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Abstract
In the framework of Spain’s Transparency Act of 2013, an analysis is conducted of the information on research projects 
headed or participated in by Spanish public university teaching staff and funded by public institutions and bodies. The aims 
are to ascertain whether this information is associated with and published on transparency portals and to determine its 
typology and characteristics. The analysis covers portals and websites, access points and the type of information furnished. 
Although universities comply with the transparency obligations laid down in the act, the information on research projects 
freely available is not individualised and only rarely matched to results (such as articles, patents or conference communi-
cations), particulars that would not only encourage knowledge sharing, but enhance the credibility of and trust in research 
funding.

Keywords
Transparency; Accountability; Research projects; Spanish public universities.

Resumen
En el marco de la aplicación de la Ley de transparencia española del 2013, se analiza la información relacionada con los 
proyectos de investigación de las universidades públicas españolas que lidera y en los que participa su profesorado, finan-
ciados por instituciones y organismos públicos. Se pretende conocer si esta información se asocia y ubica en los portales 
de transparencia, así como su tipología y características. Para ello se analizan los portales, los puntos de acceso y el tipo de 
información que proporcionan. Aunque las universidades se muestran transparentes respondiendo a las obligaciones que 
establece la Ley, la información que tienen en libre acceso sobre los proyectos de investigación no está individualizada y 
raramente se vincula con los resultados obtenidos (artículos, patentes, ponencias, etc.) lo que permitiría compartir conoci-
miento, además de sumar credibilidad y confianza en la financiación de las investigaciones. 

Palabras clave
Transparencia; Rendición de cuentas; Proyectos de investigación; Universidades públicas españolas.

Pacios, Ana-Reyes; Vianello-Osti, Marina; Rodríguez-Bravo, Blanca (2016). “Transparency and access to information on 
research projects in Spanish public universities”. El profesional de la información, v. 25, n. 5, pp. 721-729.

https://doi.org/10.3145/epi.2016.sep.02

1. Introduction

Society is witnessing a persistent and reiterative use of 
the words ‘transparency’ and ‘accountability’. This may be 
closely associated with the heightening of moral, economic, 
and social concerns brought on by the financial crisis that 
has affected much of the world since 2008. As a result, in 
Spain legislation has been enacted on information transpar-
ency and accessibility, despite previously existing specific 
sectoral rules, in an attempt to enhance and reinforce both. 
Questioned, criticized, and intensely debated (Menéndez-
Menéndez, 2012), Act 19/2013 on Transparency, access 
to public information and good governance (hereafter the 
Transparency act) (España, 2013) went into effect in 2014. 
According to the text, it is ‘an optimal tool for controlling the 
management and use of public resources’.

Transparency and accountability go hand-in-hand with the 
former, which is a pre-requisite to the latter (Heeks, 2008). 
Nonetheless, as Fox (2007) notes, transparency does not 
necessarily lead to accountability; it also depends on institu-
tions ensuring the presence of both. In an analysis of these 
notions and their application over time, Neyland (2007) 
concluded that when transparency requirements are estab-
lished, organizations tend to generate new or reformatted 
information specifically designed to comply with the trans-
parency and accountability criteria in place. The contention, 
apparently, is that instituting requirements does not always 
lead to the aim pursued. 

Transparency and accountability are associated with the ob-
ligation incumbent upon policy makers to inform their con-
stituents on how power is wielded (Mathisson; Ross, 2002, 
p. 97). That translates into disclosing how public resources 
are used by allowing access to information on decision-
making and fostering open dialogue and debate to explain 
and justify such decisions (Mulgan, 2000). Merely making 
information available does not, therefore, suffice to en-
sure transparency. The information furnished must be sig-
nificant and accessible, presented in suitable language and 
format, and understandable to all stakeholders. It must also 
be timely, accurate, and publicly available long enough for 
its analysis and assessment by the parties concerned, who 
must commit to its reusability and unaltered use.

One common initiative stemming from the application of 
Spain’s Transparency Act is the creation of ‘transparency 
portals’ by a wide range of institutions. These meet the ‘ac-
tive public disclosure’ provision laid down in Chapter II, Title 
I (Arts. 5-11) of the act, requiring awarders and awardees 
to publish information on assistance and subsidies. Gover-
nment bodies make public information accessible on these 
platforms. The aim is to provide citizens with clear informa-
tion on how funds are used, the subsidies granted, and their 
beneficiaries.

