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Abstract

Think fanks, as social and political actors, have
achieved an undeniable global influence on
political decisions and the formation of public
opinion. This study allows us to understand the
digital communication, through official websites, of
European think tanks in their relations in the virtual
environment. The study sample consists of the 25
most influential Western European think tanks, based
on the 2020 Global Go To Think Tank Index Report
(McGann, 2021). Through a quantitative content
analysis, the communicative tools of the websites of
these organisations were examined, as well as the
level of interactivity they provide. The results show
that the unidirectional tools in most frequent use
include graphic displays (information brochures or
presentation spaces of the think tank and images
and photographs) and the use of fools that enable
a greater degree of interactivity. In terms of bi-
directional tools, asymmetric ones predominate,
such as subscription forms for content syndication,
a web search system, file downloads and tools or
buttons for sharing on social networks or sending
information to external sites. Across the board, the
research highlights the need for think tanks to move
towards two-way online models fo improve relations
with their audiences.
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Resumen

Los think tanks, como agentes sociales y politicos,
han alcanzado una influencia innegable a nivel
mundial en las decisiones politicas y en la formacion
de la opinién publica. Este estudio permite entender
la comunicacién digital, a través de los espacios web
oficiales, de los think tanks europeos en sus relaciones
en el entorno virtual. La muestra de estudio estd
formada por los 25 think tanks de Europa occidental
mds influyentes, considerando el 2020 Global Go To
Think tank Index Report (McGann, 2021). Mediante
un andilisis de contenido, de naturaleza cuantitativa,
se han examinado las herramientas comunicativas
de las pdginas web de dichos organismos, asi
como el nivel de interactividad que proporcionan.
Los resultados muestran que enfre las herramientas
unidireccionales mds utilizadas se encuentran
las expositivas grdficas (folletos informativos o
espacios de presentacion del think tank e imagenes
y fotografias) y el empleo de herramientas que
posibilitan un mayor grado de interactividad.
Teniendo en cuenta las bidireccionales, predominan
las asimétricas, como formularios de suscripcion para
sindicacion de contenido, sistema de busqueda en
la web, la descarga de archivos y herramientas o
botones para compartir en redes sociales o enviar
informacidn a sitios externos. De forma generalizada,
la investigacion resalta la necesidad de los think
tanks de avanzar hacia modelos bidireccionales en
linea para mejorar las relaciones con los publicos.
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1. Introduction

Think tanks are now presented as organisations that play a prominent role in global social and political
processes; even across political borders, they maintain theirinfluence through the media and reach out
to the general public (Almiron and Xifra, 2021; Landry, 2021).

Political parties and universities are not the only entities responsible for managing ideas, generating
knowledge and providing expert analysis. Think tanks are primarily dedicated to proposing possible
solutions to social problems or situations when making policy decisions. Like any other organisation, think
tanks develop strategic plans and communication actions to disseminate and promote their activities
and issues, in addition to managing their relationships with their relational universe (Castillo-Esparcia et
al., 2020). Since communication is an essential activity for these research institutes that supports and
benefits their other functions and political roles in relation to their environment, digital public relations
is a fundamental tool for their performance (Castillo and Smolak, 2017).The web is the most prominent
resource for 2.0 public relations in online communication (Aced, 2013; Holtz, 2002; Liberos, 2013). This
website contains both unidirectional and bidirectional tools that help to build relationships with different
audiences.

These organisations no longer intend to interact only with government agencies, so their communicative
actions should not only focus on the dissemination of information, but also benefit from the strengthening
of relationships with their different audiences. This will contribute to the expansion of the actions promoted
by these organisations and the widespread dissemination of their proposals as thought leaders (Castillo-
Esparcia et al., 2013; Coombs and Holladay, 2015; Gershon, 2016; Kent, 2013).

The communicative actions, both unidirectional and bidirectional, of think tanks do not differ from
the strategic communicative approaches of other organisations, so their behaviour in this respect has
shifted between the two models. From the monological perspective, approaches and activities have
been disseminated, while the dialogical approach has sought a process closer to raising awareness
and legitimising the proposals of these organisations.

Although the importance of interactivity in the virtual public relations of any organisation is well known,
thanks to numerous contributions from the research community in this field, it is expected that a high
percentage of the analysed organisations have not yet fully evolved to the Web 2.0 model, nor have
they fully exploited the potentialities it offers. This is a significant obstacle for these centres, which need
to achieve broad visibility and support to underpin the success of their actions and objectives.

Think tanks have been widely studied, especially in the last two decades, from various fields, including
communication, but given that they have recently become not only political actors but also frontline
communicative actors (Almiron and Xifra, 2021), an analysis of their relational behaviour through digital
media is necessary, focusing on the interactivity they offer to their Internet users on their websites, which
marks the support and culmination of their actions. This perspective has not been sufficiently explored
and is crucial for their influence on their different audiences.

2. Theoretical background
2.1. Think tanks

There is alarge body of research on think tanks, particularly at the international level, which has increased
considerably inrecent years. Most studies attempt to define or delimit the concept and typology of think
tanks, making it difficult to reach a consensus on a global definition that covers all types of organisations
(Abelson, 2012; Chulid, 2018; McGann & Weaver, 2000; Medvetz, 2008; Mendizdbal, 2014; Pautz, 2011;
Stone, 2007; Weaver, 1989; Xifra, 2008). As Xifra and Almiron (2021) point out, there are five main reasons
why defining think tanks is so complex: first, the human tendency to create global theories, which leads
to an analysis of the concept based on specific types of think tanks; second, the lack of ideological
transparency on the part of researchers; third, the use of ferminology depends on the cultural context
and can lead to conflicting meanings; fourth, the influence of one’s own experiences on personal
views; and fifth, the confusion created by the prescriptive or descriptive perspective of the concept.

