the past few years, Brazil’'s consumer
protection legislation even has led to some th@ssnn trade negotiations with its neighbors in
Mercosul. Thus, institutional protections for comsrs have imposed constraints on the policy
reform process. Indeed, they are one reason faethgvely slow pace of reform in Brazil.

Brazil has both the best developed consumer gioteadvocacy network in Latin
America (in place since the 1970s) and the mostpcehensive consumer protection legislation
in the region (in place since 1991). Because setiarks and legislation both serve as
institutional resources for politicians, activisasid policy advocates who wish to invoke
consumerism in favor a particular policies, theiiseence means Brazil is a “most likely case”

for the study of consumerism as a political comroation strategy in economic reforms
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(Eckstein 1975). In the next section, | explain hpliticians and other policy elites used

consumerist frames to build support for severag¢sypf market-oriented policies.

FRAMING THE CONSUMER INTEREST IN PRICE STABILIZATIN, UTILITY
PRIVATIZATION, AND TRADE LIBERALIZATION

Politicians and policy advocates employed consighdretoric to different degrees and
with varying success to promote policies such asmtabilization, utility privatization, and
trade liberalization during the New Republic. Pdesit José Sarney made a highly prominent
political appeal to consumers when he launchedhéberodox Cruzado Plan, which relied on
price controls, to stop hyperinflation in 1986. &fieally, Sarney asked consumers to enforce
the price controls by boycotting businesses thaewaéempting to charge higher prices than was
allowed and also reporting them to the authorit8zgney’s request framed consumerism in
terms of the social action dimension, referringaasumers as “os fiscais do Sarney” and
appealing to their sense of patriotiéhBy most accounts, consumers took on this soctarac
enthusiastically at first, but became disillusiordigr inflation returned. Perhaps in part because
of the eventual failure of the Cruzado Plan, palitns who implemented later price stabilization
policies made little or no use of the strategymdealing to the social action dimension of
consumerism, although they did frame consumerisather terms.

President Fernando Collor de Melo made an appeainsumers’ material interests, or
the competition dimension, when he promised toiktalprices and modernize the economy
through the 1990 Collor Plan. The specifics of filen, particularly the freezing of bank assets,
shocked middle class consumers, and ended up sgaxldonsumer protection battle in the
courts that has had ramifications for the bankndystry to this day. One of the most prominent
battles of the consumer protection NGO Idec has tiee “National Movement to Recover the
Stolen Savings of 1990,” to help people whose mamay confiscated by the Collor
government. In this and a number of other ongaawgslits, the banking sector has argued that it
should be exempt from the Consumer Protection Calttegugh consumer protection advocates

maintain no such exemption exists.

14 See O’Dougherty (2002) for an anthropological act®f middle class life during the Cruzado Plan.
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The Real Plan, launched by Minister Fernando HgeriCardoso under President Itamar
Franco, was accompanied by rhetoric about transpgrand letting markets work, meaning the
end of price controls. The Real Plan succeedeahaing hyperinflation, guaranteeing Cardoso’s
victory in the 1994 presidential elections. Cardesoipporters framed its accomplishments in
terms of consumption, alleging that the plan’s sgechad turned millions of Brazilians into
consumers overnight. The successful political fraynising the competition dimension of
consumerism reinforced the consumerist strategichwiresident Cardoso subsequently
employed to build support for his privatization @rable policies during the late 1990s.

It was relatively easy to point to the problemsw$tomer abuses under the old state
system and to use economic arguments that primaésiment and market orientation would
improve service. Nevertheless, a component of theeption dimension of consumerism was
added to debates about privatization as well. Mb#te utility privatizations were accompanied
by closer attention to building regulatory reginre8razil than had occurred in other countries.
This attention had some costs, the most importiwhah was to slow down the privatization
process. It was not extremely expensive, howeugrart because the consumer protection code
was already on the books, and regulatory reginmgpsned privatized companies to abide by it.
Interestingly, consumer advocates have said tHdiqems were reluctant to promote consumer
protection in the 1980s against state owned firhiidie consumerist logic of privatization under
Cardoso in part may be viewed as transferringrdeficonsumers from the state to private
companies.

