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Abstract

Think tanks have become increasingly important as political players in Spain having grown in both quantity and quality, and
with greater social, political and communicative presence. This research analyses the presence of think tanks in Spanish
main newspapers. Six principal general information newspapers and two economic information newspapers from 2012 to
2016 were analysed, using the content analysis method. Variables analysed include name and type of think tank, type of
content (information or opinion) and communication technique used to give them journalistic presence. The results show
that E/ pais is the newspaper that provides more information about think tanks, and FAES is the think tank with the greatest
presence in newspapers.
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Resumen

Los think tanks han adquirido una creciente importancia como actores politicos en Espafia con un aumento en nimero y en
calidad, y con una mayor presencia social, politica y comunicativa. Esta investigacion analiza la presencia de los think tanks
en los diarios de referencia de Espafia. Para ello, se estudian los seis principales diarios de informacién general y los dos
principales diarios de informacién econdmica en los afios 2012 a 2106. Se ha utilizado la técnica del analisis de contenido,
revisando todo el contenido redaccional estructurado en variables como el nombre y tipo de think tank, el tipo de conte-
nido (informacién u opinidn) y la técnica de comunicacién que le ha permitido tener presencia periodistica. Los resultados
muestran que el diario El pais es el que mds informaciones ofrece sobre los think tanks, y que el FAES es el que tiene mayor

presencia periodistica en los diarios.
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1. Introduction

Political communication plays an essential role in the flow of
communication between the various political actors. It has
traditionally focused on the role of institutions, political par-
ties and the media. However these political actors are being
joined by new ones that perform activities with high impact
on public policies. These arise from a double conjunction of
gradual state ownership of society, and the socialisation of
the State. This means that the decisions of institutions have
significant bearing on social processes through norms and
regulations, but at the same time, social organisations come
together and participate in the implementation processes
of public policies.

1.1. Think tank concept

“Think tank” is an English term that has been translated into
Spanish as:

- tanques de pensamiento (tanks of thought)
- centros de investigacion (research centres)
- laboratorios de ideas (laboratory of ideas)

The diversity of terms used to define think tanks allows the
grouping of social organisations that research various to-
pics, in order to present proposals that lead to political ac-
tion. Those think tanks created from ideas and not for profit,
in most cases, are defined by Castillo-Esparcia as:

“entities that, through research and analysis, put
forward proposals for political action and direct or in-
direct communication strategies to influence public opi-
nion” (Castillo-Esparcia, 2009).

For Rich (2004, p. 11), they are independent, non-political
and non-profit organisations that, based on experience and
ideas, try to influence, in particular, the process of policy
making.

Stone (1996) also thinks that think tanks exert their influen-
ce on policy formulation:

- in a concrete sense, he defines this influence as its direct
impact on legislation or the decisions of the government
in particular;

- in a broader sense, this influence would be the power to
change the consensus or to preserve the current climate
of opinion.

Montobbio points out that think tanks, as political actors,
share key characteristics that define them even more clearly
when it comes to participating in political processes:

“Think tanks are an instrument of soft power, to ar-
gue, convince, and influence public opinion - directly or
through the media - in other think tanks, government,
institutions and actors of the political system involved in
policy-making, as well as in other relevant national and
international actors” (Montobbio, 2013, p. 22).

Stone (2007, pp. 4-14) has identified three roles of think
tanks:

- totransmit knowledge and information among diverse ac-
tors in the political and social arena;

- to serve the public interest;

- to think (‘think tanks think’).

In think tank studies, almost all researchers agree that the
concept is ambiguous, complex, and determined by several
political factors in the system in which they are created. The
researchers conclude that their definition always implies
multiple and sometimes adverse consequences for empi-
rical studies (Abelson 2001; 2006; Stone, 1996; McGann,
2014; Xifra, 2008; Medvetz, 2008). As Medvetz puts it:

“(...) the fundamental problem is that the central con-
cept is fuzzy, mutable, and contentious. As Simon James
aptly noted in 1998, ‘Discussion of think tanks... has a
tendency to get bogged down in the vexed question
of defining what we mean by ‘think tank’ —an exercise
which often degenerates into futile semantics’” (Med-
vetz, 2008, p. 1).