Considering that these research centfres aim to influence legislators and political decision-making
processes and confribute to shaping public opinion by maintaining various links with political and social
actors (Abelson, 2006; Boucher, 2004; Blanc, 2003; Cockett, 1995; Denham & Garnett, 1998; Landry,
2021; Lenglet & Vilain, 2011; Li, 2017; Oreskes & Conway, 2010; Ruser, 2019; Stefancic & Delgado, 1996),
there are different definitions that fry to distinguish them from four different perspectives: Pluralist, Elitist,
Statist and Institutionalist. These perspectives try to determine the articulation of these idea labs and
their relationship with other actors, but they do not represent all organisations, especially smaller or low-
budget ones (Abelson, 2009), nor is it possible to specify how or to what extent they influence public
authorities (Abelson, 2012; McLevey, 2013; Shaw et al., 2014). Abelson (2009), Domhoff (2010), McLevey
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(2013) and Ponsa (2014) have reviewed these perspectives and positioned themselves according to
what they consider to be the best options for their description.

The pluralist perspective views think tanks as merely one of many actors in policy intervention, with
the executive acting as a mediator among all involved parties, each possessing an equal level of
influence. Proponents of this view include Truman (1951), Dahl (1989), and KlGver (2011). Conversely,
it faces criticism from scholars such as Abelson (2009) and Medvetz (2012), alongside indirect critiques
from Lowery (2007) and Ponsa (2014).

In the elitist perspective, in which these think tanks are seen as having significant links with the elites
of each country and explain why certain organisations are more successful in terms of visibility and
prestige, proponents include Saloma (1984), Pescheck (1987), Domhoff (1990; 2010) and Ponsa (2014),
while critics include Pautz (2011) and Medvetz (2012).

The statist prism holds that government leaders are ultimately responsible for policy decisions, but need
the cooperation and advice of experts, such as the team that a think tank can provide. Finally, there
is the institutionalist perspective, supported by Kingdon (1984) or Abelson (2009), which considers the
extent of think tanks’ influence on policy decisions to be indeterminate.

As can be seen, there is a diversity of positions on the universal definition of the concepft, which
complicates its understanding, since it is difficult fo have a definition that can encompass the dimension
of all these centres. As Almiron and Xifra (2021) point out, in order o specify the concept of a think tank,
it can be approached from a prescriptive or normative perspective, determining what the ideal model
of such a cenfre should be, or from a descriptive perspective, seeking fo delimit the existing typologies,
which currently represent very different realities.

To clarify the concept, it is considered important to adopt the prescriptive perspective to attempt to
define the term, though it is recognized that not all research institutes that identify as think tanks can be
included under this definition. This paper, drawing on the contributions of Castillo (2009) and Xifra (2005,
2008), defines a think tank as an organization composed of a variety of intellectual individuals, analysts,
and relevant opinion leaders from the political sphere who, either on contract or on behalf of public
or private organizations, engage in propositional interventions in public institutions through research,
employing direct or indirect communication strategies to influence public opinion. It is deemed
appropriate to specify that, in this ideal definition of a think tank, as outlined by Almiron and Xifra (2021),
these idea laboratories generate knowledge and expert analysis aimed at the common good rather
than specific interests. The latter category includes advocacy tanks or party think tanks: those with a
clear ideology, defending interests, and engaging in political actions more closely aligned with interest
groups or lobbies (Xifra, 2008).

The research community began to take an interest in think tanks in the 1980s, with Weaver's (1989)
research primarily aimed at establishing a friple classification of these organisations. This systematisation
was supported by subsequent studies such as those by Xifra (2005; 2008), McGann and Weaver (2009)
or Tello-Beneitez (2013), although it was later revised and extended to four typologies: Academic or
‘non-student universities’, dedicated fo research, usually with a research staff made up of university
professors, funded by foundations, corporations or individual donors, and not offering formal education
to students as universities do. Research organisations confracted by public or private bodies to carry out
stfudies based on the inferests of the contracting party. Thirdly, there are advocacy tanks, which may
or may not be linked fo political parties, with a strong ideology in their proposals and whose primary
purpose is fo influence political debate rather than research. Finally, Casfillo (2009) adds partisan think
tanks, created or supported by these political formations, whose research is proprietary, although they
act as suppliers to these formations; they are directly at the service of party or government elites.

Subsequently, the multiplicity of these organisations has led to other publications that focus on
understanding think tanks on a global scale (McGann, 2021a; McGann & Johnson, 2005; Stone &
Denham, 2004; Stone et al., 1998). McGann, for his part, initiated the Think tanks, Politics and Public
Policy project in 2001, and subsequently the TTCSP Global Go to Think Tank Index Report (McGann,
2021b) has been published annually from 2008 to 2021 by the University of Pennsylvania, categorising
the most prominent think tanks globally and by region according to different classification categories.

The emergence of different types of think fanks, depending in particular on the country, the context, the
objectives pursued, the activities carried out, the access to resources and sources of funding, among
other factors, also gives rise fo different works that focus on the geographical area in which they are
located. In Europe, research on think tanks includes works by Sherrington (2000a), Boucher (2004),
Villumsen (2007) and Bermejo (2016). From a communication perspective, those by Pautz (2014) and
Anstead and Chadwick (2018) in the UK and in Eastern Europe, those by Castillo and Castillero (2012)
and Castillo-Esparcia et al. (2015) are noteworthy.



Some focus on the United Kingdom (Arshed, 2017; Denham, 2005; Denham & Garnet, 1998; Haughton &
Allmendinger, 2016; Michaels, 2014; Pautz, 2013, 2017; Sherrington 2000b; Simon, 1993), others on Germany
(Pautz, 2008), the Czech Republic (Devaux, 2006), Sweden (Allern & Pollack, 2020) or Scotland (Pautz, 2007).

