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Interest groups, one of the main expressions of the diversity of social interests in
the contemporary world, are organizations that serve as channels for bringing
social demands to the attention of the political establishment with the aim
of influencing the design, discussion, approval, and implementation of public
policies. This is achieved through actions directly aimed at public institutions,
but also through influence campaigns aimed at public opinion building (i.e.,
grassroots lobbying). However, little is known about the communication
strategies and techniques of interest groups on social media, a crucial field
in the current political landscape. This paper focuses on communication as a
point of contact between interest groups and institutions, thus filling a research
gap. We perform a content analysis of a sample of tweets posted by interest
groups from the southern Spanish region of Andalusia, from the perspective
of social media interaction, digital political communication, and propaganda.
Results indicate that interest groups tend to post one-way messages, that the
political and institutional communication techniques employed by these groups
reflect a restricted use of digital media, and that the propaganda techniques
used aim to construct a favorable public image, but without any connection with
explicit political objectives. All of which implies that the communication of these
groups is deficient in terms of grassroots lobbying.
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1 Introduction

Every society is characterized by the multiple and diverse interests of its members.
According to Burdeau (1982), the more complex a society is, the more diverse the
interests of its members will be, a situation that has given rise to an increasingly greater
number of more specific and, in turn, more contradictory interests. Today’s steadily more
heterogeneous societies include numerous groups of individuals representing the concerns
and aspirations of specific sections (Almond, 1958; Castles, 1973; Basso, 1983). Social
demands make their way on to the political agenda not only thanks to the action of political
parties, but also—albeit to a lesser degree—to that of other types of organization, viz.
interest groups (Castillo-Esparcia and Almansa-Martínez, 2020).

Interest groups (hereinafter IG) are organizations that reflect social pluralism and serve
as channels for bringing social demands to the attention of the political establishment
and the state, with a view to participating in the design, discussion, approval, and
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implementation of public policies (Castillo-Esparcia et al., 2017).
Medina Iborra and Bouza García (2020, p. 387) define interest
groups as “formally created associations of voluntary membership
that defend sectoral demands in the political process, namely,
that represent a specific collective or show interest in a particular
policy.” Thus, the plurality of social interests is expressed not
only through formal channels, like parties, but also through the
creation of associations defending specific interests. The difference
between both types of organization is that IG, although they
participate in the political process and communicate in relation to
this, have no interest in achieving political power, in contrast to
parties: IG focus on influencing government (Berry and Wilcox,
2018). According to Jordana (2019, p. 368), “Interest groups are
understood as all those organizations that, even though part or all
of their activities are focused on intervening in the political system,
do not pursue political power but strive to obtain or create for their
members public resources evidently produced for themselves but
by public institutions.”

When studying the way in which such IG defend their
interests, it is important to mention two other terms: pressure
group and lobby. A pressure group is a smaller unit within
an IG devoted to bringing pressure—hence its name—to bear
on the political establishment. Broadly speaking, one could say
that when an IG approaches government to call for a specific
piece of legislation, or to voice its opposition to an existing
one, it becomes a pressure group. When addressing the historical
evolution of this relationship, Young (1980) claimed that modern
lobbies and pressure groups emerged from the demands made by
different IG. So, pressure groups appeared when preference was
shown for a specific channel—the governmental—for defending
group interests (Ferrando-Badía, 1984). For their part, lobbies
are professional organizations whose intention is to convince
members of the political class to look favorably upon the interests
they are defending (Castillo-Esparcia, 2001; Xifra, 2011; Dür
et al., 2015). Lobbies can be “agencies, press offices or law firms,
professionally devoted to lobbying on behalf of interest or pressure
groups that have hired them for that purpose” (Martínez Calvo,
1998, p. 732). Typologically speaking, the actions of lobbies on
behalf of IG tend to be aimed directly at public authorities
(i.e., direct lobbying; De Figueiredo and Richter, 2014), but also
at grassroots mobilization. Communication plays a fundamental
role in grassroots lobbying aimed at shaping public opinion.
Thus, some lobbyists seek to attract media attention, while others
work on matters far from the public eye (Berry and Wilcox,
2018).

Although IG and their lobbying are both typical of the English-
speaking world—countries like the United States (Berry and
Wilcox, 2018), in particular—these groups are also present in other
countries, such as Spain. There has been a revival of civil society
when democracy returned to Spain (since the mid-1970s), through
the creation and expansion of numerous social organizations
defending particular interests (Castillo-Esparcia and Almansa-
Martínez, 2020). Citizens have united in all sorts of associations
in which they have developed social and political actions for
the purpose of defending their interests in both traditional and
emerging sectors (Molins and Medina, 2019). An indication that
IG are now firmly established in Spain is the fact that their activities
are now governed by national and international norms through

registers1 which are based on the idea that public decision-making
should be as transparent and open as possible. Moreover, citizens
have joined forces in different types of associations to take collective
action enabling them to participate in the design of new public
policies. These associations are social forces “whose actions are
directly aimed at the public authorities (i.e., direct lobbying) and/or
grassroots mobilisation” (Castillo-Esparcia and Almansa-Martínez,
2020, p. 758).

The study of Spanish interest groups has a certain tradition in
the fields of political science and sociology (Giner and Pérez Yruela,
1979, 1988; Molins, 1989, 1994; Molins and Morata, 1993). In this
connection, we aim to approach their activities from a different, and
much less researched perspective. To this end, the focus is placed
on the digital communication behavior of IG in the autonomous
community of Andalusia (one of the most important regions of
Spain), and specifically on its interactive, political, and propaganda
dimensions. As to provide this object of research with a theoretical
framework, it is first necessary to perform a literature review on
IG communication.

