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Abstract

After Facebook started prioritizing posts from family and friends on its newsfeed at the 
beginning of 2018, news consumption on social media increasingly migrated to other 
mobile applications such as WhatsApp. This has put pressure on media organizations to 
establish channels on the platform in an attempt to compensate for the decline in audience 
figures. Journalistic practices on WhatsApp remain poorly understood. Building on the 
“diffusion of innovations” theory, this article examines whether the way newsrooms have 
adapted to WhatsApp follows similar patterns to their adoption of social media for news 
distribution, or whether they have been able to develop new practices that fully consider 
the tool’s inherent characteristics of mobile and interpersonal communication. Focusing on 
Brazil as a case study, this study draws on the analysis of 8,855 messages sent to WhatsApp 
news channels and interviews with 21 editors and executives from publishers, and shows 
that newsrooms have hardly adapted to the possibilities of WhatsApp beyond its techno-
logical aspects. Audience engagement has often been neglected or has been addressed with a 
lack of consistency. According to the interviewees, constraints presented by WhatsApp, 
such as the large amount of manual work it requires of newsrooms, make it difficult for 
news organizations to adopt the platform to transform their relationship with their readers.
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Resum. WhatsAppejar les notícies al Brasil. Un estudi de mètode mixt sobre la lluita dels editors 
de notícies per adaptar-se a l’essència de la comunicació mòbil i interpersonal de WhatsApp

Després que Facebook comencés a privilegiar les publicacions de familiars i amics en el 
seu subministrament de notícies a principis de 2018, el consum de notícies en les xarxes 
socials va migrar cada vegada més a altres aplicacions mòbils, com WhatsApp. Aquesta 
situació ha forçat els mitjans a establir canals en la plataforma en un intent de compensar 
el descens de les xifres d’audiència. Les pràctiques periodístiques en l’aplicació de missat-
geria continuen sent poc conegudes. Sobre la base de la teoria de la difusió de les innova-
cions, aquest article examina si l’adaptació de les redaccions a WhatsApp segueix patrons 
similars a l’adopció de les xarxes socials per a la distribució de notícies o si les organitza-
cions de notícies han pogut desenvolupar noves pràctiques que consideren completa-
ment l’essència de l’eina de comunicació mòbil i interpersonal. Centrant-se en el Brasil 
com a estudi de cas i basant-se en l’anàlisi de 8.855 missatges enviats als canals de notíci-
es de WhatsApp i de 21 entrevistes amb editors i executius d’editorials, aquest estudi 
mostra que les redaccions a penes s’han adaptat a les possibilitats d’aquesta aplicació més 
enllà dels seus aspectes tecnològics. La participació de l’audiència sovint s’ha descurat o 
s’ha abordat amb falta de coherència. Segons les persones entrevistades, les limitacions 
que presenta WhatsApp, com la gran quantitat de treball manual que exigeix a les redac-
cions, dificulten l’adopció d’aquesta eina per transformar la relació entre els mitjans i els 
seus lectors.
Paraules clau: periodisme; WhatsApp; difusió de les innovacions; distribució de notícies; 
participació de l’audiència; mètode mixt

Resumen. WhatsAppear las noticias en Brasil. Un estudio de método mixto sobre la lucha de 
los editores de noticias para adaptarse a la esencia de la comunicación móvil e interpersonal 
de WhatsApp

Después de que Facebook comenzara a privilegiar las publicaciones de familiares y amigos 
en su suministro de noticias a principios de 2018, el consumo de noticias en las redes 
sociales migró cada vez más a otras aplicaciones móviles, como WhatsApp. Esta situación 
ha forzado a los medios a establecer canales en la plataforma en un intento de compensar 
el descenso de las cifras de audiencia. Las prácticas periodísticas en la aplicación de men-
sajería siguen siendo poco conocidas. Sobre la base de la teoría de la difusión de las inno-
vaciones, este artículo examina si la adaptación de las redacciones a WhatsApp sigue 
patrones similares a la adopción de las redes sociales para la distribución de noticias o si 
las organizaciones de noticias han podido desarrollar nuevas prácticas que consideran 
completamente la esencia de la herramienta de comunicación móvil e interpersonal. Cen-
trándose en Brasil como estudio de caso y basándose en el análisis de 8.855 mensajes 
enviados a los canales de noticias de WhatsApp y de 21 entrevistas con editores y ejecuti-
vos de editoriales, este estudio muestra que las redacciones apenas se han adaptado a las 
posibilidades de esta aplicación más allá de sus aspectos tecnológicos. La participación de 
la audiencia a menudo se ha descuidado o se ha abordado con falta de coherencia. Según las 
personas entrevistadas, las limitaciones que presenta WhatsApp, como la gran cantidad de 
trabajo manual que exige a las redacciones, dificultan su adopción para transformar la 
relación entre los medios y sus lectores.
Palabras clave: periodismo; WhatsApp; difusión de las innovaciones; distribución de 
noticias; participación de la audiencia; método mixto
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1. Introduction