In The Devil's Dictionary American satirist Ambrose Bierce defines the wardf as “a

scale of taxes on imports, designed to protectitimeestic producer against the greed of his
consumer.” Trade liberalization policies in Braailder President Cardoso also were
accompanied by appeals to consumers’ interesttitheir “greed,” and almost always were
framed according to the competition dimension. tha set of policies, we also have public
opinion evidence that consumers themselves intieghteade liberalization through the lens of
consumerism, and therefore may have been espe@akytive to politicians’ consumerist
framing in consumerist terms. Baker (2003) arghasthe consumer perspective of trade

liberalization has been more prominent than thahefproducer in Latin American public

15 |dec director Marina Lazzarini confirmed this pim an interview in S&o Paulo on August 24, 2088e also is

on record making the same argument several yedisrg&ornstein 1998).
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opinion. Using survey data from four cities in Braz 1999, Baker shows that trade
liberalization tends to be popular with the middigss because it results in improved access to
better and less expensive goods for consumers.cohisection translated into political support
for Cardoso’s trade liberalization policies anduigher evidence that the consumerism is a

viable strategy for politicians attempting to immlent market reforms.

CONSUMERIST FRAMING AND PRIMING IN THE NEW REPUBLICAN ANALYSIS OF
NEWSPAPER COVERAGE OF CONSUMER ISSUES, 1985-2005

In this section, | present an original empiricahlysis of coverage of consumer issues in

seven national newspapers (Correio BrasilicBs¢éado de Sdo Pauléolha de Sdo Paylo

Gazeta MercantilJornal do BrasilJornal de Brasilisand O Globpin Brazil throughout the

New Republic. The literature on political communtiica has established that the media send the
messages of political elites to the mass publithi study, media coverage therefore serves as a
measure of the prevalence of the consumerist giratemarket reform on the public agenda.
The analysis of media coverage of consumer issuBsazil shows that attention to the critical
competition dimension increased during the firébma attempts under President Fernando
Collor de Melo and, more clearly, during the magmipd of economic reforms during the
administration of Fernando Henrique Cardoso. Afttermain reforms had already been
implemented and economic crisis hit Brazil, atemtio the competition-oriented dimension of
consumerism had declined, while protection-oriertepeals increased.

The analysis includes a total of 2450 newspap@ies classified as relating to
“consumidore’ by the staff of the Senate Library in Brasilia fioe period 1985-200%. The
Senate Library staff tracks coverage of a vari¢tyabitical issues in newspapers of national

circulation. While I had no control over which aléis about consumers were selected by the

% The library staff began to include “consumidoras”a category in 1983. Very few articles were d@ipghat year,
or in 1984, however. Those two years are omittetii;yanalysis because of the low number of agiaewell as
the standard recognition of 1985 as the beginnfribeoNew Republic. Articles from three newspapeds+nal da

Tarde Tribuna de Brasilisand Valor Econdmice-that were not in operation throughout the twerggryperiod

also were excluded. Articles for this analysis weskected through July 17 2005. The totals were then multiplied

by 1.83 to create time-adjusted estimates of casefar the full year.
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library staff, the selection criterion they useeytctlip all articles in which the words
“consumidores” or “consumao” are prominent in thettas straightforward and unlikely to have
produced important biases in the restit€ompiling an equivalent collection of newspaper
articles independently, if possible at all, woult/é increased the expense in time and money by
several orders of magnitude, and likely would reténsignificantly improved the
representativeness of the sample. It would hava Hesirable to conduct an analysis of
television coverage as well, but an equivalentystudother words, monitoring twenty years of
news coverage by all the national television neetsvarks, would have been infeasible.

If the argument that consumerism is a politicahowunication strategy associated with
market reform is correct, we would expect the preentce of consumerism on the public agenda
to correspond temporally with the prominence ofréferm agenda. Figure One depicts the
frequency of the coverage of consumerism in alesavewspapers collapsed into one line. There
are five periods in which coverage increased: 19860-91, 1996-1999, 2001, and 2005. The
1986 peak coincides with President Sarney’s ptigeil&zation plan, and therefore is consistent
with the theoretical expectation. The sharp inaeeaasoverage in the 1990 and 1991 coincides
with the Collor Plan, and therefore also is comsistvith the theoretical expectation, but it also
reflects coverage of the passage of the Consuna¢ed®ion Code. The steady growth over the
period 1996-99 is consistent with the argument éhednsumerist discourse accompanied the
market-oriented reforms implemented during the adstriation of President Cardoso. The dip in
2000 corresponds to a period of economic depressidrsome disillusionment with economic
reforms, and thus also conforms to the theoretixpéctation. The sharp rise in 2001 (based on
coverage of blackouts and debates about regulageEemingly does not conform to theoretical
expectations, and is less explicable without a ngoraplex analysis (which | provide below).
The small increase in 2005 conforms reasonably teghe theoretical expectation that
consumerism increases in tandem with the marketmegenda, as President Lula conformed
to and even deepened some market policies. (Thg iB@Bease also relates to discussions of

consumer protection in Mercosul negotiations.)