2 Literature review and theoretical
framework

2.1 Interest groups and communication

Interest groups essentially implement two types of strategies
that are not mutually exclusive, namely, internal and external.
Internal strategies aim to have a direct influence on decision-
makers: maintaining direct contact with political actors, testifying
in Parliament, or participating in political committees and hearings.
In contrast, the aim of external strategies is to mobilize or
modify public opinion, including tactics such as organizing
demonstrations, distributing leaflets, and placing ads in newspapers
(Dür and Mateo, 2019). Evidently, when implementing external
strategies, communication, and the media are central to the modus
operandi of IG.

Communication and public relations (hereinafter PR) have
played an important role in the theoretical and methodological
evolution of lobbying, placing the accent more on information and
transparency than on “pressure” and the subsequent sanctioning
of such groups when their demands are rejected (Pineda Cachero,
2002). For example, when defining lobbying, Pasquino (1982,
p. 751) underscored the communication factor: “It is a process

1 Mention should go to the EU Transparency Register (hereinafter RTCE)

launched by the European Parliament and the European Commission on 23

June 2011; the Interest Group Register of the Spanish National Markets and

Competition Commission (hereinafter CNMC) of the Ministry of Economy,

Industry and Competitiveness (MINECO); Executive Order 1/2017, of the

14 February, by virtue of which the Interest Group Register of Catalonia

was created and regulated; the agreement of 28 June 2017 of the plenary

meeting of Madrid City Council, according to which the basic guidelines for

the IG register were established in the Transparency Ordinance of the City

of Madrid; Decree 8/2018, of 20 February, providing for the Interest Group

Register of Castile-La Mancha; the Transparency and Participation By-Law

10/2019 regulating the interest group register; and the Citizen Participation

Law 7/2017 of Andalusia, of 27 December.
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through which the representatives of interest groups, acting as
intermediaries, bring the desires of their groups to the notice
of legislators and decision-makers. Therefore, lobbying chiefly
involves conveying the messages of pressure groups to decision-
makers through specialist representatives.” Other authors have
also understood lobbying as a communication activity on behalf
of a pressure or interest group (Martínez Calvo, 1998), as a PR
communication process (Xifra, 1998), or as part of the global
communication of a company (Feo, 2001).

According to Sommerfeldt et al. (2019, p. 9), lobbying “is more
of an interpersonal rather than mass or mediated communication
activity.” However, this does not prevent the media from being
used to influence public opinion. Indeed, one of the most
important resources is the aforementioned grassroots lobbying.
Communication directed to public opinion has received plenty of
attention in North American political science, above all following
the advent of the so-called “new lobbying”—which puts the
emphasis on public opinion and political education, unlike the
“old lobbying” based on actions directly aimed at members of
parliament (Castillo-Esparcia, 2003)—as evidenced by the studies
performed by Fowler and Shaiko (1987) andWhiteley andWinyard
(1987). The underlying logic is that IG aim to create the perception
that the public sympathizes with their aspirations and demands
or the causes they are defending, thus making it hard for public
authorities to adopt decisions that go against groups that are seen
in a favorable light by most of the citizenry. Thus, lobbyists use
the media to pressure policymakers by influencing public opinion
(Vesa, 2022). Berry and Wilcox (2018) point out that many IG
engage in outside lobbying, or grassroots lobbying, to influence
policymakers, and, although the grassroots approach is a mainstay
of citizen groups, corporations and trade associations have also
begun to realize its power.

The relationship between lobbying and communication has
been approached from different perspectives, ranging from the
communication techniques, tactics, and strategies of lobbies
and IG (Castillo-Esparcia and Almansa-Martínez, 2011; Vesa,
2022) to their media presence (Castillo-Esparcia et al., 2017),
through elements giving shape to strategies aimed at public
opinion building (Castillo-Esparcia, 2003) and the proposal for a
descriptive classification of the communication strategies employed
in lobbying (Lock and Davidson, 2024). Using agenda-setting
theory, Huckins studies correlations between the agendas of the
IG Christian Coalition and major U.S. newspapers, and concludes
that an interest group “can make a purposeful impact on media
coverage” (Huckins, 1999, p. 83). Research has also been conducted
on the effectiveness of communication strategies adopted by IG,
including the study performed by Vidal Salazar and Delgado
Ceballos (2013) on the modification of the environmental behavior
of decision-makers. For their part, Berry and Wilcox (2018) have
highlighted the relevance of specific facts regarding lobbying’s
message effectiveness. Moreover, it has been noted that there are
three kinds of groups which usually have greater access to the
media: first, business groups—which enjoy a high level of access in
all countries and systems studied; second, trade unions; and third,
certain kinds of citizen groups, especially public IG (Vesa, 2022).
From a sectoral point of view, lobbying communication has been
studied in the environmental field (Herranz de la Casa et al., 2017),
while analyses have also been performed on the communication

strategies of pharma companies with the aim of influencing the
revision of their drugs for their authorization (Barber and Diestre,
2019), as well as the tools used by interest groups in relation to a law
on the consumption of sweet beverages in Colombia (Díaz-García
et al., 2020).

