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Abstract
The late incorporation of Spain into the international circuit for the publication of results of scientific research in Com-
munication has not proved to be an obstacle to reaching a level similar to international research in this discipline re-
cently. However, this development is still subject to some obstacles. In this study, we carried out co-word and cocitation 
analyses of the intellectual and thematic structure of articles published by researchers affiliated with Spanish centers 
in journals indexed in the Communication category in Scopus and published between 1980 and 2020 (n = 7,422). This 
enables an analysis of the intellectual and thematic structure of Communication studies between 1980 and 2020 and its 
evolution. The aim is to contextualize this process, in a broad sense, thus establishing the similarities to and differences 
from European (n = 33,615) and Latin American (n = 5,160) Communication research during the same period. The results 
reveal a homogenization of the research interests between Spanish academics and their European counterparts during 
the last decade, with an emphasis on digital technologies and social networks. The first prominent studies in Spanish 
research have also appeared, albeit not yet becoming established as such on the international stage during the last 
decade. It is concluded that Spanish Communication research has developed around Journalism while the other classic 
disciplines (Audiovisual Communication, and Advertising and Public Relations) have not managed to consolidate a cohe-
rent and cohesive thematic and intellectual community to date, mainly due to their greater heterogeneity.
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1. Introduction
Scientific Communication research started in Spain later than in the rest of Europe, the USA, or some Latin American 
countries. This discipline did not begin to develop as an area of knowledge in Spain until the creation and consolidation 
of the first Faculties of Information (or Communication) Sciences (Jones, 1998), which celebrated their 50th anniversary 
in 2021. 

Alongside the emergence of Spanish Communication research (Saperas-Lapiedra, 2016), a stream of studies on the field 
itself proliferated (Martínez-Nicolás; Saperas-Lapiedra; Carrasco-Campos, 2019), analyzing its characteristics as a scientific 
discipline based on metaresearch (Giménez-Toledo; Jiménez-Contreras, 2013). In this regard, various studies have analyzed 
the centers and authors who publish most (Baladrón-Pazos; Manchado-Pérez; Correyero-Ruiz, 2017), their social structure 
(Repiso-Caballero; Torres-Salinas; Delgado-López-Cózar, 2011), their objects of study (Caffarel-Serra; Ortega-Mohedano; 
Gaitán-Moya, 2017), or the most widely applied methodologies (Martínez-Nicolás; Saperas-Lapiedra, 2011).

These studies illustrate various features of the evolution in this field. Thus, at the end of the 1990s, Spanish Communica-
tion research focused on mass communication, especially via traditional media, to the detriment of other facets such as 
personal or intergroup communication (Jones, 1998). From that time to the present, the focus of this discipline in Spain 
has remained on the content of mass communication, to the detriment of institutional or social aspects (audiences) 
(Martínez-Nicolás; Saperas-Lapiedra; Carrasco-Campos, 2019).

On the other hand, Spanish Communication research has developed beyond its initial phase marked by articles with an 
essayistic or theoretical nature or weak methodology toward the current generalization and consolidation of empirical 
research (Martínez-Nicolás, 2020), especially regarding content analysis (Castillo-Esparcia; Carretón-Ballester, 2010; 
Gómez-Escalonilla, 2020). This evolution has placed Spain at levels close or comparable to international Communication 
research (Goyanes; Rodríguez-Gómez; Rosique-Cedillo, 2018; Vizoso; Pérez-Seijo; López-García, 2019).

This intellectual evolution has been accompanied by publication with more collaborative dynamics (Fernández-Quijada; 
Masip; Bergillos, 2013; Martínez-Nicolás, 2020), a stronger orientation toward not only Spanish but also international 
journals (Fernández-Quijada; Masip, 2013; Martínez-Nicolás, 2020), and greater intensity (Rodríguez-Gómez; Goyanes; 
Rosique-Cedillo, 2018; De-Filippo, 2013). In fact, the Scopus database rates Spain as one of the most productive coun-
tries in the Communication field, only surpassed by the USA and UK (Trabadela-Robles et al., 2020).