The scope of the act is wide-ranging, covering all public 
bodies, including public universities. In Chapter II on acti-
ve public disclosure it lays down a series of obligations, one 
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of which is the dissemination of certain types of economic, 
budgetary, and statistical information. Spanish universities’ 
transparency portals consequently aim to furnish informa-
tion on their management and results, affording access to 
public data.

Under the act, given their particular significance and as 
funding recipients, public universities are bound to comply 
with specific active disclosure requirements. They receive 
subsidies from international, European, national, regional 
and local bodies, in addition to university programs. The 
drastic reduction in the resources provided by Spain’s na-
tional government for R&D+I (research, development, and 
innovation) has led to a critical situation. Significantly, after 
having risen from €31,950 in 2002 to €41,070 in 2009, the 
budget per full-time researcher equivalent was cut back to 
€22,560 in 2013. Some ministerial programs have disappea-
red, while the funds for regional governments and the Na-
tional Research Council (Spanish initials, CSIC) have plunged 
(Molero; De-Nó, 2013). Such a decline in funds has intensi-
fied competition and the need to ensure that they are effec-
tively applied and the results published, all of which calls for 
greater transparency.

Certain institutions, such as the Carlos III Institute of Health, 
which unveiled its Health Research Found (Fondo de Inves-
tigación en Salud, FIS) website in September 2015 (Mineco, 
2015), are making meaningful strides in this respect. 
https://portalfis.isciii.es

This online tool groups 1,300 publicly funded research pro-
jects on health conducted over the last three years, making 
the research accessible to citizens as well as other resear-
chers. The site specifies project objectives, the institution 
where it was conducted, the funding received, and the 
name of the head researcher.

Spanish universities’ research support units and services, 
departments, and institutes publish the funding awarded 
to their teaching staff under competitive procedures. The 
manner in which they do so varies (research memoranda, 
‘transparency’ portals, the Universitas XXI academic mana-
gement system, project catalogs, scientific dissemination 
units).
http://www.ocu.es/productos/universitas-xxi-academico

When available, that information tends to be scattered, at 
times duplicated and not easily found, raising the questions 
that are addressed in the present study.

- Do universities associate information on research projects 
with transparency requirements?

- What type of information on research projects is provided 
by Spanish public universities? 

- Can the information be regarded as ‘transparent’ when 
applying the specific requirements laid down in the Trans-
parency Act? 

This study aims to determine whether public universities 
provide transparent access to information on publicly fun-
ded research projects headed or participated in by their 
academics. Based on the findings of the analysis conducted, 
a proposal is put forward about the information that should 
be disclosed in order to be ‘transparent’. 

2. Review of the literature
Spain’s R&D investment has been regarded as scant. Whi-
le R&D spending was clearly insufficient in 2007, and much 
lower than in neighboring countries (Hernández-Rubio, 
2007), the downward trend recorded from 2008 onward 
made matters worse. According to an EAE Business School 
(2015) report, €13 bn were invested in R&D+I in Spain in 
2013, down by 3% from the preceding year and a cumulati-
ve 11% from 2008. 

Private enterprise accounts for 53% of Spanish investment 
in R&D+I, followed by higher education institutions with 
28%, and public bodies with 19%. Nonetheless, total re-
search and development (R&D) spending per capita in 
Spain in 2013 amounted to €279.30, 2.34% less than in 
the year before, a moderate decline compared to previous 
years. Such figures reveal the critical situation in recent 
years and the need for efficient management of the wa-
ning resources earmarked for research projects. That in 
turn calls for transparency and accountability of the award 
and use of funds.

Although many studies have been conducted on transpa-
rency and its effects, its application to research projects has 
been analyzed much less thoroughly. Searches for papers in 
the literature focusing on transparency in connection with 
research projects yields few results. However, studies on 
transparency in universities have been conducted. Some 
focus on ‘accountability’, viewed as a management respon-
sibility to the governments on which they depend (Nelson; 
Banks; Fisher, 2003). Others relate transparency to the 
measurement of intellectual capital (Fazlagic, 2005). In that 
vein, a few papers have highlighted the utility of measuring 
intellectual capital to improve research management and 
contribute to a comparative analysis of universities (Sán-
chez; Elena, 2006).