Until the advent of new communication technologies, the
definition, assignation, and placement of social demands were
limited by the level of access to the public authorities and by
the control of the media. However, technology has modified that
landscape by creating new communication spaces with interaction
via networks (Castells’ network society) (Castillo-Esparcia et al.,
2017). As noted by Casacuberta and Gutiérrez-Rubí (2010, p. 4),
“The introduction of information and communication technologies
(or ICTs) in participation processes (e-participation) does not
imply creating a new type of participation but simply more
participation.” As a result, new channels undermining the existing
barriers to social, political, and economic power have been
opened (Canel, 1999), signifying that the historical evolution
of communication technology has influenced IG activity. For
instance, digitally linked collective participation can be beneficial
for IG. Haro and Sampedro (2011) found that some (new)
associative profiles possessed certain characteristic features, such
as viral communication action and digital interactions, among
others. In particular, grassroots lobbying has profited from new
technology, which has helped lowering the cost of grassroots
mobilization (Berry and Wilcox, 2018). On the other hand, online
communication is used in parallel to more traditional kinds. As
observed by Fuchs (2014), activists’ communication is complex,
combining offline and online formats, and using digital and non-
digital media. In a similar vein, a study based on survey data
relating to senior PR practitioners in five countries concluded
that lobbying was associated with a greater use of the repertoire
of traditional media, as well as digital media like podcasts and
blogs (Sommerfeldt et al., 2019). In any case, social networking
sites (hereinafter SNS) have already been used to mobilize public
opinion in different European countries (Dür and Mateo, 2019).
What is more, since the consolidation of SNS the number of actions
aimed at exerting pressure and influence on political and social
actors in the public space has increased, thus shaping the dynamics
of the digital environment (Van Dijck et al., 2018). SNS have also
been addressed in research on IG and communication, such as
the study performed by Cristancho (2021) on the agenda of these
groups on Twitter (nowX), revealing that the COVID-19 pandemic
had not really modified their modus operandi.

2.2 Interest groups, political
communication, and propaganda

The digital realm is also relevant to the political dimension of
IG communication. As already seen, the activity of these groups
focuses on intervening in the political system (Jordana, 2019). The
IG phenomenon is ultimately related to the interests of social and
political actors (Castillo-Esparcia et al., 2017), whereas phenomena
like that of the “revolving doors” point to the connection between
the corporate world and politics (Ostio et al., 2023). Consequently,
it is only natural that IG communication should be considered
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as a manifestation of the political sort. Even more so when the
IG institutional system in Spain has little autonomy regarding
government and political parties (Molins and Medina, 2019). If, as
observed by Cotarelo (2010), the political arena is now on theWeb,
the importance of digital communication means that it is essential
to enquire more deeply into the way in which organizations are
managed and develop in the political public space. Moreover,
social media such as Twitter and Facebook have given political
actors a new channel by which to influence public opinion directly,
permitting them to bypass professional news media (Vesa, 2022).
In this respect, the amount of research conducted hitherto in
Spain on activism, digital communication, andmobilization should
come as no surprise (Anduiza et al., 2009; Castillo-Esparcia and
Smolak-Lozano, 2013; Micó and Casero-Ripollés, 2014; Toret,
2013; Castillo-Esparcia et al., 2017; Castillo-Esparcia and Almansa-
Martínez, 2020). These studies, focusing on the political potential of
digital tools, have placed the spotlight on social protest movements.

Thereby we arrive at the first key concept of our theoretical
framework: interaction, which stems from the political potential
of digital media, and which can be regarded as one key aspect of
SNS. This potential should be linked to theories of the political
opportunities offered by the Internet, which have traditionally
revolved around concepts such as proximity, dialogue, and
horizontal relationships—for instance, the idea of the Internet
as a development that facilitates participation and engagement
(Bekafigo and McBride, 2013; Vergeer et al., 2011) relates to the
notion of an egalitarian debate. As stated by Castillo-Esparcia and
Almansa-Martínez (2020, p. 759), “Politicians need to listen to
their audiences and, therefore, can (and it is advisable that they
do) leverage the interactive potential of the Internet, continually
inviting the citizenry to participate and replying to their proposals
and approaches.” The chance to establish interactive political
communication with these audiences is therefore a characteristic
of IG online communication.

To this theoretical framework grounded in the connection
of IG political communication and digital interaction, should be
added a type of communication traditionally linked to politics and
ideology, viz. propaganda. The propaganda phenomenon has been
the object of countless approaches and definitions over time, as well
as of debates on its nature (Pineda Cachero, 2006; Nilsson, 2012).
Considering the objectives of this work, the definition offered
by Jowett and O’Donnell (1986, p. 16) seems to be appropriate:
“Propaganda is the deliberate and systematic attempt to shape
perceptions, manipulate cognitions, and direct behavior to achieve
a response that furthers the desired intent of the propagandist.”
However, as this definition makes no reference to the content of
propaganda, this can be rectified by stating that “the desired intent
of the propagandist” always has to do with achieving, maintaining,
and reinforcing a position of social power, often underpinned by
ideological content (Pineda Cachero, 2008). Power and ideology
are thus two concepts that are central to defining propaganda,
which, as occurs with interest groups, produces communication
based on the interest of the sender. Pertaining to the connection
between propaganda and IG, it is no coincidence that Lasswell’s
(1995) concept of propaganda includes the activities of lobbies and
pressure groups, nor that lobbying communication occasionally
overlaps with political communication and/or propaganda (Doob,
1966). For instance, the religious-moral Anti-Saloon League,

created in 1893 at the peak of the movement in favor of banning
the consumption of alcohol in the US, employed organization
and propaganda techniques (Young, 1980). In the US, according
to Key (1962), and despite the existence of organized lobbies
since the nineteenth century, their spectacular growth occurred
above all in the wake of the First World War, whose discovery of
scientific propaganda had a direct influence on themethods used by
pressure groups. IG have historically used propaganda techniques
whose fundamental purpose is grassroots lobbying, aimed at public
opinion building, and there is no reason to believe that the current
situation in the digital world should be different. This assumption
relates directly to the research aims of this paper.