However, this panorama has been described by studies that have only occasionally considered all publications in journals 
in the area indexed in Scopus or WoS. Different lines of research have focused on articles published in journals publi-
shed in Spain (Castillo-Esparcia; Carretón-Ballester, 2010; De-Filippo, 2013; Míguez-González; Baamonde-Silva; Corba-
cho-Valencia, 2014; Martínez-Nicolás, 2020), doctoral theses (Repiso-Caballero; Torres-Salinas; Delgado-López-Cózar, 
2011; Marcos-Recio; Martínez-Pestaña; Blasco-López, 2012; Díaz-Campo, 2016; Lozano-Ascencio et al., 2020), or in 
certain subdisciplines (Díaz-Campo; Segado-Boj, 2017) or under the auspices of the conferences of national associations 
(Castillo-Esparcia; Carretón-Ballester; Pineda-Martínez, 2020).

Studies sampling all journals in the area that are indexed in databases such as Scopus or Web of Science have been 
restricted to specific fields of the discipline such as Organizational Communication (Míguez-González; Costa-Sánchez, 
2019) or television (Moreno-Delgado; Repiso; Monte-
ro-Díaz, 2020), or have ignored the thematic and inte-
llectual dimension to focus on other dimensions such 
as social structure (Escribà-Sales; Cortiñas, 2013; Se-
gado-Boj; Prieto-Gutiérrez; Díaz-Campo, 2021) or the 
productivity and impact of authors (Túñez-López, 2013; 
Gómez-Calderón; Roses, 2015). 

Spanish research in Scopus has evolved 
from technical and linguistic aspects to 
issues related to new technologies and, 
especially, social networks
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The aim of the current work is to complement this perspective by considering all articles published by researchers affilia-
ted to Spanish centers in journals indexed in the Scopus Communication category, regardless of the nationality of those 
journals. It has been pointed out that the evolution of the internationalization of this area (Fernández-Quijada; Masip, 
2013) is one of the characteristics illustrating its maturity, especially as an effect of the introduction of the Agencia Na-
cional de Evaluación de la Calidad y Acreditación (Aneca), the National Agency for Quality Assessment and Accreditation 
of Spain) (Masip, 2011). Not considering scientific publications by Spanish researchers in international journals will thus 
ignore a growing proportion of Spanish Communication results.

On the other hand, this work also aims to compare Spanish Communication research with that carried out in the Euro-
pean and Latin American scenarios. Segado-Boj, Prieto-Gutiérrez, and Díaz-Campo (2021) point out that international 
collaboration by Spanish researchers is oriented more toward Europe and the English-speaking world, while there is no 
consolidated Latin American research community in Communication. This disconnection between Latin America and 
Spain does not only occur in relations between researchers. Piñeiro-Naval and Morais (2019) also highlight a thematic 
and intellectual disconnection: while in Spain positivist works (surveys) are published on the audience and their interac-
tion with ICT and social networks, in Latin America there are more qualitative analyses on cinematographic messages, 
although other authors (González-Samé; Romero-Rodríguez; Aguaded, 2017) have also indicated that Latin American 
research is fundamentally dedicated to the analysis of messages and their impact on the audience. 

Finally, this study also presents for the first time a structural analysis of the intellectual and thematic networks of Spanish 
Communication research.

1.1. Aims
This study aims to analyze the intellectual and thematic structural evolution of Spanish Communication research be-
tween 1980 and 2020 in articles published in journals indexed in the Communication category of Scopus. The intellec-
tual structure is comprehended as how the study topics are connected to each other, while their thematic structure is 
considered to describe the connection between the most cited works, which can reveal theoretical schools or traditions 
(Segado-Boj; Martin-Quevedo; Fernández-Gómez, 2022). 

We also compare the extent to which these structures coincide with research published by European and Latin American 
academics, and its longitudinal evolution over the years. 

The following research questions are thus proposed:

RQ1: How was the intellectual structure of Spanish Communication research organized between 1980 and 2020? 

RQ2: How was the thematic structure of Spanish Communication research structured between 1980 and 2020?

RQ3: How did these structures evolve in each decade? What changes occurred in their composition and configu-
ration?

RQ4: What are the similarities and differences of the intellectual and conceptual structure of this research when 
compared with European and Latin American Communication research?

2. Methodology
The intellectual and conceptual structure of this research field is studied by carrying out a sociometric analysis of the co-
word and cocitation networks (García-Lillo et al., 2017; Aparicio; Iturralde; Maseda, 2019). Co-word analysis considers 
keyword co-occurrences, that is, the number of times that two or more keywords are used together in a single article. 