From the standpoint of knowledge management, some 
reports contain information intended to enhance science 
and technology system transparency. The aim is to afford a 
more accurate and detailed understanding of some of the 
basic aspects of the generation, dissemination, and use of 

Merely making information available 
does not, therefore, suffice to ensure 
transparency. The information furnished 
must be significant and accessible, pre-
sented in suitable language and format, 
and understandable to all stakeholders

The accessibility of information on its re-
search projects is a way of disseminating 
knowledge on the areas under study, the 
staff involved, the time invested, and the 
results
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knowledge in certain autonomous regions (Comunidad de 
Madrid, 2002). That notwithstanding, the present authors 
deem that the universities themselves, which have such 
information, are better positioned than any other entity to 
share the knowledge and intellectual capital generated by 
the research to which they devote much of their endeavors. 
In addition to contributing to an institution’s transparency, 
the accessibility of information on its research projects is a 
way of disseminating knowledge on the areas under study, 
the staff involved, the time invested, and the results. It also 
furnishes replies to questions concerning project manage-
ment posed by those beginning to undertake such tasks. 
Making this information available indisputably forms part of 
knowledge management, favors new researchers’ learning 
process and constitutes a ready method for associating a 
project with its results.

Open science furthers a globalized knowledge society. The 
epicenter of the paradigms emerging in science 2.0 lies in 
collaboration, web-based communication platforms, and 
more open and democratic academic communication prac-
tices (Shneiderman, 2008). This new approach requires 
greater transparency, knowledge dissemination, and trans-
fer to society in general and academia and enterprise in 
particular. With it, science will serve as a point of departure 
for progress and innovation genuinely benefitting citizens, 
who must necessarily back academic activity (Veletsianos; 
Kimmons, 2012).
Other authors have defined criteria on which to determine 
the degree of university transparency (Maldonado-Radillo, 
2013). Three successive studies on transparency in Spanish 
universities (Barrio; Martín-Cavanna, 2012; 2013; Martín-

Cavanna; Barrio, 2015) fall under 
this category. As the authors note, 
their reports have served to increa-
se web-based transparency and ac-
countability, raising society’s trust 
in and support for academic insti-
tutions. The areas for determining 
transparency found to be most 
wanting were results and econo-
mic information. The latter was 
judged to be clearly insufficient in 
the first report (Barrio; Martín-Ca-
vanna, 2012). Despite the substan-
tial improvement detected in the 
second (Barrio; Martín-Cavanna, 
2013), continual improvements 
were called for in accountability, a 
factor regarded as particularly sig-
nificant, given that the institutions 
involved are funded primarily with 
public money. In their last paper, 
the authors reported that transpa-
rency had improved. The number 
of universities regarded as ‘trans-
parent’, based on 26 indicators 
and the criteria defined (visibility, 
accessibility, recentness, and com-
prehensiveness) rose from none 
(Barrio; Martín-Cavanna, 2012) to 

16 (Martín-Cavanna; Barrio, 2015), with 80% of the public 
universities and 31% of the private institutions attaining op-
timal transparency. More specifically, the authors establis-
hed the following item under the indicator ‘Results’: 

“The university publishes the key results of its profes-
sors’ research endeavour: theses and papers published, 
patents and so on” (Martín-Cavanna; Barrio, 2015). 

No mention is made of research projects.

Two studies relevant to the present subject, focusing speci-
fically on the funds earmarked for research projects, were 
authored by Mangas-Martín (2010; 2011). In both studies 
the author criticizes the questionable practices deployed 
in research project selection, claiming that the respective 
funding was wasted. Referring to research projects on legal 
affairs, she contends that 

‘the vast majority... are no more than show, dealing with 
irrelevant and overworked subjects... most projects 
neither produce results nor inspire further research’ 
(Mangas-Martín, 2011).

Such assertions justify the need for transparency in research 
projects, primarily with regards to results.