3 Research aims and questions

Spanish IG approach institutions through advisory committees
with the intention of formally channeling dialogue between the
government and organizations representing social interests. The
major national trade unions and business confederations are the
IG with the greatest presence in these committees. Another way
of approaching institutions is through parliamentary hearings to
which experts and representatives of groups are invited to share
their views on matters debated in parliamentary committees. The
third way of gaining access to institutions are IG registers, which
in Spain have been seen as a way of disclosing who is interested
in influencing the political process (Molins and Medina, 2019).
Nevertheless, none of these traditional forms of lobbying take into
account the communication factor. Organizations can influence
legislative procedures and public policy implementation by gaining
a comprehensive knowledge of how institutions work with an eye
to gaining access to decision-makers, but can also bring pressure
to bear indirectly through the media (De Figueiredo and Richter,
2014). There is a vast amount of literature on the first approach
(e.g., Baumgartner et al., 2009; Beyers et al., 2015; Binderkrantz
et al., 2015; Muñoz, 2016; Medina and Chaqués-Bonafont, 2024),
albeit a lot less on the communication of interest groups (Fowler
and Shaiko, 1987; Whiteley andWinyard, 1987; Farnel, 1994; Xifra,
2011; Castillo-Esparcia, 2001).

Accordingly, we intend to fill a research gap in that the
communication strategies of interest groups have seldom been
studied (Almiron and Xifra, 2016; Castillo Esparcia, 2011), and
even less so on SNS. Moreover, the dearth of literature on
communication strategies aimed at implementing IG actions is
even more evident in the case of those with a regional scope. One
study enquires into how the media can act as a pressure group,
as illustrated in Andalusia by the Carlist newspaper La Unión and
its opposition to the Spanish Second Republic (Langa Nuño and
Álvarez Rey, 2010). The region of Andalusia (our object of study)
has been approached from the perspective of associations (Del Pino
Espejo, 2013), but there is little research on current Andalusian IG
communication. Therefore, the intention of this study—performed
in the framework of the research project “Lobby y Comunicación
en la Unión Europea. Análisis de sus estrategias de comunicación”
(Lobbying and communication in the EuropeanUnion: An analysis
of its communication strategies) (ref. PID2020-118584RB-I00)—is
to provide empirical evidence that fills the knowledge gap regarding
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the digital communication of Spanish interest groups and, in
particular, Andalusia-based IG.

The primary research objective is to gain deeper insights into
the communication of Andalusian interest groups on SNSs. The
reason behind selecting an autonomous community like Andalusia
is down to the fact that Spain has a more or less decentralized
political culture, since the establishment of regional and local
governments has territorialised social interests and broadened the
opportunities for gaining access to public institutions. This has
given rise to a web of interests revolving around Spanish regional
politics—regional IG that have even collaborated in the founding
of new political parties (Molins and Medina, 2019). As an object
of study, Andalusia is also relevant given that it is one of the most
important regions of Spain: in 2020, it had 8,464,411 inhabitants,
thus accounting for nearly a fifth of the national population of
47,450,795 (INE, 2020). Besides, the use of SNS is fairly widespread,
with 64.6% of the Andalusian population being Internet users,
slightly above the national average of 63.2% (INE, 2022).

Directly related to IG communication, the second general
research objective is to determine which groups have the
highest average communication activity and whether they
consequently carry out actions of public opinion building
(grassrootsmobilization) (Castillo-Esparcia et al., 2017). Grassroots
lobbying, as an influence technique, is a long-debated topic in
North American political science (Whiteley and Winyard, 1987;
Fowler and Shaiko, 1987), although it has not aroused as much
academic interest in other regions of the world. Therefore, we aim
to fill yet another research gap by gauging the use of grassroots
lobbying in Andalusia.

Secondary research objectives include identifying the main
Andalusian interest groups appearing in official registers, checking
the SNSs they use, and measuring the level of interaction of
IG communication with their audiences. From the viewpoint
of the content of communication, the objective is to analyse
the messages of Andalusian IG, determining their level of
interaction (given the dialogic potential of SNS) and their
use of political communication and propaganda techniques.
As already observed, when running grassroots lobbying
campaigns with ideological content, and at the service of
power structures, IG are involved in activities indistinguishable
from propaganda from a historical angle. It is therefore
worthwhile analyzing whether Andalusian IG have intentions of
this kind.

These primary and secondary objectives are grounded in the
following research questions (hereinafter RQ):

RQ1. Which Andalusian interest groups are recorded in
official registers?

RQ2. To what extent do Andalusian interest groups use SNS?
RQ3. Do Andalusian IG establish interactive communication

with their audiences on X (formerly Twitter)?
RQ4. Do Andalusian IG employ political communication

techniques on X?
RQ5. Do Andalusian IG employ propaganda strategies and

techniques on X with an eye to reaching political objectives?

To these five RQ can be added another general one, the answer to
which is based on the data collected from RQ1–RQ5:

RQ6. Do Andalusian IG use X for grassroots lobbying?