Studies on idea labs in Spain have increased in the last two decades, through doctoral theses or other
scientific publications (Barberd & Arregui, 2011; Gonzdlez-Capitel & Ponsa, 2015; Gonzdlez-Capitel
et al., 2017; Montobbio, 2013; Parrilla et al., 2016; Ponsa & Xifra, 2012; Requejo, 1999; Tello-Beneitez,
2013; Urrutia, 2013, 2017; Xifra, 2008). Specifically, from a communicative perspective, contributions by
Castellé-Sirvent and Roger-Monzd (2021), Castillo-Esparcia et al. (2017), Castillo-Esparcia et al. (2020),
Guerra (2014), Lalueza and Girona (2016), Martinez-Ona (2016), Pineda et al. (2019), Planells (2017),
Planells-Artigot et al. (2020), Ponsa (2014, 2016), Roger-Monzé and Castelld-Sirvent (2020), and those of
Sanfillén (2012) are found.

There are also other comparative publications, such as that of Freres, Seabra and Moraes (2000)
between Spanish and Portuguese think tanks, Braml's (2006) between German and American ones,
Pautz’'s (2010) between the UK and Germany, Fischer and Plehwe’s (2017) between Europe and Latin
America, and Morales’s (2017) Ph.D. thesis comparing those from Europe, the United States, Africa, the
Middle East and the Asia-Pacific region. From a communicative perspective, noteworthy are Sdnchez
and Pizarro’s (2014) between Europe, Latin America and the United States, and Smolak’s (2017) doctoral
thesis focusing on Eastern Europe and Asia.

2.2. Interactivity and digital dialogical communication

Since Kent and Taylor (1998) began fo include the term interactivity in their publications from the
perspective of public relations mediated by technological elements and the Internet, several authors
have followed suit (Duhé, 2015; Gustavsen & Tilley, 2003; Jo & Kim, 2003; Motion, 2001; Saffer et al.,
2013). The digital medium has facilitated connections between organisations and different audiences
through interactive and/or collaborafive resources and platforms; therefore, various studies have
highlighted the benefits they offer (Avidar, 2013; Capriofti, 2011; Capriotti & Kuklinski, 2012; Guillory &
Sundar, 2014; Ingenhoff & Koelling, 2009; Kent & Taylor, 2002; Oliveira & Capriotti, 2014). Other studies
have also shown the evolution from a web that only offers monological tools (web 1.0) to one that
also allows dialogue with the internet user - web 2.0 (Heinze & Hu, 2006). However, the fact that the
online medium has been able to conftribute to strengthening the relationship of organisations with their
relational universe is only possible when there is feedback, a prerequisite for an inferactive experience
(Lopez-Rabaddn & Mellado, 2019). In fact, some studies support that although new technologies offer
a high level of dialogue, it is underutilised in favour of a one-way format (Kentf, 2013). In this regard,
some authors believe that dialogue cannot take place on digital platforms because, although two-
way communication (symmetric or asymmetric) can be experienced, its main purpose is persuasion
tfo achieve organisational goals rather than focusing on interaction and understanding (Kent & Lane,
2021; Kent & Taylor, 2021). However, it is important to make a distinction here, as it is necessary fo
distinguish between interactivity as a process or as a product (Stromer-Galley, 2004). As a process, it
refers to dialogue or conversation between people, and as a product, it refers fo technology-mediated
interaction (Lopez-Rabaddn & Mellado, 2019). In this research, the first perspective is studied in dialogue
tools, and the second in monological and some bidirectional resources.

The online scenario has therefore allowed us to show that interactivity, the basis of dialogic
communication through the digital medium (Guillory & Sundar, 2014), is used by different organisations
to establish a stronger bond with their different audiences (McAllister-Spooner, 2009; Taylor & Kent,
2014). This interactivity, as a fundamental feature of the Internet (Castells, 2001; Kiousis, 2002; Leiner &
Quiring, 2008), has been the subject of much research in the field of digital public relations, as it is the
basis of dialogical communication between an organisation and its audience (Van Ruler, 2015), with
the website being one of the most studied spaces. Literature analysing communication on websites has
been approached from different perspectives: from graphic design (Ramirez-Torres et al., 2020; Rovira
& Marcos, 2013; Soto, 2020), user experience or usability (Bustos, 2021; Hassenzahl & Tractinsky, 2006; Paz,
2017), the quality of the information presented (Codina et al, 2014; Fern&ndez-Cavia et al., 2014), or the
level of interactivity; an aspect that has been focused on in the present research (Capriotti & Gonzdlez-
Herrero, 2017; Capriotti & Moreno, 2007; Guillory & Sundar, 2014; Heinze & Hu, 2006; Jo & Jung, 2005; Jo
& Kim, 2003; Kim et al., 2010; McAllister-Spooner, 2009; Park & Reber, 2008).

The main objective of this study is to understand the communicative situation of European think tanks in
their online relational environment, through their official web platforms. Unlike other previous studies, this
one focuses on interaction and dialogue and collects up-to-date information about these centres. The
specific objectives (SOs) of this research are as follows

¢ SO1:To examine the types of information dissemination tools used on the different digital platforms of the
think tanks studied, as well as the tools they use to maintain dialogue and interaction with Internet users.



¢ SO2:To assess the level of interactivity and dialogic communication implemented in the digital sphere
through the think tank websites.

* SO3: To identify which think tanks offer their audiences the best opportunities to engage with them
on their websites.

3. Methodology

The research question is Have the official websites of think tanks considered as the most influential
centres in Western Europe moved towards more dialogical communication patterns (Web 2.0), or do
their digital communications remain monological (Web 1.0)2

To answer this question and achieve the proposed objectives, a sample consisting of the fop 25 think
tanks in Western Europe was considered, as determined by the globally recognized 2020 Global Go
To Think Tank Index Report (McGann, 2021). The report contains several rankings based on different
criteria. For the purposes of this research, the focus was on the top 25 most influential centres leading
the classification.