Although many studies have been con-
ducted on transparency and its effects, 
its application to research projects has 
been analyzed much less thoroughly

Research projects. Universitat de Barcelona
http://www.ub.edu/dyn/cms/continguts_es/recerca_innovacio/recerca_a_la_UB/projectes/index.html

http://www.ub.edu/dyn/cms/continguts_es/recerca_innovacio/recerca_a_la_UB/projectes/index.html
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Spain’s Act on Science, Technology, and Innovation (2011) 
alludes on eight occasions to the principle of transparen-
cy that should govern the implementation of the country’s 
science, technology, and innovation system. On four of 
those occasions the word transparency is found in con-
junction with ‘accountability’. Funding agents are explicitly 
required to 

“conduct their activity in accordance with the principles 
of independence, transparency, accountability, effecti-
veness and management efficiency” (Mineco, 2011, p. 
25). 

One standard practice of financial agents is to require head 
researchers to draw up a final memorandum or report 
specifying the results. However, such memoranda are not 
normally available to the public. One exception is the Cor-
dis database, the European Commission’s primary public 
repository and portal for disseminating information on all 
EU-funded research projects funded and their results, in the 
broadest sense (European Commission, 2016).

3. Method
The methods used to attain the objective pursued in this 
study were divided into the following phases and entailed 
the application of the criteria set out below. 

1) The 49 universities included in the sample were drawn 
from the 50 public institutions listed on the CRUE (Spa-
nish initials for Conference of Spanish university rectors) 
website, all of which are dependent upon their respective 
regional governments for funding. Menéndez Pelayo Inter-
national University was excluded because it 
has no academic staff of its own, inasmuch 
as research projects are applied for by each 
university’s professors.
http://www.crue.org/universidades/Pagi-
nas/default.aspx?Mobile=0

2) The possible points on university websi-
tes for accessing information on research 
projects were chosen, with the ideal being 
the existence of a single access point for the 
transparency portal. Where a university had 
no transparency portal or where it contained 
no information on projects, other possible 
links listed on its main website were analy-
zed. In particular, focus was placed on links 
to ‘Research’ found on many Spanish univer-
sities’ websites.

3) The access points and content on the uni-
versities’ websites and portals were sear-
ched and analyzed in November 2015 using 
the criteria adopted by Barrio y Martín-Ca-
vanna (2015). Such criteria were based on 
the manner in which information is be pu-
blished, according to Art. 5 of the Transpa-
rency Act.

- Visibility was regarded to be good when 
the content was prominently exhibited on 
the website and readily identifiable. On 

occasion, the content was present in the portal but not 
readily visible because the path to reach it was particu-
larly complex. 

- A second major element considered was accessibility: 
queries were not to be subject to permission or regis-
tration, and identification and searches were to be user-
friendly. 

- Information had to be up-to-date. The information re-
quested was to refer to the last fiscal period officially en-
ded, in this case 2014. 

- The fourth and last element was comprehensiveness, 
defined to mean that the information was complete and 
exhaustive. These criteria were not met when the infor-
mation on a given item was only partial. Information on 
some but not all departments’ research projects would 
not suffice, for instance. 

4) A spreadsheet was created on which all the data for each 
university were included as its website and portal were 
analyzed.

5) The findings were analyzed and the respective conclu-
sions drawn.

4. Results
Prior to embarking on any casuistic discussion of the data 
on research projects furnished by universities and where on 
their respective websites they are found, it should be said 
that 44 (89.8 %) of the 49 universities analyzed had a trans-
parency portal. In 41 (83.7 %) cases, the link to the portal 
was located on the university’s home page, although it did 

Community Research and Development Information Service (Cordis)
http://cordis.europa.eu/projects/home_es.html
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not always conform to the principles of visibility and acces-
sibility. Significant differences were observed among univer-
sities’ websites, from those that clearly identified the link on 
the right- or left-hand panels under the word ‘Transparency’ 
to those in which it was barely visible in small print at the 
bottom of the page. 

4.1. Transparency portal with information on re-
search projects

Some information on research projects could be found in 34 
of the 44 transparency portals (69.3% of the total sample). 
The name of the link varied, although many shared certain 
tags: research, results, and statistics were the three most 
often used. Ten (20.4% of the total sample) of the aforemen-
tioned 34 transparency portals had a single access point for 
all projects, eluding the need to jump from page to page and 
link to link to find the information.

Of the five (10.2% of the total sample) universities with no 
transparency portal, two furnished no information on pro-
jects, while three had a link on their home page entitled ‘Re-
search’ from which some information on projects could be 
accessed. One furnished global statistical information, while 
the other two had search engines with lookup field options 
to locate project details. The latter approach was observed 
at the Polytechnical University of Madrid and the University 
of Santiago de Compostela.