4 Materials and method

The data collection technique employed to answer the RQ
is content analysis (Krippendorff, 2004), a classic methodology
for performing communication studies, and particularly useful for
identifying patterns in sets of messages. In order to operationalise
the first RQ and retrieve data relating to the sampled interest
groups, the R programming language (R Core Team, 2021)
and the RStudio integrated development environment (RStudio
Team, 2021) were used. During the process, web scraping
techniques using the Rvest (Wickham et al., 2021) and Rselenium
(Pettai, 2021) packages were employed. The combination of these
resources allowed to develop a code for downloading the relevant
information from two registers: the CNMC (Comisión Nacional de
los Mercados y la Competencia, 2023) and the RTCE (European
Commission, n.d.), the latter created by the European Commission
and European Parliament in 2011 to unite their IG registers (Dür
and Mateo, 2019). Following this, the names of all Andalusian
municipalities (Instituto de Estadística y Cartografía de Andalucía,
2023) were crossed with the headquarters of all IG included in
the two databases—in both, it is the interest group that establishes
its domiciliation, which does not have to coincide with their
fiscal address. Two random samples were selected to verify the
coincidence between the IG detected and the list of Andalusian
IG. Afterwards, the data were cleaned in order to prepare them for
analysis. The number of IG based in Andalusia was then filtered by
a human researcher, removing from the list of the CNMC especially
those individuals and companies that could be regarded as external
lobbies or lawyers, and to a lesser extent those groups working in
specific socioeconomic areas.

Regarding RQ2, the digital presence of Andalusian IG was
assessed by identifying the SNS they used. Social media were chosen
as communication outlets because they are a very relevant tool
when shaping public opinion in Spain, which is the ultimate aim
of grassroots lobbying—according to official sociological data, they
are the secondmost popular channel for keeping abreast of political
affairs and election news (CIS, 2019). A search was run on the
presence of interest groups on X, Meta, Instagram, LinkedIn, and
YouTube. In light of the results, it was decided to focus the content
analysis relating to RQ3, RQ4, and RQ5 on X. The main reason
behind this was quantitative, since there was a higher number of
profiles of Andalusian IG on this SNS. Nevertheless, there were also
qualitative reasons for selecting this social site. Firstly, it is the one
that has aroused the greatest scholarly interest regarding politics
(Ramos-Serrano et al., 2018; Evans et al., 2019), and political
communication is one of our research aims. Secondly, X use is fairly
widespread in Spain (García Ortega and Zugasti Azagra, 2014), thus
making it an appealing SNS for IG aiming to reach public opinion.
Additionally—and despite the modifications that X has undergone
under the new management of Elon Musk—this platform still has
a high presence of information and political content which is ideal
for analyzing currents of public opinion (Dubois et al., 2018), in line
with grassroots lobbying. Moreover, X has already been approached
from the perspective adopted here, the literature containing some
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or other analysis of IG Twitter communication (Díaz-García et al.,
2020; Cristancho, 2021).

RQ3, relating to the interactivity of communication, was
operationalized following a study performed by Graham et al.
(2013) on political communication, in which they distinguished
three types of tweets: normal post, @-reply and retweet—a typology
similar to that used by Larsson and Moe (2011). From this
typology, the @reply was operationalized as a basic indicator
of interaction—in fact, it has already been used as evidence of
dialogue and interaction (Criado et al., 2013; Ahmed and Skoric,
2014; Zugasti Azagra and Pérez González, 2015). So, when an
IG tweet contained a comment made by some or other user
to which the former replied, it was classified as an interactive
post. The coding sheet also included a variable specifying that, in
the case of interaction, it should indicate the type of user with
which this took place: public/citizen, journalist/media, lobbyist,
expert, industrialist/industry, authority, celebrity, politician, and
activist/non-governmental organization (hereinafter NGO). As a
second indicator of interaction, references to users (Capriotti and
Zeler, 2020)—aimed at generating some sort of dialogue or contact
in the digital sphere—were also operationalized.

RQ4, relating to political communication techniques, was
operationalized following Canel’s work (Canel, 2006) on the
political communication techniques of institutions, establishing
the following categories: information aimed at the media,
toning down language, neutralizing negative information, leaks,
press conferences, press reviews, event organization, speeches,
statements, advertising placement, messages of IG spokespeople,
messages of press officers/heads of communication/directors of
communication, and use of other web formats (other than X). The
content analysis identifies the presence of these techniques in the
tweets posted by IG on X.

The coding sheet included two variables relating to RQ5,
namely, the use of propaganda devices and the identification of
political objectives. As to propaganda resources, the following
classic categories, proposed by the Institute for Propaganda
Analysis (1995), were considered: the name-calling device (when
some or other adversary is cast in a negative light, without evidence
or implications); the glittering-generalities device (propagandists
identify their programmes as something virtuous, ideal); the
transfer device (the prestige or authority of an institution is
transferred to the object of propaganda); the testimonial device
(a well-known person speaks out in favor of the propagandist);
the plain-folks device (powerful individuals profess to be down-
to-earth people); the card-stacking device (use of deceit); and
the band-wagon device (appeals to group unity). Regarding the
political goal, it was determined whether IG attacked, defended
or took a neutral stance toward Spanish political parties and the
country’s regional and national governments, or whether they
lacked political objectives.

In relation to sample design, and after determining that 47
Andalusian IG had active profiles on X, it was decided that the
content analysis should be based on a universe comprising all the
tweets posted on X by these groups during 2023. The web scraping
Popster tool was used to obtain the tweets of each interest group,
before filtering the results to eliminate the comments they had
made on X about the tweets of other profiles which did not form
part of the posts of their own X walls. The compilation of all the

FIGURE 1

Categories of IG registered in the RTCE (%).

posts resulted in a universe (N) of 14,271 tweets. On the basis
of this population, systematic random sampling was used, with a
confidence level of 95% and a margin of error of 5%, indicating
an appropriate sample size of 374 units. Following the systematic
random procedure (Krippendorff, 2004), a sample interval (k) was
calculated by dividing the size of the population (N) by that of the
appropriate sample size (n = 374) and by selecting a random start
between 1 and k to determine the first unit to be sampled, before
continuing with the interval until obtaining all sample units. The
systematic sample interval was k= 38, and no. 5 was selected by lot
as start interval.