Between the end of 2016 and the beginning of 2018, Facebook significantly 
reduced the connection between news organizations and their audiences as it 
started prioritizing posts from friends and family in its newsfeed (Cornia et 
al., 2018). As a result, news consumption increasingly migrated to other 
mobile tools such as WhatsApp, which has become the most popular messag-
ing application (“app”) in the world (Newman et al., 2021). 

Although it currently offers practically all its functions in web and desk-
top versions, WhatsApp was originally developed, and is still mostly used, as 
a mobile application for interpersonal communication (Agur, 2019). At least 
since 2014, WhatsApp has been employed by news organizations for content 
distribution, which demonstrates a potential technological change for news-
rooms (Fares, 2018). The platform seemed particularly useful for so-called 
proximity media: initiatives focusing on regional, local and hyperlocal com-
munities (Negreira-Rey, López-García and Lozano-Aguiar, 2017). Some 
European local publishers started to use it to compensate for their declining 
audiences on Facebook (Jenkins and Nielsen, 2018). 

Interpersonal communication has been an aspect particularly valued by 
some studies, as WhatsApp has been used by newsrooms to engage with 
audiences, whether to meet occasional demands, clarify doubts or even col-
lect information relating to news tips and user-generated content such as 
reports, photos and videos of noteworthy events (Angeluci, Scolari and 
Donato, 2017). This kind of use could represent an important change in the 
relationship between journalists and readers.

This study examines how news organizations have adapted to the inher-
ent characteristics of WhatsApp while employing it to communicate with 
users. The study focuses on understanding if newsrooms have really been able 
to benefit from WhatsApp’s technological possibilities in order to develop 
closer relationships with news audiences, and what the constraints have been 
to its broader use.

1.1. Newsroom adaptation to social media and messaging apps
“Diffusion of innovations” theory is one of the most popular approaches to 
address the adoption of new technologies. It explains how a new idea, behav-
ior or product is embraced by a social system (Rogers, 2003). Rogers pro-
posed five attributes to explain why some innovations spread quickly while 
others do not: Relative advantage, or “the degree to which an innovation is 
perceived as being better than the idea it supersedes” (p. 257); compatibility, 
or “the degree to which an innovation is perceived as consistent with the 
existing values, past experiences and needs of potential adopters” (p. 258); 
complexity, or “the degree to which an innovation is perceived as relatively 
difficult to understand and use” (p. 258); trialability, or “the degree to which 
an innovation may be experimented with on a limited basis” (p. 249); and 
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observability, or “the degree to which the results of an innovation are visible 
to others” (p. 250). 

At the organizational level, innovation diffusion goes through two phases: 
initiation and implementation (Rogers, 2003). Initiation comprises two stag-
es: agenda-setting, in which an organization identifies issues that demand 
innovation; and matching, when a company finds an innovation and evalu-
ates whether it has the potential to solve the identified problem. Implementa-
tion starts with redefinition and restructuring, as the innovation is adapted to 
the organization’s needs and structures, followed by a clarifying stage, in 
which the innovation becomes more widely understood by the firm, and rou-
tinizing, when the innovation is completely incorporated.