The second element of the sociometric analysis, based on cocitation networks, captures the frequency with which two 
documents are cited by the same subsequent work (Small, 1973). Cocitation analysis can thus identify the theories and 
ideas that constitute the intellectual foundations of a discipline (Cheng et al., 2018). 

Each network is made up of vertices or nodes (keywords or cited references), linked by a network or relationships that 
represent how many times each term or reference appears together in a document. The indices calculated to identify 
the structure of the networks are detailed below. 

2.1. Number of nodes
This index indicates the total number of elements (either keywords or references) composing each network.

2.2. Components
Within a network, different components can be configured, that is, combinations of elements or nodes connected to 
each other within the universe of the network (Sosa; Eppinger; Rowles, 2007). A high number of components may indi-
cate a fragmented community or the existence of specialized communities (Fatt; Ujum; Ratnavelu, 2010). 

The size of the main component measures the percentage of vertices included in the largest set in the network. A large 
main component may indicate the extent to which the discipline is structured around a fundamental or transversal the-
me (Segado-Boj; Prieto-Gutiérrez; Díaz-Campo, 2021).
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2.3. Clustering and transitivity coefficient
Networks may include different communities or clusters whose nodes interact more frequently and intensely with each 
other than with the rest of the network. The clustering coefficient computes the proportion of vertices connected to a 
node that in turn are also connected to each other (Zhu; Guan, 2013). That is, it calculates the probability that a node 
will appear linked to other neighboring nodes within its community. The higher the clustering index, the more closely 
these communities will be connected (Yan; Ding; Zhu, 2010). 

The transitivity also indicates the clustering of the network, but unlike the clustering coefficient, it is calculated on the basis 
of the vertices with the greatest centrality. Thus, a low transitivity index indicates that the network comprises communi-
ties divided among themselves and that barely connect with each other, only weakly or infrequently. In contrast, a high 
transitivity index indicates that the network cannot be differentiated into distinguishable communities (Hicks et al., 2019).

2.4. Centrality
The centrality of a network indicates the degree to which only one or a few vertices tend to show a large number of 
connections (Schoen et al., 2014). An index equal to 1 would imply that a node would be linked to all the nodes of the 
network while the rest of the vertices would be connected only to that initial node, giving rise to a star-shaped graph. 
On the contrary, an index equal to 0 would indicate that all the nodes are equally connected to each other, which can be 
represented by a circular graph (Olmeda-Gómez et al., 2008).

A high number of nodes in certain networks may require the application of a network reduction strategy (Tang; Teng; 
Lin, 2019) to enable a structural analysis. The increase in nodes during the period 2010–2020 made it necessary to divide 
this decade into two five-year periods (2011–2015 and 2016–2020) for the purposes of the structural analysis of the ne-
twork. In addition, the cocitation networks for all the periods were generated only from references cited at least twice.

2.5. Material
The bibliographic material used to construct the networks was downloaded from Scopus in March 2021. All journals 
indexed at that time in the Communication category of the latest edition of SCImago Journal Rank (2019) were searched 
using ISSN. This initial search was refined into three subsets comprising articles with at least one author affiliated to a 
Spanish, European, or Latin American institution, respectively. The Communication area shows a relatively low degree of 
internationalization, which will reduce the overlap between these three subsets (Trabadela-Robles et al., 2020). A data-
base of 45,556 articles published by authors affiliated to Spanish, Latin American, or European institutions was thereby 
constructed (Table 1).

Table 1. Sample composition by decade

  1981–1990 1991–2000 2001–2010 2011–2020

Spain 15 130 922 6,355

Europe 1,172 2,508 7,221 22,714

Latin America 19 33 580 4,528

Individual articles 1,206 2,671 8,216 33,463

The bibliographic information from these databases was transformed into sociometric information using VOSviewer 
(Van-Eck; Waltman, 2010). Subsequently, one of the authors manually processed and homogenized the keywords and 
references. The generated networks were analyzed and represented graphically using Pajek (Batagelj; Mrvar, 1998). 
The visual representation was achieved by using a twofold simplification strategy. In all cases (Figs. 1–12), only the 50 
keywords and the 25 most used references in each decade and geographical setting considered were taken into account. 
Information available at:
https://doi.org10.6084/m9.figshare.17194946

Additionally, in each particular case, only relationships between vertices that reached a given minimum frequency (indi-
cated below each figure) are presented. 