Pertaining to intercoder reliability, following an initial two-
coder reliability test based on Krippendorff ’s alpha (α) and
percentage agreement (PA) coefficients, the interaction and
political objective variables of the posts reached maximum levels
of agreement (α = 1). However, those relating to political
communication (α = −0.036) and propaganda techniques (α =

−0.063) failed to reach the minimum acceptable threshold in
content analysis in terms of Krippendorff ’s α (α = 0.8), although
the political communication technique variable obtained a PA =

86.87%. After a discussion with coders in which the interpretation
of problematic variables was fine-tuned, in a second two-coder
test the political communication and propaganda variables reached
perfect reliability (α = 1). Coding was performed by three authors
of this paper using Excel, a software program that has also been
utilized in the processing and exploitation of data.

5 Results

The first results presented below have to do with the type of
interest group recorded in the official registers. The list contains a
total of 57 registered Andalusian groups (Annex 1), specifically, 35
in the RTCE and 24 in the CNMC—the real total is not 57 because
two of them (Fundación Savia por el Compromiso y los Valores,
and ENTRA Agregación y Flexibilidad) are registered in both. First
and foremost, this indicates that the IG with fiscal domiciles in
Andalusia tend to register themselves in the RTCE, rather than in
the CNMC. As to the sectors to which these IG belong, Figure 1
shows the types of IG registered in the RTCE.
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FIGURE 2

Categories of IG registered in the CNMC (%).

The predominance of companies and business groups, as well
as commercial and business associations, among Andalusian IG in
the RTCE is plain to see, for both account for 65% of the total.
In the CNMC (Figure 2), however, individual companies give way
to commercial and business associations, comprising nearly 30%
of the total. The presence of companies and business groups is
remarkable as well. This Spanish register, moreover, has a greater
number of social IG, given the prevalence of the association,
foundation, and NGO category (25%).

Concerning the use of SNS, Twitter/X and Meta were the
most popular among Andalusian IG, which also put LinkedIn
to a fair amount of use (Table 1). Comparatively speaking, the
percentages did not vary much between the RTCE and the CNMC,
although the interest groups oriented toward Europe attached
greater importance to Facebook/Meta and the video-sharing site
YouTube than those with a national focus. At any rate, it is
important to stress that IG did not put social media to an exhaustive
use, for some of them had no presence whatsoever on the two main
SNS and, moreover, others simply did not have any SNS profiles
at all.

Focusing on Twitter/X, Figure 3 shows that the vast majority
of the Andalusian interest groups with profiles on the SNS did
not often post tweets, with four of them (Divulgación Dinámica—
Dynamic Popularization; FACUA-Consumidores en Acción—
FACUA-Consumers in Action; Autismo Sevilla—Autism Seville;
and the Consejería de Salud y Consumo de la Junta de Andalucía—
Health and Consumer Department of the Andalusian regional
government) accounting for more than 60% of the sample. In
particular, Divulgación Dinámica, the most active IG on Twitter/X
(posting 36.4% of all the tweets), is a social sciences training portal,
whereas FACUA (14.4%), in second place, is an NGO devoted to
defending consumer rights.

Moving on to the type of communication Andalusian IG
establish with their audiences, the level of interaction detected
in the posts (a dichotomous variable) indicates that only 1.6%
of posts (namely, six posts) on Twitter/X can be regarded as
having established some sort of interactive communication with
their audiences, insofar as that nearly 100% of them corresponded
to the normal, one-way tweet category—specifically, the number
of normal posts amounts to 368, that is, 98.4%. The only
user profile with which there was interaction (on the very few

occasions on which this occurred) was the general public and
the citizenry, without taking into consideration other audiences
that have traditionally been very important for IG actions, such
as the political class and experts. As to references to users as
an indicator of interaction, the results are generally, but not
exclusively, more favorable: 21.4% of the posts on Twitter/X
contained such references, whereas 78.6% had none whatsoever.
That almost 80% of the posts of IG did not mention users yet again
highlights their scant interest in interactive communication.

Regarding communication content, the political
communication technique most prevalent (in 186 of the 374
posts analyzed, i.e., nearly 50%) was the use of other web
formats (Figure 4). This can be exemplified by a tweet posted
on 3 January 2023—informing that FACUA had noted that the
prices of foodstuffs affected by the lower VAT rate could not
be increased in the next 4 months, except in the case of higher
production costs—which included a link to the IG’s website
(facua.org). This technique was followed at considerable distance
by event organization (16%) and advertising placement (13.6%).
Consequently, the most habitual communication trend was for
interest groups to use their profiles to redirect their audiences
to content posted on other sites. This underscores yet again the
one-way nature of the communication, while relating to the other
two techniques detected to a greater extent (event organization
and advertising placement), in which that communication was
characterized by an asymmetry in favor of IG. In any case, the
dearth of techniques relating to message content is striking, as
well as the fact that Andalusian organizations did not use any
political or institutional communication technique in 10% of the
messages. Statistically, and according to Pearson’s chi-squared
tests (χ2), there is no significant relation between the political
communication techniques variable and the interactivity variable
(χ2

= 3.60; p= 0.98).
The propaganda techniques adopted by IG (Figure 5) were

more related to political content. However, their use did not seem to
be decisive, for no propaganda resources were detected in 67.1% of
the sample (251 tweets). The only noteworthy techniques were the
glittering-generalities (present in 14.7%) and the transfer devices
(13.4%). The glittering-generalities device, which identifies the
programme of the sender with some or other virtue, is illustrated
by a tweet posted by ConBici (Coordinadora Española en Defensa
de la Bicicleta), an IG advocating for the use of bicycles, on
17 May, in which it was contended that in Spain “the bicycle
industry employs 25,000 people, a number that could increase if
this mode of transport is promoted and adequate political measures
are taken.” Besides these two techniques, Andalusian IG were not
that interested in conveying their messages or communicatively
approaching institutions and, consequently, the powers that be.
Pearson’s chi-squared tests (χ2) indicate significant relations
between political communication techniques and propaganda
techniques (χ2