Recent definitions of think tanks are determined by the con-
textual aspects of social, political and cultural nature. These
are so important in the present, and are the result of the
political systems and institutional characteristics of these
organisations. This contextual aspect shows that the most
recent definitions have evolved alongside the systems in
which they were established. According to Stone:
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“Think tanks are independent or private policy research
organisations present in increasing numbers around the
world. More often than not, think tanks are established
as non-profit organisations. When they operate interna-
tionally, they are usually categorised as non-state actors
in global and regional politics. Within the nation-state,
they are more often described as third sector organisa-
tions emerging from civil society” (Stone, 2005, p. 2).

From the studies of Abelson (2001), Haass (2002) and Wea-
ver (1989), three main periods can be identified, marking
their progression from university, through advisory func-
tions to government, to activism in the international arena:

a) Until the beginning of the XX century and within the fra-
mework of university research with a strictly investigative
function in the pursuit of basic knowledge.

b) Since the Second World War, with focus on technical
issues in warlike conflicts, and continuing within the fra-
mework of US hegemony in the international sphere.

c) The 1970s is the backdrop for the third evolutionary pha-
se of these organisations, which result from the multiplica-
tion of national and international social organisations.

In the late 1960s, McGann, Viden, and Rafferty (2014, p. 21)
found an expansion in both the number of think tanks and
their ideological drive, specialisation, and level of politicisa-
tion. The ideas and the participants in this era are changing
and debates start -on one hand about the integrity of public
processes and debates, and on the other hand, about think
tanks themselves, in reference to their independence, ope-
rational autonomy and academic freedom (McGann; Saba-
tini, 2011; McGann; Johnson, 2006; Stone; Denham, 2004;
Stone; Denham; Garnett, 1998).

McGann and Weaver (2009) focus on the existence of four
basic types of think tanks:

Academic: university without students;

Specialised research centres with contract researchers;
- Advocacy think tanks;

- Party think tanks.

To this classification Abelson (2006, pp. 47-48) adds two
types:

- Policy clubs;
- Vanity or Legacy based think tanks.

1.2. The role of communication in think tanks

Taking these definitions of think tanks as a starting point,
their power as an actor lies in “the formulation and promo-
tion of ideas as a dominant paradigm” (Montobbio, 2013,
pp. 14-15, p.18). The role of creation and participation in
public debate does not only refer to the capacities of think
tanks to configure or remodel it, but also in their role as in-
terlocutor or idea broker (Smith, 1991; McGann; Viden; Ra-
fferty, 2014), or as Urrutia points out:

“Creating a space for dialogue between governments
and civil society and playing a mediating role. Equally,
think tanks are conceived as strategic platforms for poli-
tical parties “(Urrutia, 2013, p.1).

Wiarda (2008, p. 100) recognizes that this role of connec-

ting research with politics is especially important, in what
he calls knowledge broker. He considers the ability of think
tanks to produce knowledge to be their source of public
power:

“The think tanks thus perform liaison functions. They
sift and filter the academic research for ideas that are
useful and will “fly” in a policy sense. (...) Then it is the
job of the think tank scholars to translate the genera-
lly abstract prose in which academics write into terms
that a policymaker can deal with. They must cut out the
theory, the ‘conceptual framework, and the models and
put the knowledge and information contained in the
scholarly papers into concrete, practical language and
recommendations” (Wiarda, 2008, p. 100).

Think tanks perform communication functions within their
political roles (centred above all on influence) and social ro-
les (education and information):

1. To be organisations that prepare and serve as recruitment
centres for administration and government personnel, since
they are accustomed to researching and working on issues
that affect organisations.