The visual representations also include the identification of communities as detected using the Leuven algorithm (multi-
level thickening, single refinement, resolution parameter = 1, number of random restarts = 1, maximum number of levels 
in each iteration = 20, maximum number of repetitions at each level = 50). The color of the nodes in each figure corres-
ponds to the different communities identified by the algorithm in each network. The number inside each node corres-
ponds to the frequency of appearance of each keyword and the number of citations of each reference, as appropriate. 

The “Results” section also presents the information for each decade. Firstly, the thematic structure of the community is 
described on the basis of the keywords, then the intellectual structure according to the most frequent citations.

The small number of references found for the years 1981–1990 and 1991–2000 prevented the generation of networks. 
For the decades 2001–2010 and 2011–2020, the co-word and cocitation networks are presented first for Spain and then 
for Europe and Latin America. 
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3. Results
First, an epigraph is presented to illustrate the structural evolution of the keyword and cocitation networks during the 
period analyzed. The data are presented in a disaggregated manner for Spain, Europe, and Latin America during each 
period considered. 

After this information, a visual representation of the networks is provided. First, information on the co-word and cocitation 
networks of the Spanish sample is presented, followed by a comparison with the situation in Europe and Latin America. 

3.1. Structural evolution of networks
3.1.1. Co-word network

Alongside the increase in Spanish scientific production in the Communication field (Table 1), the numbers of nodes and 
components also increased (Table 2); That is, the variety of keywords used increased greatly, and in turn the discon-
nected word groups. However, the size of the main component in Spanish production grew steadily during the decades 
considered: the proportion of connected increased throughout, since the 1980s. A similar trend is observed for the 
European and Latin American production, with Spain lying closer in size to the main European component and slightly 
exceeding that from Latin America.

The centrality indices of the Spanish network evolve with variations that are more marked during 1981–2000 but become 
more moderate from 2001 onward. In any case, these values are at relatively low levels, indicating the absence of terms 
or concepts with excessively high prominence and, on the contrary, pointing to a certain dispersion in the thematic focus. 

Meanwhile, the European production exhibits an upward trend, more uniformly in the case of centrality, albeit remai-
ning at moderate values. The Latin American network again shows an uneven evolution in its centrality, remaining lower 
than that for the Spanish network. The Spanish co-word network is more structured around certain concepts than the 
Latin American one, which shows a more dispersed character in this sense.

Regarding the grouping of the communities, the three analyzed scenarios share a similar evolution. Both the clustering 
coefficient and the transitivity decrease progressively and stably. Connections within and between co-word communities 
become increasingly weak and infrequent. However, the clustering coefficient remains at values much higher than the 
transitivity, which falls at rates that barely reach one tenth (in the European case) or slightly exceed it (in Spain and Latin 
America). 

Table 2. Structural characteristics of co-word networks

1981–1990 1991–2000 2001–2010 2011–2015 2016–2020

Spain

Number of nodes 16 92 2,794 6,868 10,087

Number of components 3 10 98 151 149

Main component 9 36 2,275 6,191 9,387

Main component percentage 56.25 39.13 81.42 90.14 93.06

Clustering 0.946 0.971 0.904 0.875 0.868

Transitivity 0.875 0.605 0.250 0.124 0.103

Centrality 0.238 0.336 0.095 0.097 0.131

Europe

Number of nodes 487 1,822 11,892 18,739 32,187

Number of components 43 104 313 348 441

Main component 252 1,303 10,580 17,153 30,057

Main component percentage 51.75 71.52 88.97 91.54 93.38

Clustering 0.933 0.911 0.878 0.871 0.864

Transitivity 0.700 0.456 0.152 0.112 0.076

Centrality 0.053 0.045 0.049 0.068 0.083

Latin America

Number of nodes

 

48 1,493 3,770 6,282

Number of components 7 76 169 195

Main component 13 1,170 3,060 5,412

Main component percentage 27.08 78.37 81.17 86.15

Clustering 0.989 0.885 0.881 0.876

Transitivity 0.955 0.355 0.208 0.161

Centrality 0.139 0.044 0.039 0.048

Note: no results are presented for Latin America for the period 1981–1990 because of the small numbers of documents and occurrences
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 3.1.2. Cocitation network

Broadly speaking, the structural characteristics of the Spanish cocitation network and its evolution are similar to those of 
the co-word network. Its number of vertices increases throughout the period, and the number of components during the 
last years, while the size of its main component grows; That is, an increasing number of references are cited, there are 
fewer and fewer groups of references that are discon-
nected from others, and there is increasingly a nucleus 
of references linked more to each other. Furthermore, 
the clustering coefficient and transitivity are decreasing, 
while the centrality remains at low levels (Table 3). The 
intellectual connection between references is decrea-
sing, while the “center of gravity” of the network shifts 
towards a greater diversity of nodes.