Critics have called this approach overly simplistic and generalist (Kar-
nowski, von Pape and Wirth, 2011). For Lievrouw and Livingstone (2010), 
innovation adoption is not a linear and stable process; there may be regres-
sions and changes in direction along the way. For Micó, Masip and Do-
mingo (2013), the theory ignores the process through which individuals 
can shape and even reject technologies. Despite criticism, it still seems that 
the diffusion of innovations theory fits this study, as the attributes proposed 
by Rogers (2003) are useful for assessing the level of adaptation to WhatsApp by 
newsrooms. 

Several studies over the last two decades looking at the adoption by news-
rooms of different new technologies have used the diffusion of innovations 
framework, and have revealed a certain consensus: a professed acceptance of 
these innovations by journalists, accompanied by concerns about their com-
plexities and their compatibility with established norms and values (Ekdale et 
al., 2015). This response has led to a conservative adoption of new technolo-
gies, aiming only for them to fit in with existing practices but without the 
introduction of major changes in the relationship between journalists and 
the audience (Reich, 2013). Studies on the adoption of Twitter, for example, 
have shown that the platform spread quickly among journalists because it 
was compatible with practices for disseminating breaking news (Hermida, 
2010). According to Lasorsa, Lewis and Holton (2012), journalists normal-
ized Twitter by offering more opinions, but without relinquishing their tra-
ditional role as news gatekeepers. In one of the few broader studies on adap-
tation to WhatsApp by journalists, Boczek and Koppers (2020) presented a 
similar logic: news organizations assimilated some characteristics of the tool 
relating to news consumption, but audience engagement remained largely 
overlooked.

1.2. Aspects of news consumption on mobile devices
For most people, media use has traditionally occurred during leisure time, 
whether in the evening or at weekends (especially at night), which became 
known by TV programmers as “prime time”. News consumption on mobile 
devices, though, occurs in “interstices”: brief free moments during users’ 
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daily routines (Dimmick, Feaster and Hoplamazian, 2011). As people spend 
more time connected to their mobile phones, news has actually become inter-
linked with their activities (Struckmann and Karnowski, 2016). News con-
sumption turned into several frequent “snacks” throughout the day (Van 
Damme et al., 2015).

Quick checks on smartphones tend to be even shorter than on other con-
nected devices, and news consumption becomes increasingly dependent on 
social media and messaging applications (Molyneux, 2018). To meet the 
“news snacking” habit of mobile device users, the media would need to 
maintain a constant publication of new content that matches people’s 
“always-on” behavior, and this content should be as succinct as possible. Pre-
vious studies considered multimedia content such as images, videos and 
audios to be elements that enhance the rapid absorption of information 
(Bucy and Newhagen, 2004) and consequently align well with the concept of 
news snacking. To them, we can add emojis – pictograms capable of convey-
ing feelings and complementing ideas contained in written texts. Emojis have 
already become an essential part of the language employed by users in mes-
saging applications. 

A potentially negative consequence of news snacking is that readers have a 
superficial knowledge of public affairs (Costera Meijer, 2007). In this sense, 
there is a concern that the historical difference between the types of subjects 
journalists favor in their coverage (public affairs such as politics and econom-
ics) and topics that readers would like to consume (non-public affairs such as 
sports, entertainment and crimes) increases, making the work of journalists 
more difficult and eventually decreasing participation in public debate 
(Boczkowski and Mitchelstein, 2013).

1.3. Towards a definition of audience engagement
Media executives, journalists and researchers have struggled to agree on a 
definition of audience engagement, a concept that has been subject to sever-
al different interpretations, according to the contexts and subjectivities 
involved (Nelson, 2018). In research, audience engagement has usually been 
used to characterize public participation or is associated with editorial met-
rics that give publishers an idea of reader loyalty (Lawrence, Radcliffe and 
Schmidt, 2018).

Nelson (2021) argued, though, that definitions of audience engagement 
tend to focus solely on the audience, ignoring the deliberate attempts by news 
producers to reach them. Nelson suggests a distinction between recep-
tion-oriented engagement, which “focus[es] primarily on the audience’s 
reception of news: How much time did they spend with a story? How many 
times did they tweet about it or comment on it?” (p. 7); and production-ori-
ented engagement, which “focus[es] on news production: How many citizens 
participated in the creation of this story? How many diverse voices were 
included as sources? How much of the audience requested this story in the 
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first place?” (p. 8). However, incorporating audience participation into the 
process of news production and distribution has been complicated because it 
conflicts with traditional values of professional journalism (Lawrence, Rad-
cliffe and Schmidt, 2018). Thus, our literature review leads us to the follow-
ing research questions:

RQ1. To what extent are news organizations adapting to the specific 
characteristics of news consumption on WhatsApp?