2. To be centres of convergence on certain topics and objec-
tives that specialists investigate in depth. This gives them a
growing specialisation in the fields in which they operate.

3. To generate research places by adding their own resear-
chers and guests.

4. To evaluate the actions, programs and policies of govern-
ment agencies.

5. To raise public awareness of certain issues upon publica-
tion of their investigations.

6. To train researchers and intellectuals through courses.
Some think tanks organise graduate programs aimed at in-
tellectuals and future politicians.

7. To propose and advise on the formation and formulation
of immediate public policies of governmental action.

8. To serve as centres of ideas and proposals for action in
the medium and long term.

9. To defend the ideological hypotheses of the entity throu-
gh reports and studies.

The think tanks also carry out communications and public
relations activities: dissemination of scientific outputs, orga-
nisation of events (conferences, workshops, seminars, and
briefings), media appearances, presentations, networking
and exchange, and support for the creation and expansion
of talented human resources (McGann; Johnson, 2006; Cas-
tillo-Esparcia; Almansa-Martinez; Smolak-Lozano, 2015).
Stone indicates that these also adopt a protective role of
the democratic system:

“It is not unusual to see some think tanks adopt the
mantle of protectors of the principles and philosophies
underlying democratic societies. Furthermore, it is of-
ten in their interests to do so, especially when seeking
grants or aid from foundations or foreign donor agen-
cies keen to promote civil society development” (Stone,
2007, p. 162).
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Parrilla, Almiron and Xifra warn that:

“The lack of transparency with regard to private dona-
tions, exhibited by the largest think tanks with the grea-
test capacity to exert influence cannot be ignored”.

Think tanks “are consistently linked with political (gover-
nment and party) actors, economics actors, academics
and, to a lesser extent, the media” (Parrilla; Almiron;
Xifra, 2016, p. 355).

In this sense, this research seeks to determine the presence
of Spanish think tanks in the media and the degree of media
exposure to their communicative strategies.

2. Methodology

We will analyse the presence of think tanks in the media
as one of their communication activities. Media presence
provides the possibility to stand as reference actors, and to
obtain a mark of specialisation in a specific subject. This in
essence allows them to be legitimate players in the formu-
lation and formation of public opinion in relevant issues,
which are the subject of public discussion.

In order to carry out the media analysis, the decision was
made to study the presence of think tanks in the main Spa-
nish newspapers since these are one of the sources of infor-
mation for social, political and economic elites. As such, six
general information (E/ pais, ABC, El mundo, La vanguardia,
El periddico de Catalunya and La razén) and two economic
information newspapers (Expansion and Cinco dias) have
been revised. A total of 33 think tanks were analysed that
cover all those that maintain media presence and have an
organised communication structure.

A period of five years was studied: from 2012 to 2016, ac-
counting for the presence of think tanks in any editorial area
and in any of the journalistic formats (information, opinion,
reports, chronicles, etc.). The result is 8,493 journalistic
spaces in the eight newspapers cited. The 4 objectives have
been:

0O1: To find out the newspaper that most echoes the ac-
tivities of think tanks.

02: To discover which think tanks have greater media
presence.

03: To study the journalistic genres with more insights
on the actions of think tanks, whether it be news, opi-
nion or interviews.

0O4: To analyse the type of activity of think tanks with
more newspaper presence, such as the presentation of
documents, organisation of events, holding of conferen-
ces, awarding of prizes...

These objectives allow the creation of an x-ray of the pre-
sence of think tanks in Spanish newspapers, the degree of
exposure of each medium and the type and modality of the
communicative activity of think tanks.

3. Results

Table 1 shows the number of occurrences of the 33 think
tanks taken into account in the newspapers analysed.