4.2. Type of information available on research pro-
jects

The type of data identified on the 34 transparency portals 
from which queries on information about research projects 
could be posed is discussed below.

- In 32 cases (65.3% of the total sample), the information 
was confined to global data, such as total funding raised 
in European or national competitions (in keeping with Art. 

N. of public universities 
analyzed

Transparency portal in 
place

Access to information on 
projects provided Type of information Database or catalog 

in place

49 

44
(41 with link on home page)

34
(10 with a centralized access 

point)

32 (global)

12 (individualized for each 
project) 7

No access to information on projects

10

No transparency portal

5
3 (with ‘Research’ link and some information)

2 (with no information)

Table 1. Access to and type of information on Spanish public universities’ research projects

83 of Constitutional act 6/2001 on Universities) and the 
total number of projects in each category. That informa-
tion was found on the pages on university statistics in 21 
cases (42.8% of the total sample), the university’s research 
memorandum in seven (14.2% of the total sample), and 
less commonly in other files such as specific departments’ 
research memoranda providing information on research 
teams.

- Only 12 of the 49 universities (24.4%) furnished individua-
lized information on each project, which was not always 
uniform or complete. Access vehicles varied, from yearly 
research memoranda for the university as a whole, with 
some details on each department’s projects, to pages lis-
ting statistics, research teams, and the like. Of these 12 
universities, ideal access, i.e., in the form of a catalog or 
database with a number of search options, was provided 
by seven (Polytechnical University of Catalonia and the 
universities of Lleida, Barcelona, Murcia, Extremadura, 
Baleares, and Alicante: 14.2% of the total sample) (table 
1). This approach was deemed to be the most transpa-
rent, for it delivered significant data on each project, such 
as head researcher, funding body, and researchers partici-
pating.

4.3. Exhaustive information on each project

The fullest information on projects was found not on the 
transparency portals but on certain research teams’ we-
bpages, in turn generally accessed from the respective 
university department’s website. This was not always the 
case even within a given university, however, for not all 
research teams had webpages with a standardized format. 
Moreover, not all the teams with pages maintained them 
in the same manner, with significant differences in the 
type of information that was routinely updated. In addi-
tion, visibility was low, with the exception of four univer-
sities, when the links to research teams’ information were 
not found on the transparency portals but at the end of a 
long path across the respective department’s website. The 
link entitled ‘Research’ on universities’ home pages provi-
ded another route to that information. The research teams 
with the best webpages, in terms of information accessi-
bility, listed the funded projects they were working on or 
had worked on in recent years. A few good examples were 
found at the Carlos III University, Pompeu Fabra University, 

Only 12 of the 49 universities (24.4%) 
furnished individualized information on 
each project, which was not always uni-
form or complete
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Polytechnical University of Catalonia, and the Universities 
of Barcelona and Vigo. More examples may exist, however, 
since the search aimed not to locate research teams but to 
access information on research projects from the transpa-
rency portal. 
http://atlanttic.uvigo.es/el-centro/atlanttic-de-un-vistazo

Despite these good practices, it proved difficult to find 
project-associated results, such as the type of publications. 
That information was located for only one university and 
for European projects only because it was linked to the 
Cordis database. Cordis is a good model for universities to 
follow when providing information on projects, for all the 
European Commission’s information on EU-funded projects 
throughout their life cycle can be searched and queried: 
- subsidy details; 
- funding; 
- participants;
- summary reports on the project itself;
- (multi-lingual) summaries of the latest findings; and 
- links to specific publications and other documents. 

The abridged results constitute a (multi-lingual) summary 
of project findings in accessible language designed to favor 
their use. This example for universities to follow is not new: 
data on Cordis projects date from 1990 and cover FP7, FP6, 
FP5 and even earlier EU framework programs. Inclusion of 
the Horizon 2020 projects is likewise envisaged. 

Universities’ failure to furnish information on results is diffi-
cult to justify in terms of the factors limiting the right to ac-
cess information laid down in the Transparency Act (Chapter 
III, Art. 14): professional secrecy, intellectual and industrial 
property, and protection of personal data. After projects 
are finalized and sufficient time lapses to elude intellec-
tual property-related risks, however, the associated results 
should be disclosed (patents, publications, and so on). No-
netheless, the source of funding can often only be identified 
by mining the databases to see whether it is cited by the 
author or authors in their papers. 