" The most probable exception is that to the exteattconsumerism is more of an urban phenomeninstidy is,
of course, biased in that direction. National neapsps are those from major cities. Comparable ciodles from
smaller newspapers based in other parts of thetigowere not available. This selection has the athge of easy

replicability, as the consumers file is availalde dnyone to consult in the Senate Library.
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Insert Figure One here.

All the newspapers followed the same general patteough the year 2004, although
some papers display greater variance than othbesapparent divergence in 2005 may be
related to newspapers’ differing views of the Lathministration, but also may reflect the
incomplete data (as explained in footnote 10, thdysincluded only the first five months of that
year). Figure Two depicts the breakdown of covelageewspaper.

Insert Figure Two here.

Although the pattern of media attention showniguFes One and Two overall supports
the notion that reformers have employed consumeoisimunication strategies in Brazil, it does
not incorporate the various dimensions accordingtich the consumer interest may be framed
and therefore does not capture the nuances ohdwedtical argument. If reformers wish to
convince consumers that market reforms will explaeefits along the competition dimension,
we would expect the competition dimension of consiism to be closely correlated with the
market reform agenda. The expectation for the ptiate dimension is more ambiguous,
because, although reformers may implement protesfior consumers under law as part of
reform strategies, reform opponents also may fraatiical appeals in terms of protection to
persuade the public to support opposing policy dgenFinally, although the logic of
consumerism as a reform strategy relies most heawithe competition dimension, we also
might expect the prominence of the social actionaision to increase with the prominence of
market reforms, as people become more accustontadtiong of themselves in terms of
consumers exercising power in the market.

In order to incorporate more complexity into timalgsis, | coded each of the 2450
newspaper articles as relating mainly to the ptaieccompetition, and social action dimensions
of the consumer interest to create a picture ofréguency of news coverage of these
dimensions over time. | used a very simple coduigeme. Articles that made any mention of
consumer protection laws, or monitoring of businsssavior by either government or consumer

protection activists or NGOs, were coded as betumgp the protection dimension. Articles that
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made any mention whatsoever of consumers’ exeofideeir market power to effect social or
political change, whether to bring about the entygferinflation, environmental protection, the
avoidance of child labor, or other causes, weredas belonging to the social action
dimension. Articles that referred to goods andisessavailable in the market and made no
reference to protection or social action were caaketlelonging to the competition dimension.
Because this coding scheme likely under-repregbatsompetition dimension, it provides a
tough test for my hypothesis that the prominench@ftompetition dimension on the public
agenda should coincide with the political fortunésarket-oriented economic reforms.

Figure Three shows a graph of the trajectory efspaper attention to the three
dimensions of the consumer interest. As the figilustrates, newspaper coverage
overwhelmingly emphasizes the protection dimensioconsumption throughout the New
Republic, by a ratio of more than three to §h@nly in 2004, the second year of the
administration of President Lula da Silva, doesrthmber of articles relating to competition
equal the number relating to protection. The figals® confirms that there has been a pattern of
growth of the competition and protection dimensiongndem (although the protection
dimension displays greater variability)with only two exceptions: protection grows in 201d

2005 while competition remains flat.

Insert Figure Three here.

Not surprisingly, the protection dimension of comerism dominated in the coverage of
the entry into effect of the Consumer Protectionl€dn conformance with the theoretical
expectation, the competition dimension increasd9B0 with the advent of the Collor Plan, and
then decreases again in the aftermath of the uassfid attempt to curb inflation. Also in
keeping with the theoretical expectation, after3. 88 figure depicts a gradual increase in both

the protection and competition dimensions of coremism after 1995. These increases reflect

'8 The protection dimension is overrepresented becathe coding scheme, but the dominance is so
overwhelming as to indicate that the coding cagothe only reason.

¥ The mean number of articles per year for the cditipre dimension was 23.33, with a standard dewiatf 19.01
and a variability coefficient of 0.81. The mean roemnof articles for the protection dimension was387 with a
standard deviation of 99.58 and a variability cioéfht of 1.02.
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the political rhetoric about the consumption bodiat followed the Real Plan (note the near
disappearance of the inflation line in 198%53s well as debates about the privatization ofipubl
services and trade liberalization, which the Candadministration framed in terms of benefits to
consumers. After 1999, as the country enteredesstan and market reforms became less
popular, the competition dimension dips, showitttglor no increase until 2004, after a year of
Lula’s maintenance of his predecessor’'s markettea economic policies. This dip and
increase also are in line with the theoretical ekqeon regarding the pattern of prominence of
the competition dimension.