Faes (Foundation for Analysis and Social Studies) is the think
tank with the largest presence in the newspapers analysed
with 1,682 spaces, followed by Funcas with 1,666 and Cir-
culo de Economia (812). There is an overwhelming control
of those dedicated to the analysis of economy from an ex-
clusively business perspective, since 6 of the first 10 have
been created by entrepreneurs or financed by big com-
panies like Funcas (Foundation of the Savings Banks), Cir-
culo de Economia, Instituto de Estudios Econémicos, Fedea
(Foundation for the Study of Applied Economics), Circulo de
Empresarios and Cotec. Likewise, in the top ten we find two
think tanks analysing the social perspective from a conser-
vative point of view (Faes) and progressive dimension (Fun-
dacion Alternativas). Finally, the Real Instituto Elcano is also
present, specialising in the analysis of the international situ-
ation.

Of the 33 think tanks, the majority (12) specialise in mul-
tiple topics, or are generalists. Eleven focus their activity on
the analysis of economic reality and make proposals in this
field, 7 analyse the international context and 3 are associ-
ated with political and social behaviours.

The newspaper providing most media coverage of the think
tanks analysed is E/ pais with 2,496 spaces (30% of all infor-
mation collected). The second is the ABC newspaper with
1,628 texts (19.16% of the total) and the third is the eco-
nomic newspaper Expansion with 994 articles (11.7%).

If we look at the three main think tanks that appear in the
newspapers we find the following data:

- El pais: Funcas, Faes and Real Instituto Elcano.

- ABC: Faes, Funcas and Instituto de Estudios Economicos.

- El mundo: Faes, Funcas and Real Instituto Elcano.

- La vanguardia: Funcas, Cidob and Circulo de Economia.

- El periddico de Cataluiia: Funcas, Instituto de Estudios
Econdmicos, Cidob.

- La razon: Faes, Circulo de Economia and Real Instituto El-
cano.

- Expansion: Funcas, Circulo de Economia and Faes.

- Cinco dias: Funcas, Faes and Instituto de Estudios Econo-
micos.

Economic think tanks have a permanent and constant news-
paper presence. So we find Funcas, Circulo de Economia and
Instituto de Estudios Econdmicos, shaping a communicative
ecosystem with a constant societal presence through their
newspaper appearances.

One of the inherent elements of think tanks is the degree
of specialisation of their research, so their presence in the
newspapers is to provide opinions as experts on the perti-
nent topics. In consequence, those who have the highest
percentage of participation with opinion or analysis articles
are Fundacion Alternativas, Cidob and Fride with about 33%
of their appearances in the newspapers.

Exploiting the legitimacy of the newspaper to expose po-
sitions and analyses as experts gives these think tanks the
ability to be consulted on the topic they analyse and to be
representative of that field. In this sense, out of the three
think tanks that achieved greater presence as experts, two
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Table 1. Distribution of news from think tanks in each newspaper