The list of the most influential think tanks (McGann, 2021) includes centres from the United Kingdom
(n=7), Germany (n=6), Belgium (=3), France (n=3), Spain (n=2), Italy (n=2), the Netherlands (n=1) and
Denmark (n=1). The 25 web platforms analysed, in order of ranking, belong to the following centres:

Table 1: Ranking of the most influential think tanks in Western Europe

Think tank Country

1. Bruegel Belgium

2. Real Instituto Elcano Spain

3. Clingendael, Netherlands Institute of International Relations Netherlands

4. French Institute of International Relations (IFRI) France

5. Chatham House United Kingdom
6. Friedrich-Ebert-Stifftung (FES) Germany

7. Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung (KAS) Germany

8. International Institute for Strategic Studies (lISS) United Kingdom
9. Centre for European Policy Studies (CEPS) Belgium

10. Danish Institute for International Studies (DIIS) Denmark

11. Institute for Intfernational Political Studies (ISPI) Italy

12. Barcelona Centre for International Affairs (CIDOB) Spain

13 German Development Institute (DIE) Germany

14. Ecologic Institute Germany

15. Adam Smith Institute (ASI) United Kingdom
16. Istituto Affari Internazionali (IAl) Italy



Think tank Country

17. LSE IDEAS United Kingdom
18. Carnegie Endowment for Intfernational Peace Europe Center Belgium

19. Amnesty International (Al) United Kingdom
20. Institute for Fiscal Studies (IFS) United Kingdom
21. Institut de Relations Internationales et Stratégiques (IRIS) France

22. Notre Europe Jacques Delors Institut France

23. Transparency International (Tl) Germany

24. German Council on Foreign Relations (DGAP) Germany

25. Royal United Services Institute (RUSI) United Kingdom

Source: McGann 2020 Report (McGann, 2021)

In order to achieve the defined objectives, a methodology based on quantitative confent analysis
of different online platforms will be used. Analysis femplates have been developed in order to collect
specific information related fo the object of study. The choice of this methodology is justified by ifs
previous application in previous research on the evaluation of the level of interactivity achieved by
websites (Capriofti et al., 2016), with adaptation to the typology of the analysed organisations.

In order to classify the presented communication tools, a classification was carried out fo evaluate the
level of participation and interaction that these research centres can promote among virtual visitors.
Twelve types of tools for disseminating information to the general public were identified, while twenty-
one were identified in ferms of resources for interaction and dialogue.

In order to systematise the types of communicative resources appearing in different web spaces, the
elements used by think tanks to display and disseminate information through unidirectional media were
examined. These are characterised by unidirectional information configurations that require minimal
participation or commitment on the part of the target audience. Communication is unidirectional and
controloveritis almost entirely in the hands of the think tank rather than the welbsite user. The organisation
determines the content of the information with the aim of establishing a relationship with the web visitor,
although this relationship has the sole purpose of displaying and disseminating institutional information
to keep internet users informed. User participation in these websites is practically non-existent, the
flow of communication is from the think tanks to the users, who do not have the possibility of sending
or modifying information on the welbsite, so there is no feedback. In this context, the following three
categories can be identified:

1.1. Informative: It includes elements that facilitate the dissemination of information to the user, who is
generally receptive and passive. Within this classification, a distinction is made between graphic and
audio-visual tools.

1.2. Hypertextual: it groups the use of links that allow the user to go to other sites, offering a higher
level of interactivity than purely expository resources. This is because they allow the active search for
complementary information and facilitate the exploration of topics related to the research institute.

1.3. Participatory: It gathers elements oriented towards a higher level of inferaction by the Infernet
user compared to the previous tools. In this option, the focus is on connecting with a web visitor with
a higher degree of participation, distinguishing between inferactive resources, such as graphics and
infographics, and participative resources, such as buttons for following social networks. The latter
allow the web user to inferact with the site’s content at a higher level, extending the information and
demonstrating interest in the centre.



Table 2: Types of one-way (monologic) tools used on think tank websites

Categories Tool types

Publications: studies, thematic reports,
books, articles, periodicals (journals)

Information brochure (think tank
presentation)

Institutional yearbooks (annual reports)

Graphic Publication of an events calendar
1.1. Informative .
ONE-WAY Online press room (press releases)
(Monologic) .

10015 Blogs not allowing users to comment
Present and News published on the website
disseminate Photographs and images
information

L Multimedia files embedded on the website
Audio-visual . .
(audios, videos)
1.2. Hypertextual - External links to other welbsites or institutions

Inferactive resources (graphics and
infographics)

1.3. Participatory -
Participatory resources (“follow™ on social
media button/tool)

Source: authors’ own compilation based on Capriotti et al. (2016)

Furthermore, the resources used by these centres on their websites to establish intferaction and dialogue
with users were classified, including dialogue tools. These are based on bidirectional communicative
configurations, whether asymmetric or symmetric. They involve greater interaction and dialogue
and offer various opportunities for information exchange, discussion and collaboration, which are
characteristic of the dialogic process. Within these, different categories are distinguished according to
the level of participation and involvement they seek to offer the web user:

2.1. Connectivity: This dimension includes tools that limit the request for information from the user,
demonstrating a fairly limited degree of involvement and interaction.

2.2. Sharing: This dimension groups resources that offer the possibility of disseminafing or sharing
information from the think tank, as well as allowing visitors to follow content of interest, configuring
customisation options in fracking. These tools allow for minimal participation and involvement of the
website’s audience.

2.3. Reviewing/Commenting: This category includes tools that allow web users to review, comment,
rate and respond. Followers of the think tank are given some freedom to consume the content and also
initiate limited participation in two-way communication. In summary, these options involve actions by
web users with a moderately low level of interaction and participation.

2.4.Participatory: It gathers elements that confribute to communicationin all directions; there is feedback,
but the communicative action sfill tends to favour the think tank. Although greater participation
and initiafive are encouraged by the site users, they sfill lack confrol over both the communicative
development and the confent of the site. These tools offer a high degree of reciprocity between the
parties involved.

2.5. Collaborative: These are spaces that offer the possibility of co-creating the content of the site and of
establishing an equitable communication between the parties involved - a characteristic of dialogue.
Users are provided with tools to edit or add information without direct restrictions from the think tanks.
User participation and initiative is complete, representing the maximum level of interactivity that the
organisation can offer through the online medium.