One can highlight certain differences regarding the moments at which changes in the trends or the magnitude of cer-
tain indicators occur. Indeed, the growth of the main component in Spain starts later than in the case of the co-word 
network. In the same way, the cocitation network does not exhibit an increase in its main component until 2011–2015. 

The clustering coefficient shows lower levels, especially from 2016 onward. In contrast, the transitivity of the cocitation 
network is significantly higher during all the periods considered. 

The centrality is limited to low values, albeit closer to zero than in the case of the co-word network. These values suggest 
that one can speak of a widely decentralized cocitation network as well. 

The comparison with Europe and Latin America indicates that this reduction in the number of components is a pheno-
menon that is particular to the Spanish network. The European and Latin American networks are regularly and conti-
nuously divided into an ever-growing set of separate components.

The main component is smaller than that of the European production, but larger than that for Latin America. Specifically, 
although the size of the main component of the Spanish network is closer to that of the European network, it is almost 
15 percentage points above that of the Latin American network during the last five years. 

The Spanish grouping coefficient shows values similar to those for Latin America, but slightly higher than those for Eu-
rope. The main difference is found in the transitivity, which is significantly higher in the Latin American case but lower 
in the European context. 

The centrality of the Spanish network is close to that of Latin America but shows only a marginal difference from the 
European one.

Table 3. Structural characteristics of cocitation networks

  1981-1990 1991-2000 2001-2010 2011-2015 2016-2020

Spain

Number of nodes 4 20 368 2,007 3,773

Number of components 2 9 66 173 155

Main component 3 5 92 1,450 3,397

Main component percentage 75 25 25 72.247 90.034

Clustering 1 1 0.84 0.831 0.681

Transitivity 1 1 0.796 0.770 0.491

Centrality 0.333 0.111 0.079 0.053 0.069

Europe

Number of nodes 16 1,597 7,719 14,397 30,106

Number of components 3 115 209 237 280

Main component 9 1,245 7,283 13,747 29,479

Main component percentage 56.25 77.96 94.35 95.49 97.92

Clustering 0.946 0.725 0.624 0.608 0.561

Transitivity 0.875 0.594 0.356 0.265 0.193

Centrality 0.238 0.048 0.052 0.092 0.106

Latin America

Number of nodes 246 813 1,373

Number of components 39 97 174

Main component 153 534 1,046

Main component percentage 62.20 65.68 76.18

Clustering 0.702 0.745 0.682

Transitivity 0.686 0.766 0.644

Centrality 0.108 0.052 0.071

Note: no results are presented for Latin America for the period 1981–2000 because of the small number of documents and occurrences

Spanish research on Communication 
is organized in a more cohesive way 
around certain common themes but it is 
not yet organized around common inte-
llectual references
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3.2. Concept and intellectual map
The 1980s and 1990s do not allow 
the generation of networks, as 
pointed out in the “Methodology” 
section. For this reason, the cons-
truction of the conceptual and in-
tellectual maps for Spain, Europe, 
and Latin America begins in the 
decade 2001–2010.

3.2.1. Local studies and interest in 
the media (2001–2010)

The Spanish co-word network is 
structured around a main compo-
nent that can be divided into two 
clusters united by a central com-
munity around the term “Spain” 
(Fig. 1). This central community (in green) includes some elements linked to Library & Information Sciences (university 
libraires, bibliometrics) and to Communication issues that fail to constitute their own community (public relations). The 
other two communities are structured around the concepts of television (in yellow) and the internet (in red). Television 
is more frequently linked to adolescence and education and educommunication, in contrast to its potential for enter-
tainment, which is barely represented. At the other extreme is a community structured around the internet and other 
terms related to digital technologies such as the web, World Wide Web, or Web 2.0. The appearance of attention to 
communication and digital journalism is thus highlighted. Finally, beyond the main component, there are two dyads with 
terms typical of Library & Information Sciences (the light green and orange communities). 