Think tanks ABC Elmundo | Elpais vang’;lc::lr dia pericEildico Larazoén | Expansion C‘;?;:so Total
Centre d’Estudis Jordi Pujol 3 1 1 10 6 2 - - 23
Centro de Pstudios Polticos y 44 40 45 10 13 41 7 - 200
;::;r;; Ig;imacional de Toledo 7 6 1 4 4 10 3 ) 75
Cidob 1 4 64 78 36 5 198
Circulo de Economia 78 86 235 45 19 138 157 54 812
Circulo de Empresarios 72 17 70 9 5 10 37 37 257
Civismo 33 31 5 1 1 6 27 6 110
Cotec 47 23 37 6 2 25 23 45 208
Faes 435 202 444 29 30 322 133 87 1,682
Fedea 74 37 210 22 8 35 72 46 504
Fundacién Alternativas 39 16 171 10 4 7 5 3 255
Fundacién Ciudadania y Valores 20 7 3 3 - - - 1 34
Fundacién Cultura de Paz 6 2 19 5 3 13 - 48
Ecodes 15 3 24 17 2 5 4 4 74
Z’l;?gfdén de Estudios Finan- 4 7 9 9 7 8 45 6 95
Fundacién Euroamérica 4 2 13 3 3 2 9 2 38
Fundacién Innovacién Bankinter 2 3 14 1 6 2 15 12 55
Funcas 296 95 461 171 108 108 215 212 1,666
Fundacién Ortega-Maranon 5 - 36 1 12 4 1 1 60
Fride 13 17 40 1 5 19 1 - 96
Fundacién Sistema 6 7 13 6 1 4 6 - 43
lecah 2 6 60 6 - - - - 74
Instituto Estudios Democracia 12 - - - - 1 1 - 14
Instituto de Estudios Econémicos 191 54 79 39 48 79 102 67 659
Instituto Estudios Fiscales 18 13 67 9 24 10 26 26 193
Instituto de Estudios Riojanos 13 4 8 - - - - 25
Tes;ituto Europeo del Mediterrd- 14 6 1 10 5 5 ) ) 51
Institucion Futuro 3 2 3 - - - - 8
gcs;ituto Gobernanza Democrd- 4 13 23 3 ) ) ) ) 23
Instituto Juan de Mariana 25 15 7 10 - - 14 - 71
;\r}’zll‘ll'ggg Universitario Gutiérrez 1 5 12 7 ) ) ) _ 22
Opeatioacora, w0 w2 w | n |
Real Instituto Elcano 107 82 252 36 12 119 68 21 697
Total 1,628 809 2,496 582 365 977 994 642 8,493
Percentages 19.17 9.53 29.39 6.85 4.30 11.50 11.70 7.56 100
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Table 2. Actions generating the information

Think tanks Opinion | Events | Studies I;atiuognus- C::cfeesr- Am::it:t- Awards ::::‘e;; Meetings | Other | Total
Centre d’Estudis Jordi Pujol - 1 15 1 3 - 1 - 2 - 23
gf;’r',’;’t‘i’tszgzt;’;:i‘” Politicos y 26 9 76 9 16 16 25 12 9 2| 200
Conracorde | 9w om - n - - 2 -2
Cidob 62 1 98 12 18 - - 2 - 5 198
Circulo de Economia 42 1 569 - 112 - - 46 29 3 812
Circulo de Empresarios 21 49 59 - 75 3 30 18 - 2 257
Civismo 4 21 32 - 22 5 5 5 15 1 110
Cotec 39 93 1 22 - - 29 1 3 208
Faes 217 290 316 10 369 - - 32 409 39 1,682
Fedea 31 41 185 - 89 - - 16 36 106 504
Fundacién Alternativas 86 16 95 - 14 - - 21 14 9 255
%Ziz:ién Ciudadaniay ) 10 10 ) 10 ) ) 1 ) 1 34
Fundacién Cultura de Paz 1 10 10 - 13 - - 3 10 1 48
Ecodes 2 13 29 2 10 - - 1 10 7 74
Zﬁ)’; ‘i"cf; fgsde Estudios 9 12 45 3 10 - - 2 13 1 95
Fundacién Euroamérica 2 10 5 - 10 - 4 1 4 2 38
g“;’;z:;‘t’:r” Innovacicn 1 5 27 - 5 - - 1 10 6 55
Funcas 209 17 596 - 303 - - 17 266 258 1,666
Fundacién Ortega-Maranén 5 10 25 - 8 - - - 10 2 60
Fride 32 10 15 - 17 - - 2 20 - 96
Fundacién Sistema 12 10 1 - 10 - - - - - 43
lecah 15 13 20 - 13 - 2 1 9 1 74
I
f_c”csggg’;‘::;f“”di os 39 | 13 287 29 57 - 19 14 45 56 659
Instituto de Estudios Fiscales 30 20 109 - 4 - 8 17 4 1 193
Instituto de Estudios Riojanos 1 5 1 2 2 - - 1 2 1 25
o rpeo b I
Institucion Futuro 1 5 1 - - 1 - - 8
pats coseran o s m 0 - e
Instituto Juan de Mariana 1 3 46 1 5 - - 1 1 3 71
ettt i I e T
Quaselcod w6 s 77 - - 154w
Real Instituto Elcano 24 56 207 21 170 - - - 78 141 697
Total 965 788 3,171 112 1,414 24 94 250 1,015 660 | 8,493
Percentages 11.36 9.28 37.34 1.32 16.65 0.28 1.1 294 11.95 7.77 100
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are specialised (Cidob in international relations and Fride in
national and international defense) and one has more gen-
eral objectives (Fundacion Alternativas).