Table 3: Types of two-way (dialogic) tools used on think tank websites

Categories Tool type

Subscription forms for content syndication (social
media/ newsletters)

Infranet registration

2.1. Web search engine
Connectivity (asymmetric
two-way) File download

Register for confracting researchers/services/
projects/internships

Members' area

Button/tool for tagging or sending information to
external sites

2.2. Sharing {asymmetric Button/tool for sharing on social networks

two-way)
Content personalisation (follow favourite authors,
posts, efc.)
Surveys
TWO-WAY
(DTiglggL;iSc) 2.3. Reviewing/commenting Option to leave comments on the website

(asymmetric two-way) Blog allowing a user response

Option to evaluate or rate web content
Shop section
Sign users’ petitions

Section for requesting to attend events in person

2.4, Participatory (symmetric or online

fwo-way) Enquiries section
Online section to offer support, donations or
sponsorship

Suggestions section

Forums (online discussion sites)

2.5. Collaborative

. Section fo collaborate as an online expert or
(symmetric two-way)

volunteer or to upload content (co-creation of
web content)

Source: authors’ own compilation based on Capriotti et al. (2016)

Having established the categorisation of the analysis, a Likert scale was implemented to assess the level
of interactivity by assigning a weighted value to each type of tool identified. The scale ranges from 1 to
5, with 1 representing very low interactivity and 5 representing very high interactivity.

In order to diagnose the presence or absence of these fools on each analysed website of each think
tank, a dichofomous "“yes/no” structure was applied, with presence being represented by 1 and
absence by 0. This measure was linked to the categories previously defined on the basis of the likelihood
of intferaction of the websites, taking info account the unidirectional (monological) fools designed to
present and disseminate information (see Table 4). Thus ‘graphics’ were given a score of 1 (very low
interactivity), ‘audio-visuals’ were given a score of 2 (low interactivity), ‘hypertextuals’ were given a
score of 3 (medium interactivity), ‘interactive resources’ were given a score of 4 (high interactivity) and
‘participatory resources’ were given a score of 5 (very high interactivity).

8



Table 4: Evaluation of the interactivity level of think tank websites according to one-way (monologic)
tools for presenting and disseminating information

Interactivity level
One-way (monologic) tools for presenting and disseminating information

Tools for . .
; Interactivity . Points Result
presenting/ . Assigned Presence . . L
- L scale (Likert obtained (interactivity
disseminating value (AV) (P)
. . scale) (PO) level)
information
NO-YES AV x P
. Very low .
Graphics interactivity 1 point 0-1 AV x P
Audio-visual . LOW. . 2 points 0-1 AV x P
interactivity B
=Mean (X )
Medium . : (PO /5)
Hypertextual interactivity 3 points 0-1 AV x P
Interactive . ngh. . 4 points 0-1 AV x P
intferactivity
. Very high .
Participatory interactivity 5 points 0-1 AV x P

Source: authors’ own compilation based on Capriotti et al. (2016)

In order to assess the degree of interactivity offered by the different sites in terms of tools that allow
interaction and dialogue with the visitor, weighted scores were assigned to each of the established
categories on the basis of theirinteractive potential (see Table 5). Thus, a score of 1 (very low interactivity)
was assigned to ‘connect’, 2 (low interactivity) to ‘share’, 3 (medium interactivity) to ‘review and
comment’, 4 (high interactivity) fo ‘participate’ and 5 (very high interactivity) to ‘collaborate’.

Table 5: Evaluation of the interactivity level of think tank websites according to two-way (dialogic)
tools for interaction and dialogue with users

Interactivity level
Two-way (dialogic) tools for interaction and dialogue with users

Tools for . . Points Result
. : Interactivity scale Assighed Presence . . -
interaction (Likert scale) value (AV) (P) obtained (interactivity
and dialogue (PO) level)
NO-YES AV x P
. Very low .
Connectivity interactivity 1 point 0-1 AV x P
Sharing Low interactivity 2 points 0-1 AV x P B
— : =Mean (X )
Rewewmg/ . Med'“.m. 3 points 0-1 AV x P (PO/3)
commenting interactivity
Participatory High interactivity 4 points 0-1 AV x P
Collaborative Very high 5 points 0-1 AV x P
interactivity

Source: authors’ own compilation based on Capriotti et al. (2016)
Finally, the average is calculated by summing the total weighted scores of each resource on each

web page of each think tank surveyed, which allows the level of interactivity of each resource to be
determined. This assessment is measured on a scale of 0 to 3 points: from 0 to 1 is considered “low or
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poor interactivity”, from 1.1 to 2 is considered “medium interactivity” and from 2.1 to 3 is considered
“high or significant interactivity”.

Overall, the methodology adopted in this study is based on the proposal of Capriotti et al. (2016), who
conducted an evaluation of the interactivity of museum websites. In order to adapt this approach
to the specific characteristics of this study and the nature of think tanks, an adaptation of the tools
evaluated was carried out, breaking down or simplifying the different sections as appropriate.
The scoring procedure for the indices remained unchanged. In order to validate the design of the
analysis templates, a preliminary exploratory study was carried out on ten think tank websites. This inifial
assessment made it possible to measure the suitability of the methodology and to identify and facilitate
adjustments to those elements that might hinder the achievement of the defined objectives.

Once a template with validated reliability had been obtained, the values relating to all the websites of
the organisations in the sample were coded. This process fook place between September and October
2002. It is worth noting that the coding was carried out independently by the three researchers in order
to compare the results and reach a consensus on any discrepancies.