Regarding the intellectual structure, a group of central references in the discipline focused on discourse analysis is iden-
tified (Fig. 2). One article (Toury, 1995) that is closer to translation is also included in this group. At the periphery of the 
network appear articles oriented towards language processing or the analysis of terms. In this decade, Spanish Commu-
nication scientific production continues to rely on references from other disciplines.

The comparison with the European network reveals several interesting differences. While in Spain journalism is mainly 
related to aspects of new technologies, in Europe this term is also linked to the social and political sphere (democracy, 
political communication) with other platforms or dimensions of mass communication such as public relations or televi-
sion (Fig. 3). In this sense, journalism is a more central, less peripheral concept than in Spain. 

Among the similarities, the European literature also reveals links between work on television and its orientation towards 
a younger audience, in this case children. Likewise, there is a community (represented in red) focused on aspects of new 
technologies.

On the other hand, several clusters with themes that 
are not present in Spain are also identified, in particular 
the representation of identities, especially gender (dark 

Figure 1. Network of the most frequent co-words of the Spanish Communication literature in Scopus (2001–2010).
Note: Only relationships with three or more occurrences are included.

Figure 2. Cocitation network of the most cited references in Spanish Communication literature in 
Scopus (2001–2010).

The Latin American scientific production 
on Communication shows a particular 
attention towards Health



Francisco Segado-Boj; Salvador Gómez-García; Jesús Díaz-Campo

e310110  Profesional de la información, 2022, v. 31, n. 1. e-ISSN: 1699-2407     8

blue), another focused on public 
relations, trust, and the ethical di-
mension (light blue), and another 
minor one (gray) on ideology and 
critical discourse analysis

The cocitation analysis suggests 
a different panorama from that 
of Spain, with a greater number 
of communities with different in-
tellectual orientations that range 
from Sociology (Habermas, 1989; 
Giddens, 1990) to Political Scien-
ce (Anderson, 1983; Billig, 1995), 
Psycholinguistics or classics from 
journalism studies (Hallin; Mancini, 2004) (Fig. 4). However, a distant parallel can be drawn between the Spanish ne-
twork and the European community represented in white when focusing on media content (e.g., Fairclough, 1995). 

Figure 3. Network of the most frequent co-words of the Spanish Communication literature in Scopus (2001–2010).
Note: Only relationships with four or more occurrences are included.

Figure 4. Cocitation network of the most cited references in European Communication literature in Scopus (2001–2010).
Note: Only relationships with three or more occurrences are included.

Figure 5. Network of the most frequent co-words of Latin American Communication literature in 
Scopus (2001–2010).
Note: Only relationships with three or more occurrences are included.
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Thus, in comparison with the European case, the Spanish cocitation network for 2001–2010 is less diverse and they do 
not share the same number and frequency of references in the Communication field, unlike the fields of critical philoso-
phy, linguistics, or sociology.

The Latin American co-word network can be divided into two components of dual relationships in which health-related 
terms abound while the concept of Communication is peripheral (Fig. 5).

The importance of health also appears in the cocitation network (Fig. 6). In addition to works on public health, there are 
works on methodology that occupy a central place in the network as well as other disciplines such as Library & Informa-
tion Sciences (blue) or Education. The works on methodology (in white) are not only the most cited but also the most 
central in this network.

3.2.2. The (academic) coming of age of Journalism and the hegemony of social networks (2011–2020)

The arrangement of keywords in the Spanish network reveals a central community (red) around the concept of social 
networks, around which one finds terms associated with specific platforms (Twitter, Facebook), dimensions related to 
the active role of the audience (interactivity, participation, Web 2.0), and concepts referring to different facets of mass 
communication, such as public relations or, more frequently, political communication (Fig. 7).

Another cluster (blue) focuses on journalism, which acquires sufficient coherence to become an independent thematic 
community. This community is especially dedicated to the relationship with new technologies (digital journalism) and on 

Figure 6. Cocitation network of the most cited references in Latin American Communication literature in Scopus (2001–2010).