RQ2. To what extent are news organizations using WhatsApp to incen-
tivize their audiences to engage with news production? 

RQ3. In the opinion of editors, what are the reasons for and the con-
straints to the wider adoption of WhatsApp as a news distribution 
and audience engagement tool?

2. Methodology

2.1. Mixed-method research and data collection
Brazil is the largest country in Latin America and has a media structured 
mostly around a private oligopoly that owns TV and radio stations, newspa-
pers and online sites (Guerrero and Márquez-Ramírez, 2014). Brazilians are 
recognized as being some of the most enthusiastic users of the internet, 
spending on average over nine hours per day online (the global average is 
around six hours per day). Most of that time is spent on social media and on 
messaging applications such as WhatsApp, by far the most popular app in the 
country (used by 96.4% of the population). More than 40% of its popula-
tion use it for finding news (Newman et al., 2021), making it an interesting 
case for this research. 

We joined 18 active groups and broadcast lists owned by 14 different Bra-
zilian publishers on the platform to start data collection (Table 1). We 
focused our research primarily on news organizations that have content dis-
tribution channels on WhatsApp, prioritizing newspapers and digital news 
natives that offer local, regional and national coverage, including some 
focused primarily on content distribution through WhatsApp, a situation 
that seems to be very particular to Brazil. This diversity helped to compare 
different types of publishers and identify possible trends that have become 
commonplace only among specific types of news organizations. 
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Table 1. Brazilian media with news distribution channels on WhatsApp included in our 
analysis

News outlet Type Reach Channels on WhatsApp 

O Estado de S. Paulo Newspaper National O Estado de S. Paulo

Gazeta do Povo Newspaper National/local Gazeta do Povo
Gazeta do Povo Local

UOL Digital news native National UOL Economia+ 
UOL Tilt

The Intercept Brasil Digital news native National The Intercept Brasil

Pública Digital news native National Pública

Aos Fatos Digital news native National Aos Fatos

Correio Sabiá WhatsApp-based National Correio Sabiá

Panorama WhatsApp-based National Panorama

GZH Newspaper Regional GZH
GZH Coronavirus

Tribuna do Paraná Newspaper Regional Tribuna do Paraná

Jornal do Comércio Newspaper Local Jornal do Comércio

O Município Newspaper Local O Município
O Município Joinville

Matinal Digital news native Local Matinal

O Mirante Joinville Digital news native Local O Mirante Joinville

Source: Authors’ own. 

2.2. Computational and in-depth human-coded content analysis
To answer RQ1, first we performed a quantitative content analysis of 8,855 
messages sent by publishers on their WhatsApp channels over four months 
(exactly 120 days), between 9 November 2020, and 8 March 2021 (dataset 
COMP). Data were collected by exporting each chat on WhatsApp for 
iPhone, and analyze the text using Python (Van Rossum, 1995) for the 
dimensions of news snacking (frequencies, times of day, text formats, mes-
sage lengths, adoption of multimedia formats, and use of emojis). To com-
plement this, we conducted an in-depth, human-coded content analysis of 
965 messages (dataset HUM) sent over two weeks within that period (from 
11 January to 24 January, 2021) to examine the type of subjects addressed 
by the channels. Topics were manually coded based on 14 categories used by 
Boczek and Koppers (2020), namely politics, international affairs, economy, 
crime, disaster, weather, arts, sports, entertainment, lifestyle, science, trans-
portation, prize competitions, and events calendars. After a pretest on coding 
data, we added one topic (health) that seemed important in the context of 
the COVID-19 pandemic. The use of WhatsApp as an interpersonal com-
munication tool to engage with audiences (RQ2) was determined by coding 
each message on dataset HUM for seven types of requests for audience 
engagement (survey, contact, share, promotion, feedback, questions, crowd-
sourcing). Categories were defined after coding pretest data and by refining 
the categories used by Boczek and Koppers (2020).
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2.3. Expert interviews: reasoning about the adoption of WhatsApp for news
Additionally, we conducted in-depth interviews with 21 editors and news 
executives responsible for these channels, to collect information, analyses and 
opinion about the use of WhatsApp in newsrooms (Table 2). Their input 
was particularly valuable to answer RQ3 and contextualize publishers’ strate-
gies for news distribution and audience engagement on WhatsApp.