The results for the protection dimension alsocargsistent with the theoretical argument.
The peak in the protection dimension in 2001 iskaitable to a proposal put forth by the
Cardoso administration to form a new agency thatldvbe responsible for both antitrust and
consumer protection as well as to the numerousriaicblackouts (and corresponding debates
about the regulation of privatized utilities) tloaicurred that year, acknowledging some of the
less than desirable effects of privatization. Tii@ease in coverage of the protection dimension
in 2005 reflects the negotiation of consumer pitiadssues in Mercosul and also includes
some editorializing on the fifteenth anniversaryhed Consumer Protection Code as well as legal
actions against companies for violations of theecod

Even allowing for its overrepresentation in theiog scheme, protection was by far the
most important dimension in all newspapers, folldwg competition. There were only slight
differences among the distribution of coveragehefdifferent dimensions of consumerism in the

ten newspapers, as is shown below in Table Two.ERta@do de Sdo Paulievoted somewhat

more attention to competition and less to protectas we might expect from its reputation as a

publication that slants toward the political cenight. The business oriented Gazeta Mercantil

emphasized social action no less than the othespapers. Consumerism as social action has
received far less media coverage overall than therdwo dimensions throughout the twenty
year period: fewer than two percent of all thectes analyzed were classified as relating to
social action, and the only period of growth Figliteee (above) shows is the small increase in
coverage in 1986 during the Cruzado Plan. Thusgxipectation that the prominence of social

action would increase in tandem with market refowas not confirmed. In 2003, veteran

? |nflation is measured as the annual percentagsthrim consumer prices. The source is the Worldk&aworld

development indicators.
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consumer advocate Marilena Lazzarini was electedigent of the international NGO
Consumers International. Lazzarini believes strpingkhe power of consumers to effect social
and political action, and plans to lead the consum&/ement in Brazil and worldwide in that
direction (author’s interview, 2005). This analyseseals that civil society leaders like
Lazzarrini working to build environmental and sdé@ansciousness among Brazilian consumers

have a lot of work ahead of them.

Insert Table Two here

CONCLUSION

The question of how market oriented reforms ocmwter democratic rule has been an
ongoing puzzle for scholars of Latin American poéit | have argued the strategies used by
policy elites to communicate with the mass publatter more than scholars have acknowledged
in the literature thus far. Consumerism in Brazian example of a political communication
strategy that politicians have used to persuadeitapt segments of the public to accept short
term costs in exchange for the possibility of Ieegn gains. | have presented a framework for
political analysis of consumerism that allows favrencomplex motivations and is more useful
for understanding how consumerism relates to malstscs than the traditional neoclassical
economic view of the consumer interest. The ansilgbmedia coverage in Brazil supports the
hypothesis that appeals to the consumer interesainket competition increased during the main
periods of neoliberal reforms.

Policy elites chose to use consumerist framesaziBbecause grass roots consumer
activism had placed consumer protection on theipalgienda even prior to the transition to
democratic rule. It may be the case that elitestler countries elected to employ different kinds
of content in political communication because dfestkinds of activism or economic contexts.
The nature of political communication can diredidars toward the various perspectives from
which it is necessary to evaluate the overall castsbenefits of economic policies.
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Table One. A Tri-Dimensional Conceptualization of he Consumer Interest
Dimension Goals Example

Competition Benefits from market competition Newnfiin the market leads to more

consumer choice and lower prices.

Protection State protection from markets Law rezpifirms to compensate consume

who purchase defective products.

Social action Effecting social or political change Consumers avoid purchasing products

through market power manufactured by child laborers.
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Table Two. Newspaper Articles on Consumer Issues and Dimeaosi of
Consumerism, 1985-2005
Competition Protection Social Action Total
Correio Brasiliense 9 174% 463 81.2% 8 1.4% 57000%
Estado de Sdo Paulo 83 26.3% 227 71.8% 6 1.9% 3160% 1
Folha de S&o Paulo 49 175% 226 80.7% 5 1.8% 2800%10

Gazeta Mercantil 55 156% 290 824% 7 2.0% 352 100%
Jornal do Brasil 74 225% 248 754% 7 2.1% 329 100%
Jornal de Brasilia 47  152% 259 835% 4 1.3% 310 0%0

O Globo 72 188% 305 79.6% 6 1.6% 383  100%

Total 479 18.9% 2018 79.4% 43 1.7% 2540 100%