4. Results
4.1. One-way (monologic) tools

With regard to the data relating to resources of a monological nature, i.e. those whose objective is the
presentation and dissemination of information by the research centre, as shown in Figure 1, the use
of tools that allow a higher degree of interaction with the Internet user stands out. This is the case of
the “follow on social media” button, which is present on all the sites analysed. Within the category of
expository tools, the presentation of information about the think tank and photos and images stand out,
as they are present in 100% of the sites. These are followed by publications - of various types: studies,
thematic reports, books, articles in periodicals, etc. -, the presentation of event agendas, multimedia
files -audio and video- and external links to other websites, all of which are present in 96% (n=24) of the
digital spaces analysed. In the case of multimedia files, the use of podcasts is increasing and is present
on more than half of the think tank sites. In the case of videos, some sites display them as redirected links
outside the site, rather than embedding them in the site itself.

The least used resources are blogs (n=12, 48%), the virtual press room with press releases and press notes
(n=13, 52%) and interactive resources such as graphics or infographics (n=16, 64%).

Figure 1: Use of one-way tools (monological) tools on think tank websites

Participatory resources- ‘follow on social networks’... S 100%
Interactive resources (graphics and infographics) NS $4%

External links to other websitesorinstitutions TS 96%

Multimedia fles embedded on welbsites (au dics,.. IS 047,
Photographsand images e 100%

News published on websites s /6%
Blogsnot dlowing users fo comment TSN 48%
Online press room (pres releases) M 52%
Eventscalendars masssssssssssssssssmmmmmmmmmmees  96%
Institutiond yearbooks (onnualreports) NS /2%,

Information brochure (think tank presentatfion) IS 100%

Publications: studies, thematic reports, books,... e 96%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100% 120%

Source: authors’ own work

Comparing the level of interactivity presented by the different think tanks on their respective websites
with regard to the use of tools in the category of presentation and dissemination of information, it can
be seen that 100% of these web spaces have a high or significant level of interactivity, as all of them
have alevel between 2.1 and 3, the range representing the maximum level within the established scale.

4.2. Two-way (dialogic) tools

Looking af the analysis of the sample of tools that allow greater interaction with internet users (see Figure
2), resources belonging fo the asymmetric bidirectional dimension stand out in terms of frequency
of use, especially those in the categories of ‘connecting’ and ‘sharing’. In 100% of portals there are:
subscription forms for content syndication, web search systems, file downloads and tools or buttons
for sharing on social media or sending information to external sites. It is also common to have a space
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or registration for hiring researchers/services/projects/internships (n=20, 80%), a section dedicated to
affiliation or membership (n=19, 76%), or a section where users can register to attend an event, either in
person or online (n=16, 64%).

On the other hand, the least used tools include the ability fo sign user petitions and to rate or review
web content, which is only available on two sites (8%). The first option is only offered by the international
NGOs Amnesty International - Al (UK) and Transparency International - Tl (Germany) and the second by
the Real Instituto Elcano (Spain) and the Adam Smith Institute - ASI (UK), where users can indicate that
they like the web content.

The tools that represent the highest level of interaction - in the “collaborate” category - are not included
in any digital space, nor are those that include a section dedicated to user-specific suggestions, the
possibility of commenting on web content - apart from forums that allow it - and surveys.

Itis worth noting that of the blogs that allow web users to comment (n=5, 20%), some require registration
on the infranet. This is the case for Amnesty International - Al (UK), the French Institute of International
Relations - IFRI (France) and the Konrad Adenauer Foundation - KAS (Germany).

It was also noted that the inclusion of an intranet on the welbsite means that certain content is restricted
to registered users. This is the case for the websites of Chatham House (UK) and the Royal United Services
Institute - RUSI (UK).

Figure 2: Use of two-way (dialogic) tools on think tank websites

Section for collaborating as an online expert or... 0%
Forum (online discussion sites) 0%
User suggestions section 0%
Online section to offer support/donations/sponsorship  NEEEEEEEEEEEE————— 48%
Enquiriessection mEmEEmsmmmmmmmmmmmms 56%
Section forrequesting to attend events in person or.. mSeeeees————————————— 647
Section tosign petitions mmm 8%
Shop section e 20%
Opfiontoevaluate orrate webcontent mmm 8%
Blog dlowing a user response mmmmmm— 20%
Option toleave comments on the website | 0%
Surveys 0%
Content personalisation (follow favourite authors,.. . 20%

‘Follow' button/tool e 100%
Tod/button tosendinformation fo external sifes/fag EEEEE———————EEE—— | 00%
Members' arec mEEEETEEEEESEEESE— /6%
Section or register for contracting .. TS 80%
File download S 100%
Web search engine e 1 00%
Infranetregistration ee————————— 487,
Subscriptfion form for content syndication (social.. resssssssssssssssees e 100%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100% 120%

Source: authors’ own work

The analysis of the level of interactivity shown by different think tanks on their respective websites in
terms of the use of tools to facilitate interaction and dialogue shows that the majority, 88% (n=22) of the
think tanks evaluated, present a medium level of interactivity. Only 12% (n=3) are classified as having a
low or poor level of interaction.

4.3. Comparison of think tanks’ communication tools and interactivity levels

The individual observation of online communication on think tanks’ websites makes it possible to identify
differences that may exist between the analysed organisations on the basis of the level of interaction.
Table 6 shows, in descending order, the level of interactivity in the monological and dialogical tools
offered by different think tanks on their web portals.

In both scales - measuring the use of monological and dialogical tools - the Real Instituto Elcano and the
Konrad Adenauer Foundation (KAS) are the think tanks with the highest level of interactivity in the two
aspects analysed. There are other research centres with the same level as the two think tanks, but none
of them manages to reach the maximum level in both scales.