3. Findings

3.1. Adaptation to WhatsApp for news distribution purposes
3.1.1. Frequencies
News snacking on WhatsApp supposedly creates a demand for ubiquity. 
Overall, though, the WhatsApp news channels analyzed did not seek this in 
terms of frequency: the average daily number of messages sent by each news 
outlet was 4.09. The smallest mean was 0.3 (The Intercept Brasil) and the two 
highest were 21.9 and 16.7, showing the main exceptions to that trend: both 
channels from O Município. A significantly larger number of messages were 
sent by news outlets from our sample on working days (an average of 5.06 
messages per publisher) than at weekends (1.66) (Figure 1). News distribu-
tion channels came closer to ubiquity if we focus on the hour of the day the 
messages were sent: 97.8% of them were triggered between 6am and 10pm, 
times when editors assumed their audiences were awake (Figure 2). The 
prime time for our sample was between 5pm and 8pm, when 29.2% of the 
total messages were sent.

Figure 1. Average number of messages sent by news outlets per day of the week

Source: Authors’ own based on the analysis of dataset COMP.
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Figure 2. Average number of messages sent by news outlets per hour of the day

Source: Authors’ own based on the analysis of dataset COMP.

3.1.2. Text formats and lengths
News organizations from our sample essentially implemented three distinct 
news distribution strategies on WhatsApp: 1) several messages a day, each 
with a link aimed at redirecting the reader to an article on the publisher’s 
website, similar to the use made by news organizations of social media such 
as Facebook and Twitter; 2) a few messages (sometimes just one, but at most 
three) a day, with at least three or four links (sometimes more) intended to 
summarize the news during a specific period of time (morning, afternoon or 
the whole day), similar to the strategy used by news organizations and inde-
pendent journalists to distribute email newsletters; and 3) no more than a 
single message a day, with only one or maximum two links redirecting to the 
news outlet’s website.

Adopters of the first strategy were local news outlets using messaging 
apps with the goal of building a wider audience, such as Tribuna do Paraná 
and both branches of O Município, confirming a similar trend found by Jen-
kins and Nielsen (2018) in Europe. These publishers arrived late to social 
media and were not able to catch the boom in news distribution through 
Facebook, nor could they benefit from the great organic growth that this 
dominating platform provided to news pages until around the mid-2010s. 
Their messages were usually plain and simple, limited to not more than 150 
characters (the headline and/or a short description of the news piece).

A ‘newsletter strategy’ seemed to be the most popular one in our sample, 
not only for established media companies such as O Estado de S. Paulo, UOL 
and GZH but also for emerging online initiatives such as Aos Fatos, Correio 
Sabiá and Panorama. The messages from these players had more in-depth 
descriptions of each of the various news articles compiled (ranging from 600 
to 2,700 characters) and their respective links. 
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A few investigative news initiatives, such as Agência Pública, The Intercept 
Brasil and the GZH channel focused solely on the subject of COVID-19, 
adopted the third kind of approach, which can be understood as an attempt 
to maintain a minimal presence on WhatsApp without committing too 
much to the logic of news consumption using these tools. Their messages 
were short, although of relatively differing sizes: 200 characters for GZH 
Coronavirus, and from around 400 to 800 characters for the others. 

3.1.3. Use of multimedia formats
Only a minority of the channels in our sample systematically used multime-
dia formats. UOL Tilt was the only one that used images with some frequen-
cy (more than 30% of all messages). Videos were also rare, with GZH being 
the only one sending this format in more than 5% of its messages. Use of 
audio was more common, but it only became an integral part of the strategy 
for Matinal and Panorama, which aimed to make a product through which 
communication between the narrator and the user was direct and would give 
a sense of proximity.