Figure 7. Network of the most frequent co-words of the Spanish Communication literature in Scopus (2011–2020).
Note: Only relationships with 15 or more occurrences are included.
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the other hand to content (content analysis, frames) and the ethical dimension of the information profession. Journalism 
continues to show special interest in digital media, although framing analysis is also incorporated into its conceptual 
repertoire.

The community represented in yellow addresses new technologies, although now labeled as the internet. It continues 
to be linked to television, audiences, adolescents, and advertising. The main difference from the previous period is that 
Education is no longer linked to this community. On the contrary, research on the internet during this period is close to 
political communication, in contrast to the disconnection observed between these two nodes in the previous period. 
This evolution partly imitates what is observed in the European co-word network for 2001–2010 (Fig. 3).

The cocitation network reveals two central communities (Fig. 8). That represented in red includes works on the effects 
of new media, either social (Castells, 2009; 2012) or cultural (Jenkins, 2006; Scolari, 2013). The community in blue deals 
with the social construction of media reality (Tuchman, 1978) with a special presence of framing (e.g., Entman, 1993). 
The green cluster can be understood as an extension of this community insofar as it also includes works focused on 
media production as part of the construction of social reality, especially in news selection (McCombs; Shaw, 1972) and 
cultural studies (Acosta-Cruz, 2014).

On the periphery there are two communities, one with methodological studies (yellow) and the other (purple) focused 
on the changes produced by new technologies (e.g., Campos-Domínguez, 2017). 

Figure 8. Cocitation network of the most cited references in Spanish Communication literature in Scopus (2011–2020).
Note: Only relationships with three or more occurrences are included.

Figure 9. Network of the most frequent co-words of European Communication literature in Scopus (2011–2020).
Note: Only relationships with 15 or more occurrences are included.
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The European co-word network is structured around social networks, corresponding to a community (shown in red) that 
occupies the center of the network (Fig. 9). As in Spain, particular attention is paid to political communication, with the 
particularity of populism, a concept not included in the Spanish network.

Another cluster (shown in yellow) also appears around journalism, being related to the political and democratic sphere. 
Meanwhile, the community shown in green revolves around new technologies and their relationship with youth and 
adolescents. On the periphery there are two specialized communities: one (dark blue) focused on gender identity, and 
another (gray) focused on privacy issues. 

Inspection of the European cocitation network reveals that its main similarity with the Spanish one in this period is the 
community about new media (red cluster), although it occupies a more secondary place than in the Spanish network 
(Fig. 10). The central place is occupied by a set of references linked to journalism (in green) structured around Hallin and 
Mancini (2004). 

The blue cluster can be (distantly) assimilated with that of the same color in the Spanish network, in the sense that it deals 
with the analysis of media messages. In the European cocitation network, this community presents the nuance of trans-
cending studies on framing to include theories such as that of news values (Galtung; Ruge, 1965; Harcup; O’Neill, 2001).

Figure 10. Cocitation network of the most cited references in European Communication literature in Scopus (2011–2020).
Note: Only relationships with eight or more occurrences are included.

Figure 11. Network of the most frequent co-words of Latin American Communication literature in Scopus (2011–2020).
Note: Only relationships with five or more occurrences are included.
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The Latin American co-word network also reveals a community structured around the concept of social networks (red) 
and another around journalism (blue). Unlike in the Spanish network, the repertoire of research on journalism includes 
attention to the narrative and violence (Fig. 11). Another community (shown in yellow) is more generic in nature, inclu-
ding the relationship of Communication with other areas such as culture or, especially, Education. In contrast to Europe 
and Spain, attention to other media such as television is not observed. Finally, two peripheral communities focused on 
issues of medical education (in green) and Library & Information Sciences (in gray) are identified.

Like the Spanish and European networks, the Latin American cocitation network exhibits a community (red nodes) 
dedicated to the social and cultural effects of new technologies (Fig. 12). Likewise, the blue cluster can be considered 
analogous to the journalism community appearing in Figs. 8 and 10.

In the same way, there is a cluster on methodology (shown in orange) whose referents are different from the Spanish ones. 
The methodology reference common to Spain and Latin America (Bardin, 1977) appears to be linked to one of the two 
communities related to health (shown in green and orange), which remain in this network.