Table é: Ranking of think tank websites according to their level of interactivity based on their use of
monologic and dialogic tools

Interactivity monologic tools

Interactivity dialogic tools

Think tank Level Think tank Level
Konrad-Adenauer-Stiffung 3 Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung 2
Real Instituto Elcano 3 Real Instituto Elcano 2
Danish Institute for International Studies 3 Adam Smith Institute 2
German Development Institute 3 LSE IDEAS 2
Transparency International 3 Amnesty Internatfional 2
Bruegel 3 Bruegel 1.4
Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung 3 Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung 1.4
International Institute for Strategic Studies 3 International Institute for Strategic 1.4
Studies
Centre for European Policy Studies 3 Centre for European Policy Studies 1.4
Barcelona Cenfre for International Affairs 3 Barcelona Cenfre for Infernational 1.4
Affairs
Ecologic Instfitute 3 Ecologic Institute 1.4
Carnegie Endowment for International 3 Carnegie Endowment for International 1.4
Peace Europe Centre Peace Europe Centre
Institute for Fiscal Studies 3 Institute for Fiscal Studies 1.4
Notre Europe Jacques Delors Institut 3 Nofre Europe Jacques Delors Institut 1.4
Clingendael, Netherlands Institute of 2.6 Transparency International 1.4
International Relations
Institute for International Political Studies 2.4 Institute for International Political Studies 1.4
Chatham House 2.2 Chatham House 1.4
Istituto Affari Internazionali 2.2 Istituto Affari Infernazionali 1.4
Institut de Relations Internationales et 2.2 Institut de Relations Internationales et 1.4
Stratégiques Stratégiques
German Council on Foreign Relations 2.2 German Council on Foreign Relations 1.4
Royal United Services Institute 2.2 Royal United Services Institute 1.4
Adam Smith Instfitute 2.2 German Development Institute 1.2
French Institute of International Relations 2.2 French  Institute  of Infernational 0.4
Relations
Amnesty International 2.2 Clingendael, Netherlands Institute of 0.4
International Relations
LSE IDEAS 2.2 Danish Institute for International Studies 0.4
Mean 2,67 Mean 1,39

Source: authors’ own work

The analysis of the monological resources used by the most interactive websites, as shown in Table 7,
shows that both the Real Instituto Elcano (Spain) and the Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung (KAS) (Germany)
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stand out for implementing a wide range of information dissemination tools. This indicates that both
think tanks have recognised the importance of disseminating their content in a wide and accessible
way, using different available means that are systematised in this category, allowing them to reach a
wide and diverse audience.

Figure 3: Aspect of the websites of the think tanks: Konrad-Adenaver-Stiftung (KAS) and Real Instituto
Elcano

frasammrincon ok am s

L B2

KONRAD
" ADENAUER Arch drhsichen
= STIFTUNG o

FEUEOE S GO S

ARCHIVO

Related Gontent

mstesarsno s Rueda de prensa: Presentacion Dbservatori
Marca Espafia (OME) del Real Institulo Elcano

Sources: https://www .kas.de/de/ and https://www.readlinstitutoelcano.org/

Bidirectional communication, a crucial aspect of interactivity and user engagement, shows a
quantitative difference between the two think tanks mentioned. Although both have identical scores
on the interactivity scale, the Konrad Adenauer Foundation (KAS) has an advantage in terms of the
number of tools (11 compared to 8). However, this quantitative factor is not the only determinant of the
quality of interactivity. The typology and effectiveness of the tools used are also crucial for facilitating a
meaningful and participatory dialogue with the audience.

Itis noteworthy that while other centres, such as the Adam Smith Institute (ASI) and Amnesty International
(Al) in the UK, have a greater number of dialogue tools (13 in fotal), this does not necessarily franslate
info a higher level of interactivity. This suggests that the mere accumulation of interactive resources
is not enough; the way in which these resources are integrated and aligned with users’ needs and
expectations is equally important. Effective interactivity requires a careful balance between quantity
and quality, ensuring that tools are not only present but also accessible, intuitive and relevant fo
dialogue.

Ofther think tanks that match KAS with 11 tools demonstrate the diversity of approaches in the think
tank field. Institutions such as Chatham House, the International Institute for Strategic Studies (IISS), the
Ecologic Institute, the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace Europe Center, and the Royal United
Services Institute (RUSI) reflect how different organisations, even within the same region, can implement
similar strategies of interactivity in number, but potentially different in execution and effectiveness.

Table 7: Dialogic tools used by the websites with the highest level of interactivity

. Konrad-
Real Instituto
Categories Tools Elcano Adenauer-
(SPAIN) Stifftung (KAS)
- (GERMANY)
Subscription forms for content syndication (social 1 !
networks/ newsletters)
Intranet registration 0 1
21, Web search engine 1 1
Connectivity File download 1 1
Registration for contracting researchers/services/ 1 1
projects/internships
Members' area 0 1




Tool/button to send information to external sites/
tag

2.2. Sharing ‘Follow’ button/tool 1 1

Content personalisation (following favourite

authors, posts, etc.) 0 0
Surveys 0 0
2.3. Reviewing/ Option to leave comments on the website 0 0
commenting Blog allowing a user response 0 1
Option to evaluate or rate web content 1 0
Shop section 0 0
Sign users’ petitions 0 0
Section for requesting to attend events in person 1 1
or online
2.4.

Participatory Enquiries section 0 0
Online section to offer support, donations or 0 !

sponsorship
Suggestions section 0 0
Forums (online discussion sites) 0 0

2.5.

. Section to collaborate as an online expert or
Collaborative

volunteer or to upload content (co-creation of 0 0
web content)

Source: authors’ own work

5. Discussion and conclusions

The study of the digital environment of the most influential Western European think tanks, as identified
in the McGann report (20-21), has revealed a greater variety of unidirectional tools on their websites,
particularly those of a graphical nafture, compared fo other typologies. However, it is worth noting
that participatory fools, which are the closest fo inferaction in this category, are present in 100% of the
sample. In terms of the index of interactivity of these spaces in relation to the use of monologic fools,
they reach the maximum level. Conversely, when measuring the interactivity of resources that allow
for greater inferaction and dialogue, none of the think tanks analysed reaches the maximum level of
inferactivity in the use of these dialogical tools, although the majority of the sample is positioned at the
infermediate level. Focusing on bidirectional tools, the use of asymmetric tools continues to stand out.