3.1.4. Use of emojis
Experts seemed divided on the institutional use of these icons in messages sent 
to readers via WhatsApp. Half of the 18 channels, on average, used not more 
than one emoji per message; four channels sent a moderate number of emojis 
(between one and two) per message; while another five channels could be con-
sidered frequent emoji users, with an average of more than five such icons per 
message. The average number of emojis sent by Brazilian publishers was 1.65 
per message, and the publisher that sent the most was Correio Sabiá, with an 
incredible average of 47 emojis per message (dataset COMP) (Figure 3).

Figure 3. Average number of emojis per message sent by news outlets

Source: Authors’ own based on the analysis of dataset COMP.



WhatsAppening to the news in Brazil? Anàlisi 68, 2023 55

The main emojis used in the sample give a hint of the main topic in the 
sample: three of the top ten most popular icons (the needle, the masked face 
and the virus) were related to the COVID-19 pandemic (Figure 4).

Figure 4. Top ten most frequently used emojis by the 18 channels analyzed

Source: Authors’ own based on the analysis of dataset COMP.

3.1.5. Main news subjects
Our human-coded content analysis showed that the subjects most frequently 
addressed by the cases in our sample in the selected period on both platforms 
were, indeed, public affairs: health (34.9% of all the messages in dataset HUM), 
politics (34.4%) and economy (19.1%). We also noticed a high frequency of 
subjects such as crime (14.1%) and disaster (10.2%), but this was less a reflec-
tion of publishers’ attempt to reduce the news gap identified by Boczkowski 
and Mitchelstein (2013) and more a finding related to the higher number of 
messages from local and regional publishers in the sample. In an attempt to 
compensate for this discrepancy, we also performed an analysis according 
to the reach of each publisher (local or national). As expected, we found that 
there was a very significant variation in the types of content prioritized by local 
and national publishers, with the exception of health, which remained a rela-
tively constant topic of interest for all media in our sample (Figure 5).

Figure 5. Percentage of messages containing each topic on news channels analyzed

Source: Authors’ own based on the analysis of dataset HUM.
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3.2.  The adaptation to WhatsApp for interpersonal communication and 
audience engagement

In their interviews, several editors and executives praised the possibility of 
directly connecting and engaging with their readers on WhatsApp without 
the mediation of algorithms. In practice, though, interpersonal communica-
tion with audiences through WhatsApp seemed limited. Tribuna do Paraná 
was the only news outlet in our sample that had dedicated staff (actually a 
single person) to manage interactions with its readers through WhatsApp. 

Audience participation was hardly incentivized on publishers’ usual chan-
nels on WhatsApp. Not a single WhatsApp group opened space for interac-
tion from end-users: only company admins were allowed to send messages, 
showing that, from the media point of view, these channels worked mostly 
for simple news distribution. A quick content analysis of the profile pages of 
these distribution channels showed that only four (O Município, O Município 
Joinville, GZH and Correio Sabiá) stated whether that phone number or even 
another one was available to receive communication from the audience on 
WhatsApp. Most of the channels omitted any information, while Jornal do 
Comércio and O Mirante Joinville stated that those channels served only for 
the news outlet to send messages: responses or calls from readers were not 
welcome (Figure 6). 

Figure 6. Profile pages of news channels that provided a phone number to receive contact 
from users, or stated that the channel was for news distribution only and contact was not 
allowed

Source: Screenshots of the channels’ profile pages on WhatsApp on May 20th, 2022.

Taking this into consideration, the result of our search in the human-cod-
ed data for phrases that could indicate any interest among journalists in inter-
acting with readers was not surprising. Similarly to Boczek and Koppers 
(2020), only 121 out of 965 messages (12.6%) made any form of request for 
engagement (Figure 7). Just 14 (1.5% of the total) were solely focused on 
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stimulating engagement with the audience. Seven of the 18 channels ana-
lyzed (38.8%), though, sent a call for engagement in at least 70% of their 
messages. GZH, The Intercept Brasil, Aos Fatos and UOL Economia+ had 
those kinds of requests in all of their messages sent to users. However, they 
did not seem to have many variations: usually, it was the same sentence 
accompanied by a link in every single message, which potentially had a limit-
ed effect.