However, the most widely used genre is the generation of
news about their analysis and policy proposals, and the
conferences or events they organise. Such news are their
channels of information to communicate their proposals to
the elite, but also to society, through the power of media
irradiation.

The activities that can lead to the presence of think tanks
in the newspapers can be classified into three main groups:

- participation in articles of analysis as experts on the topic
of the think tank;

- organisation of events (conferences, prises, meetings);

- presentation of studies and analysis.

The latter is the most used and the one that allows them to
transmit their main contributions to society through com-
munications, conferences, and press conferences. In these
studies, they discuss public affairs based on their own polit-
ico-ideological origins, especially the more generalist ones
such as Faes, Fundacion Alternativas, Fundacion Sistema.
Economic think tanks also transmit their ideologies, such
as Circulo de Economia, Circulo de Empresarios, Fundacion
de Estudios Financieros, Instituto de Estudios Economicos,
among others.

4, Discussion

From the analysis of the Spanish think tanks that appear in
the reference newspapers, it appears that there is an elite
that monopolises much of this media presence. Thus, we
observe that Faes (with 1,682), Funcas (1,666), Circulo de
Economia (812), Instituto de Estudios Econdmicos (659)
and Real Instituto Elcano (697) assume 65% of all informa-
tion, opinions and reports on studies and activities of think
tanks. Of these five, three are dedicated exclusively to the
analysis of the economic reality, from the perspective of
large companies and the business sector. This means that
the economic reality in newspapers is described from very
specific hypotheses (companies and entrepreneurs) and vi-
sions of these organisations that have a marked conserva-
tive character. If we add that the main Spanish think tank
according to the number of appearances is Faes, which until
a few weeks ago was an integral part of the Partido Popular,
it results in very specific visions of the social and economic
situation.

During our period of analysis (2012-2016), the economic
crisis that began in 2008 was still in full force, and due to
the greater weight of economic think tanks, it is essential
to include a broader longitudinal study including crisis-free
years.

It is possible that some think tanks with little presence in
the media are used instead as a reference by the govern-
ment. The information from Spanish think tanks most of-
ten published by the media are those on economic issues.
Normally the researchers of these institutions are not only
limited to presenting their studies, but also, they become
expert voices on which the media rely to have an opinion on

certain subjects (dominant paradigm of Montobbio, 2013).

A few think tanks appear prominently in every newspaper.
Accordingly, Faes appears in the first three places of all the
national newspapers, with the exception of La vanguardia
and El periddico de Catalufia. Funcas appears in all but La
razon.

The presence of the Spanish think tanks in the media takes
place in the form of news about acts, conferences and organ-
ised events, unlike the Americans and British whose experts
and members generally have a very active participation in
the media. This indirect presence in Spain may be one of the
reasons why a large part of Spanish public opinion does not
know what a think tank is, or what their most outstanding
works are. However, the presence of experts in the Spanish
media, with opinion articles, is growing over the years.

The goal of think tanks is to configure and determine the
boundaries that surround solutions and social problems.
Hence their interest in having a presence in the media:

- proposing issues that should be the subject of public de-
bate;

- determining the conceptual limits of problems based on
their ideologies.
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