The findings of most studies to date (Capriotti et al., 2016; Capriotti and Gonzdlez-Herrero, 2017;
Capriotti and Moreno, 2007; Guillory and Sundar, 2014; Heinze and Hu, 2006; Ingenhoff and Koelling,
2009; Jo and Jung, 2005; Kim et al., 2010; McAllister-Spooner, 2009; Park and Reber, 2008) show that
organisations, regardless of their typology, have not yet fully exploited all the benefits and potential
offered by the digital medium, as a large percentage of websites do not fully utilise the dialogic model,
often presenting sites with a more informative character, using a communication model that is closer to
unidirectional than bidirectional. This lack of interest in exploiting the interactivity offered by the digital
medium can lead to a deterioration in relationships with different audiences.

The datfa collected in this research are consistent with the findings of previous studies on digital
communicatfion and interactivity of think tanks from different regions and contexts (Castillo-Esparcia et
al., 2020; Castillo and Smolak, 2016, 2017). Although these research centres, like other organisations and
institutions, are adapting fto new communication processes, offering a variety of communication tools fo
improve their links with their relational universe and including digital resources that increase the degree
of interaction, further evolution is still needed to move tfowards bidirectional communication models,
where relations with different publics are closer and offer greater parficipation and engagement with
the organisation. The situation pointed out by La Porfe (2019) is also confirmed: although think tanks
are aware of the need to implement communication strategies aimed at fostering dialogue and
participation from different publics, efforts are sfill focused on audiences made up of researchers, direct
staff or a very specific and limited audience. The lack of effective bidirectional communication and the
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under-utilisation of fools that promote interaction can have consequences for relations with the other
publics of these organisations. It can lead to a perception of distance and detachment between the
organisation and its audiences, which in turn can affect user trust and loyalty.

It is therefore crucial for organisations to understand the importance of moving towards participatory
models in the digital environment in order to strengthen their links with their various audiences. However,
the transition to a new approach to communication involving interaction is challenging. Despite initial
progress, the study shows that there is still a long way to go to achieve optimal levels of interaction
and dialogue with audiences. The constant search for more effective communication models in the
digital environment remains an area of great importance in order to maximise the potential of these
organisations to communicate and influence in the current context.

At this point, it is appropriate to examine the possible correlation between the degree of interactivity
presented by think tanks and their own intrinsic structural configuration. The four categories outlined
by McGann and Weaver (2009) and Castillo (2009) are manifested to a greater or lesser extent in the
organisations that make up the sample of this research. Given that the activity panorama of these
organisations has gradually moved towards a context of increasing complexity in the development
of their functions, it may seem limiting fo try fo identify differences between them without taking info
account their multifaceted nature. However, if the analysis is simplified and focused on the theme,
it highlights that, although there is no evidence of a direct link with statistical support between the
categories of the aforementioned taxonomy, there is a preponderance in the top positions of the
ranking - established according to the level of interactivity in the use of bidirectional tools - of think
tanks that have an ideology, such as advocacy tanks or idea labs linked to political parties - Konrad
Adenauer Stiffung (KAS), Adam Smith Institute (ASI) and Amnesty International (Al) - as well as those
orienfed fowards academic research - Real Instituto Elcano and LSE IDEAS. Furthermore, focusing on the
perspective that measures interactivity as a process promoting dialogue and communication, it is found
that these same types of research centres are closer to positions favouring bidirectional communication
or active listening. Conversely, the last positions in the above classification are occupied by those idea
labs that carry out their research activities under public or private confracts and declare themselves to
be independent - Clingendael, the Netherlands Institute of Infernational Relations, the French Institute of
International Relations (IFRI) and the Danish Institute for International Studies (DIIS). This finding confirms
that, although the role of disseminating information is common to all the think tanks analysed, the
more dialogical role corresponds to academic think tanks or those with a more policy-oriented role.
The lafter, by their very nature, have fo develop more active and dialogic communication strategies,
oriented towards the search for cognitive change (Quintana and Castillo, 2019), the acceptance of
behavioural patterns that benefit theirideas, and the consequent support of their audiences. However,
this dialogical communication in the online medium should be of inferest not only fo those associated
with political ideologies, but fo all think tanks, which must focus their fransition towards a bidirectional
communication with all their publics, which conftributes to the survival of these cenfres and, at the same
fime, allows them fo “listen” to proposals in order to generate relevant proposals for the common good,
important prerequisites for being considered a think fank, according to Almiron and Xifra (2021).

Taking info account the objectives set in this research, it can be confimed that they have been
achieved, since the study has allowed us to know the communicative situation of European think
tanks in their relational online environment through web platforms, analysing the use of unidirectional
and bidirectional communication tools that have made it possible to establish the level of interactivity
achieved by each of these centres in the digital realm, as well as those that lead more interactive and
dialogic strategies. Therefore, the research question can be answered by confirming that, in general,
the official websites of the think tanks studied exhibit patterns closer fo monologic or asymmetrical
dialogue. Although some attempts can be seen, there is still a long way to go before it can be assumed
that these research centres are opting for more interactive communication strategies that allow them
to exploit the dialogical potential that the digital medium can offer.

The conclusions drawn from this analysis suggest several promising lines of research in the field of think
tank communication in the digital environment. One of these areas focuses on the adaptation of
communication strategies in response to changing political events, such as elections or government
crises. This approach would allow us to understand how think tanks remain relevant and effective in
dynamic political contexts.

Another line of research is the impact of narrative on think tanks’ digital communication. Exploring how
coherent and engaging stories influence public perception and the ability of these organisations to
shape public policy emerges as a crucial issue. To achieve this, the use of effective metrics to measure
the impact of digital communication strategiesis advisable, as is maintaining the comparative approach
used in this study. Finally, in a constantly evolving context, research into online citizen participation and
the use of artificial intelligence in think tanks’ virtual communication also emerge as essential areas of
study, with the aim of developing more effective and efficient strategies on the web.
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