We can see that the cases analyzed mostly stimulated basic forms of recep-
tion-oriented engagement, such as promotion (present in 53.7% of messages 
that contained a call to engagement) and share (52.9%). Production-oriented 
categories of audience engagement such as crowdsourcing and questions 
appeared in 17.4% and 8.3% of the messages containing calls to engagement, 
respectively – figures largely influenced by very specific cases such as Aos 
Fatos, which encouraged crowdsourcing in all its 21 news distribution mes-
sages selected for human codification, as it largely relied on the support of 
readers to collect rumors that were circulating on messaging apps; and UOL 
Economia+, which asked users several questions in eight of their 22 messages.

Figure 7. Stacked bar chart showing the percentages of messages sent with the purpose of 
distribution, distribution and engagement and only engagement

Source: Authors’ own based on the analysis of dataset HUM.

3.3.  Reasons for and constraints on the use of WhatsApp for news distribution 
and engagement with audiences 

The main reason for publishers to use WhatsApp, according to our inter-
views, was improving news distribution and reaching audiences – especially 
after Facebook’s algorithmic changes in 2018. However, since December 
2019, when WhatsApp started limiting the use of any bulk messaging or 
automation tool,1 it became virtually impossible for medium and large pub-
lishers to build a significant audience on the platform: whether on groups or 
broadcast lists, each message could be sent to a maximum of 256 users each 

1. HAZARD OWEN, L. (2019, June 21). “As of December, publishers will be no longer 
allowed to send out newsletters on WhatsApp”. Nieman Lab. Retrieved from <https://
www.niemanlab.org/2019/06/as-of-december-publishers-will-no-longer-be-allowed-to-
send-out-newsletters-on-whatsapp/>. March 23, 2022.

https://www.niemanlab.org/2019/06/as-of-december-publishers-will-no-longer-be-allowed-to-send-out-newsletters-on-whatsapp/
https://www.niemanlab.org/2019/06/as-of-december-publishers-will-no-longer-be-allowed-to-send-out-newsletters-on-whatsapp/
https://www.niemanlab.org/2019/06/as-of-december-publishers-will-no-longer-be-allowed-to-send-out-newsletters-on-whatsapp/
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time. In the case of broadcast lists, reaching tens of thousands of readers 
would require a copy-pasting process that would have to be repeated hun-
dreds of times, using user phone numbers that had already been registered on 
a single mobile device (groups do not have this requirement, but phone num-
bers remain public for each group member).

According to The Intercept Brasil’s former director of social media, Juliana 
Gonçalves, the physical process of sending messages via the organization’s 
more than 150 distribution lists, which had around 40,000 registered users 
on the platform, took half the working hours of a communication intern 
every day. The example is particularly significant because the online publish-
er, with over 600,000 followers on Facebook, 950,000 on Twitter and 1.2 
million on Instagram, was the one that sent the least number of messages in 
our sample, with an average of only 0.3 texts per day (dataset COMP). The 
more messages, the greater the workload. 

Because of its private nature, WhatsApp did not offer statistics about 
these messages, which is commonplace on open social media. Without ana-
lytics, uncertainties increased: respondents reported not being sure if all users 
subscribing to broadcast lists actually received the messages sent to them (the 
condition for users to receive them was to store the news organization’s con-
tact details on their devices). According to the interviews, bugs were also fre-
quent, especially if publishers tried to use special text parameters such as bold 
and italics, or if they sent photos or videos. 

WhatsApp’s policies always seemed subject to change without prior 
notice or sufficient information, experts reported. This was more or less what 
happened with the December 2019 change: publishers read an official state-
ment from WhatsApp in July, but it was ambiguous, and most editors and 
executives were unable to contact the platform through the usual official 
channels of communication they had with Facebook. No service was directly 
affected, since they were not using third-party tools. Anyway, a common feel-
ing among respondents was that “WhatsApp was not meant for journalism”. 