The items found on the websites containing information on 
research projects and the percentage of sites giving the res-
pective data are listed in table 2. Full information on all the 
items was not furnished for any of the projects. The lack of 
data on research-related results (such as publications, pa-
tents and, congress papers) was particularly striking, becau-
se they are used to determine actual performance.

5. Conclusions
The following conclusions can be drawn from the analysis of 
the information on research projects found on universities’ 
transparency portals. 

- The existence of portals stands as proof that most uni-
versities associate freedom of information with the right 
of access and their obligation to make data on university 
management and results available to anyone interested. 
They are working on improving these portals to furnish 
clearer information on their activity, sharing knowledge 
with citizens to further their participation in society, and 
afford them greater control over public affairs.

- In some cases transparency portals must improve their 
visibility and accessibility, for the respective link is often 
located on scantly visible areas of the home page or el-
sewhere, requiring users to jump from page to page. 

- That some manner of information on research projects 
can be accessed from the transparency portal is an indi-
cation that universities regard it as a transparency-related 
item and in that respect they are Transparency Act-com-
pliant. As beneficiaries of public subsidies and assistance, 
they furnish some information of this nature.

- The ideal (and recommended) vehicle for accessing infor-
mation on projects is a single centralized point with loo-
kup field options (such as project director, subject, or fun-
ding body) (table 2). That approach was identified for only 
a short number of universities that have opted to create 
a project database to simplify data search and retrieval. 
Nonetheless, the analysis of the cases identified revealed 
that not all fields are always covered, even though they 
constitute nearly all the formal features of a project. Even 
fields on results (such as articles and conference papers) 

The ideal (and recommended) vehicle 
for accessing information on projects is 
a single centralized point with lookup 
field options (such as project director, 
subject, or funding body)

Table 2. Information on Spanish public universities’ research projects: 
items and percentage of projects for which they are reported

Item %

Title 71.4

Start date 61.2

Head researcher 57.1

End date 57.1

Funding body 55.1

Project code or reference number 44.9

Total grant 26.5

Participants’ names 20.4

Institute implementing the project 16.3

Program 14.3

Plan 14.3

Scope 12.2

Name of research team 12.2

Year of competition 12.2

Abstract 8.2

Participating institutions 8.2

Number of researchers 6.1

Keywords 6.1

Purpose 4.1

Unesco code 4.1

Project URL 2

Competition 2

Results 2
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were found to be missing. All project 
directors should commit to furnis-
hing content under all fields to ensu-
re that the information listed is as full 
and uniform as possible. 

- Not all transparency portals carry 
exhaustive information on research 
projects. Some universities with no 
portal furnish more information than 
those that have one but fail to use it 
for this purpose. The fullest informa-
tion is contained on research teams’ 
own webpages.

- In most cases the information on re-
search projects accessible from trans-
parency portals is of no greater value 
than the same information included 
under headings (such as research, 
university facts and figures, or me-
moranda) in ‘traditional’ websites. 
Transparency portals often simply 
furnish a link to existing webpages or 
files. While that heightens visibility, 
it neither supplements information 
nor has any impact on its quality. In 
the present authors’ opinion, more 
than mere sites with links to access otherwise scattered 
information, transparency portals should constitute an 
opportunity to standardize data presentation, make infor-
mation readily accessible (through databases) and ensu-
re its reusability. Moreover, project results (publications 
generated), which are not generally furnished, should be 
included. 

- Although universities can be said to be transparent inso-
far as they provide free access to information on research 
projects in keeping with Transparency Act requirements 
(as a rule, global data on funding), they rarely match such 
information to results. Establishing relationships of this 
kind would indisputably encourage knowledge sharing 
while enhancing the credibility of and trust in research 
funding. While data on scientific output is usually proces-
sed with particular care by universities, this type of infor-
mation is not furnished in their portals and websites on a 
project-by-project basis.

- Relating projects to their results is yet another step toward 
accountability to encourage responsibility in the use of 
public funds. The excellence of a result is best achieved 
when it is explained outside the realm in which it was ge-
nerated. 
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