= 112.84; p < 0.001). However, and regarding the
interactivity variable, no significant relation between this and the
propaganda techniques variable was found (χ2

= 3.01; p= 0.7).
Nor did Andalusian IG appear to be interested in ideological

or political stance taking on Twitter/X (Figure 6), for no political
objective whatsoever was detected in the content of 94.7% of the
posts. Chi-squared tests indicate significant relations between this
variable and political communication techniques (χ2

= 167.26; p
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TABLE 1 SNSs used by Andalusian IG (frequencies and percentages).

Twitter/X Facebook/Meta Instagram LinkedIn YouTube Other SNS

IG registered in the RTCE 25 (71.4%) 26 (74.2%) 12 (34.2%) 22 (62.8%) 17 (48.5%) 4 (11.4%)

IG registered in the CNMC 16 (66%) 15 (62.5%) 7 (29%) 16 (66%) 9 (37.5%) –

FIGURE 3

Tweets posted by Andalusian IG on Twitter/X in 2023 (percentages and frequencies).

< 0.001), as well as between the political objective and propaganda
techniques variables (χ2

= 121.54; p < 0.001). Although they
use some political communication and propaganda techniques,

Andalusian IG have no interest in engaging political parties or
governments—attacking, defending or taking a neutral stance
toward them—in their digital communication. Only 2.9% of the
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FIGURE 4

Political communication techniques used by Andalusian IG
(percentages and frequencies).

FIGURE 5

Propaganda techniques in IG tweets (percentages and frequencies).

messages analyzed (just 11 tweets) had some type of political goal,
but were classified as undetermined owing to the fact that they
were very ambiguous. The “attacking the national government,”
“referring to the Andalusian regional government in a neutral tone,”
and “attacking the Andalusian regional government” categories
had an irrelevant presence of 0.5% in each case. An example of
this is a tweet posted on 28 August 2023 in which the Federación
Andaluza ENLACE (which works with people with addictions and
those at risk of social exclusion) seconded another organization
condemning the delays in offering people with addictions support.

6 Discussion and conclusions

This study has analyzed the use of political communication
and propaganda by Andalusian interest groups, and cast light

on the extent to which they employ communication on social
media for grassroots lobbying purposes. The Andalusian interest
groups officially registered in the CNMC and the RTCE are
mainly companies and commercial and business associations (thus
answering RQ1). This implies that the lobbying of these groups
is fundamentally commercial and economic, at the expense of
ideological demands—and also of political communication, as will
be seen below. This business-oriented approach, moreover, is
consistent with the evidence suggesting that business interests are
represented slightly more than non-business interests in lobbying
(De Figueiredo and Richter, 2014), as well as with the information
available on the types of IG active in the European Union,
including companies, trade unions, business associations, NGOs,
and professional associations (Dür and Mateo, 2019). Our study is
also in line with the findings of Almansa-Martínez and Castillero-
Ostio (2020) indicating that the most representative category in the
RTCE includes “the in-house pressure groups of companies and
commercial, business, and professional associations.” Furthermore,
the fact that there are more interest groups registered in the RTCE
than in the CNMC is in keeping with the increase in the number
of regional groups present in the European Union (Dür andMateo,
2019).

Our findings also show that these Andalusian interest groups
use SNS in their mediated communication for strategic purposes.
Indeed, they use different SNS: Twitter/X, Meta, Instagram,
LinkedIn, and YouTube, among others. However, this does not
mean that they did so systematically. In relation to RQ2, the use
of Twitter/X by IG, in particular, was arguably inconsistent and
sloppy. Barring some exceptions, the vast majority or organizations
did not post frequent tweets, evincing that digital public opinion
building is not among the main objectives of groups which are
mainly of a business or commercial nature. As a matter of fact,
it is no coincidence that the most active IG on X included
consumer association FACUA, association Autismo Sevilla and
public institution Health and Consumer Department of the
Andalusian regional government, that is, non-profit organizations.

The communication of Andalusian IG was characterized by
its lack of interaction: an irrelevant 1.6% of the tweets that these
groups posted on Twitter/X can be classified as interactive, leading
to dialogue with their audiences. This is reinforced by the fact that
references to other Twitter users in their posts were infrequent.
Accordingly, the answer to RQ3 is that Andalusian interest groups
are not making the most of the opportunities offered by SNS.
This ties in with the findings of other studies of the interaction
of companies (Zeler, 2021) and Spanish NGOs (Quintana-Pujalte,
2020) on Facebook/Meta, where digital communication tended
to be one-way. The same goes for interaction in political
communication, which has been widely studied. Research in this
respect has shown a very poor use of the interaction potential
of sites like Twitter/X by politicians in general (Golbeck et al.,
2010; Larsson and Moe, 2011; Mirer and Bode, 2015; Vergeer,
2020) and in Spain in particular (Ramos-Serrano et al., 2018;
Pineda et al., 2022). The main theoretical implication here is
that a Web 2.0 app like X can be used in a Web 1.0 context,
whereby “sites are predominantly hierarchical and disseminating,
from the politician and party directly to the citizens” (Vergeer and
Hermans, 2013, p. 400)—the same one-way pattern can be detected
in IG communication.
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FIGURE 6

Political objectives of IG tweets (percentages and frequencies).