Therefore, only emerging online and local publishers could actually use 
WhatsApp to reach larger audiences, i.e. in the tens of thousands, which for a 
news outlet like O Município, with just over 100,000 followers on its main 
Facebook page and not even 50,000 on the Joinville page, is already a signifi-
cant number. Journalists from more established news players talked about 
“being where the people were” and providing their readers with a different 
product or service than usual to justify their presence on the platform. News 
organizations seemed, however, to be in a frequent wait for a measure from 
the platform that could facilitate their work or, eventually, could even com-
pletely prevent them from having a presence on the tool, as their distribution 
channels on WhatsApp were rarely promoted on their websites and official 
social media profiles.
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4. Discussion and conclusion

4.1. Adaptation mostly at a technological level, and blame on the platform
Literature showed a relatively homogeneous trend among several studies on 
the adoption of new technologies by newsrooms: adaptation occurred mostly 
at a technological level (i.e. through the utilization of different social media 
platforms for similar distribution purposes) but it generally was not followed 
by profound transformations in journalists’ relationships with their audiences 
(Hermida, 2010; Lasorsa, Lewis and Holton, 2012; Ekdale et al., 2015; 
Boczek and Koppers, 2020). To a certain extent, the adaptation of Brazilian 
newsrooms to WhatsApp followed a similar path.

The adaptation to WhatsApp seemed already limited in terms of news 
distribution (RQ1): none of the channels analyzed completely took into 
account the news consumption habit of news snacking by users of mobile 
devices. News outlets showed a tweaked understanding of ubiquity on the 
platform, sending messages mostly when they assumed readers were awake 
and not at an inconvenient frequency. The length of the messages varied 
significantly, and formats were notoriously inspired by models already wide-
ly explored in the dissemination of content via email or social media. 
WhatsApp did not create, and news organizations did not adapt to, a new 
format such as the short videos/reels that have now become endemic on plat-
forms like TikTok and Instagram. In terms of topics, Boczkowski and 
Mitchelstein (2013) suggested that journalists should relax the coverage of 
public affairs during periods of stability and reinforce it during times of cri-
sis, when denser information is considered to play a key societal role. The 
editors of the channels analyzed seemed to have made an adequate reading of 
the moment they were in, during a peak phase of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
which therefore justifies a wider distribution of subjects such as health, poli-
tics and economics.

Using the attributes proposed by Rogers (2003) to explain why some 
innovations spread more quickly than others, it seems obvious that 
WhatsApp only provides a relative advantage for the distribution of news for 
a very small portion of publishers – usually local and/or emergent digital 
news natives – which were not able to take advantage of the incredible audi-
ences that Facebook was able to deliver to the media until the algorithmic 
changes of 2018. News organizations noticed that the tool has a high level of 
complexity that makes it very difficult for newsrooms to fully adopt it. When 
some of the experts interviewed vented their frustrations with the platform 
by saying that “WhatsApp was not made for journalism”, they meant that 
the tool was incompatible with the practices and values of the profession, 
even though, initially, they had identified a great potential for it to perhaps 
replace Facebook in their distribution strategies. In summary, when we ana-
lyze the adoption of WhatsApp by newsrooms, it has rarely passed the two 
phases of innovation diffusion proposed by Rogers (2003), namely initiation 
and implementation. 
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Regarding (mostly production-oriented) audience engagement (RQ2), 
there seems to be a lack of consistency in the practices of news organizations 
using WhatsApp. Tribuna do Paraná, for example, did not encourage engage-
ment even though it was the only news outlet that had a dedicated profes-
sional for interpersonal communication with users. Organizations that 
informed users about the possibility of contact on their profile pages failed to 
stimulate participation in the messages they sent; and the few who did 
encourage engagement, missed the point, as discussed above. 

It seemed clear that WhatsApp was still not a tool that solved the biggest 
issue relating to audience participation in newsrooms: how to operate it 
cheaply or effortlessly with the limited journalistic workforce available. Once 
again, in Rogers’ (2003) terms, if WhatsApp did provide a relative advantage 
over other tools because communication with readers on the messaging app 
did not face the hurdles of algorithm selection, it did not seem to have a suf-
ficient level of compatibility with the needs of adopters in the newsrooms. In 
terms of audience engagement, the adoption of WhatsApp by newsrooms has 
not yet passed the initial phase despite widespread testing: while the issue 
that demands innovation was identified, the media could hardly consider that 
WhatsApp matched their needs for direct communication with users.
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