This lack of interaction could hinder the positioning of interest
groups in the digital sphere and, consequently, in the public
sphere. Additionally, “Public opinion can also become a way of
gaining more direct access to decision-makers [and] can serve
to place an issue on the political agenda, obtaining an elusive
meeting, bolstering the legitimacy of proposals or changing the
terms of negotiation” (Rubio-Núñez, 2017, p. 409). Bearing this
in mind, one could say that with their digital communication,
Andalusian IG did not fully exploit the territory in which
they disseminated content, thus working against their capacity
of influence. Furthermore, their lack of interaction with key
institutions implies that they were developing a rather passive
strategic digital communication model, far removed from a
proactive strategy aimed at placing their interests on the media and
political agendas.

The intention of RQ4 was to enquire into whether, given
that lobbying is regarded as a form of political communication,
Andalusian IG employed political and institutional communication
techniques on Twitter/X. Among the techniques identified by Canel
(1999), that of other web formats was the most frequently used,
which is consistent with interest groups’ one-way communication,
for on many occasions these took the shape of links to their own
websites. This implies that IG adopt the digital media aspects
of political and institutional communication, but not the content
typical of such communication.

Regarding the strategic use of propaganda techniques (RQ5),
Andalusian IG essentially employed them in an attempt to build
a positive image of themselves, the most frequently used being
the glittering-generalities and transfer devices. Nevertheless, their
use of propaganda had no purely political objective whatsoever. In
light of the fact that 95% of their tweets lacked political objectives,
these organizations apparently had no interest in engaging
political parties or governments with their digital communication,
whether it be to attack, defend or take a neutral stance toward
them. This is especially paradoxical in that two of the most
active organizations on Twitter/X included a department of the

Andalusian regional government and the consumer association
FACUA, whose discourse is not without ideological connotations.
At any rate, it can be concluded that Andalusian interest groups did
not use Twitter/X as a platform for debate or for putting forward
political proposals.

The answers to our five RQs, plus their discussion, lead to RQ6,
which asked whether Andalusian IG used Twitter/X for grassroots
lobbying. Some results of the content analysis indicate that, in a
first reading, it could be suggested that IG had a certain interest
in shaping public opinion. This is evidenced by the fact that the
sole user profile with which IG interacted was the general public
and the citizenry, as well as by the use of propaganda techniques
for the purpose of casting the organizations in a positive light. In
this connection, Andalusian IG lobbying can be related to Finer’s
(1966) idea of grassroots campaigning, particularly with the aim
of constructing a positive image for the group. Be that as it may,
the low frequency of posts on an SNS as oriented toward public
debate as Twitter/X, plus the all but complete lack of a strategy
for engaging public decision-makers and governments, implies that
it is hard to claim that Andalusian IG communication follows the
pattern of grassroots lobbying.

It has been observed that an open debate on social media can
be considered as a first step toward garnering support, as well as
that groups can voice their agreement or disagreement in official
political debates (Cristancho, 2021). Practically none of this was
detected in the communication of Andalusian IG. It is therefore
necessary to reconsider theoretically whether access to media (and
social media) content management allows these groups to disclose
their demands, in a context where politics has become increasingly
a symbolic struggle which all associations want to monopolize in
order to impose their worldview (Castillo-Esparcia et al., 2017).
At least in the case of Andalusian interest groups, there does not
seem to have been any intention to become embroiled in a symbolic
struggle in the political arena to gain influence.

Andalusian IG communication is aimed at constructing a
favorable public image. Nonetheless, as it is not clear that such
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a positive image could help them reach their objectives or satisfy
their interests, one could argue that these groups used Twitter/X
to achieve objectives differing from those of lobbying per se.
Although in theory the tactics and strategies deployed by interest
groups, pressure groups and lobbies are not only aimed at gaining
direct and particular influence over political representatives—the
importance of bringing pressure to bear on public opinion is
often recognized in the literature—in the case of Andalusia it
seems that this type of indirect influence was conspicuous by its
absence. This may help explaining why the connection between
political objectives and the public image constructed by lobbying
is not explicit. We consider that Andalusian IG present some
sort of apolitical façade, with possible political aims remaining
in the shade. This hypothesis is in line with the consideration
that IG resort more often to internal strategies (i.e., those whose
purpose is not to sway public opinion) to influence decisions of the
European Union (Dür andMateo, 2019); as well as with the notions
that corporations and trade associations use outside lobbying on
occasion (Berry andWilcox, 2018), and that business groups prefer
to use inside lobbying (Vesa, 2022). From a broader theoretical
perspective, this also indicates that SNS communication does not
have to be obligatory in lobbying, which bears out the fact that a
great deal of indirect lobbying does not guarantee greater influence
(Álvarez and Arceo, 2023). Nonetheless, a price is paid: since
media access may help IG to be recognized by policymakers, and
strengthen groups’ reputation (Vesa, 2022), this kind of strategising
could imply less impact regarding public image and visibility—thus
affecting IG public legitimacy.

This paper aimed at shedding light on the digital
communication of Andalusian interest groups, an object of
study that has received little attention to date. Nevertheless, our
study has limitations, one of which is the SNS analyzed: Twitter/X.
It would be advisable to determine whether IG communication
functions differently from other SNS of a visual or audiovisual
nature, such as Instagram, YouTube, and TikTok. Moreover, given
that IG strive to place messages and developments of interest
to them on the media agenda (Castillo-Esparcia et al., 2017),
another potential line of research would involve contrasting the
communication behavior of IG on social media with the news
coverage of their messages. Additionally, it is necessary to continue
to gain further insights into the communication of interest groups
from a regional perspective, and to compare their communication
activities at national and transnational levels.
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