4. Discussion and conclusions
The grouping and transitivity coefficients of the co-word and cocitation networks indicate that the structural evolution of 
Spanish Communication research shows a marked trend towards conceptual and intellectual dispersion. In other words, 
the increase in Spanish scientific production has not occurred around a single conceptual and thematic nucleus, but 
has been divided between communities that are relatively disconnected from each other and with weak internal ties. 
In general, the low transitivity and high grouping coefficient indicate the existence of different thematic and intellectual 
nuclei separated from each other, around which other, more specialized communities that share more common and 
interchangeable conceptual interests and references are organized.

On the other hand, Spanish Communication literature exhibits greater thematic coherence (i.e., what is researched) 
than intellectual coherence (i.e., which perspectives or theoretical foundations are applied). Therefore, there is a greater 
integration between the themes and issues that Spanish researchers decide to address than the intellectual tools that 
they apply to interpret or make sense of those results. To paraphrase Bernard of Chartres, Spanish Communication re-
searchers still do not agree regarding the shoulders of which giants they should stand to see further. 

The division between communities is greater in the thematic than intellectual structure. It therefore exhibits greater 
cohesion within the different communities. Intellectually, Spanish research shows signs of greater integration than that 
of Latin America but clearly less than in the European context. 

The composition of the networks can highlight positive maturity traits in their evolution. Thus, in the first place, the ele-
ments of other disciplines such as Library & Information Sciences have disappeared since 2011, and both the references 
and topics now correspond specifically to Communication. This phenomenon is parallel to the displacement of resear-
chers outside the discipline as indicated by co-author-
ship network analysis (Segado-Boj; Prieto-Gutiérrez; 
Díaz-Campo, 2021). In contrast, the presence of the-
se terms and references remains common in the Latin 
American case in the last period, while on the European 
stage, their presence has been anecdotal since the end 
of the twentieth century. 

Figure 12. Cocitation network of the most cited references in Latin American Communication literature in Scopus (2011–2020). 
Note: Only relationships with two or more occurrences are included.

The increase in Spanish production in 
Scopus has resulted in a greater thema-
tic variety and a certain dispersion of in-
tellectual references
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In this sense, in general, the themes and references 
seen in Spanish Communication research remain closer 
to those of Europe than Latin America. In a broad sense, 
Spain adopts the thematic and intellectual features that 
defined European research in previous periods. Thus, 
the orientation towards the internet and new techno-
logies experienced in Europe in the decade 2001–2010 
is included and intensified in the period 2011–2020 in 
Spain. In this way, Spanish Communication researchers seem to be following in the footprints of their European collea-
gues. The lead observed for Europe in terms of the issues considered has blurred in recent years, possibly due to the 
intensification of relations between the Spanish and European academic networks.

The results of the work also confirm the thematic orientation of the discipline towards mass Communication (Caffa-
rel-Serra; Ortega-Mohedano; Gaitán-Moya, 2017; Martínez-Nicolás; Saperas-Lapiedra; Carrasco-Campos, 2019). Spe-
cifically, communication research in Spain is characterized by preferential attention to digital technologies, with a clear 
emphasis on social networks since 2011. The emergence of the internet as an object of study is not a phenomenon 
exclusive to Spanish research, but rather occurs globally in this discipline (Montero-Díaz et al., 2018). 

Among traditional media, the most frequently studied are the press, linked to journalism, and television. During the last 
decade, the latter has included investigation especially on aspects related to audiences, advertising, and information. 
However, its role as entertainment is absent. Likewise, Spanish Communication research exhibits a marked preference 
toward Journalism. 

Indeed, Spanish Communication research is mainly structured around investigation in Journalism (Fig. 7). The other two 
classic disciplines (Audiovisual Communication, and Advertising and Public Relations) that formed the basis of early courses 
offered by the first Communication faculties did not develop into a coherent or relatively cohesive thematic and intellectual 
community in recent years. The closest conceptual connections occur between theoretical references of journalism, in 
addition to those referring to communication and digital culture, which constitute their own community. On the contrary, 
there are no connections or consolidated communities between references from other fields (Figs. 7 and 8).

However, this field of Journalism is not only observed in the Spanish context but is also found and with greater intensity 
in the European literature (Figs. 4 and 10). 

This absence of consolidated intellectual communities and traditions within Advertising and Public Relations, as well as 
Audiovisual Communication, can be understood on the basis of the disintegration of the different traditions or fields of 
study addressed in these areas, or the absence of a traditional common theory that links these areas or around which 
they are organized. 

Note also that some of the scientific literature on both Advertising and Audiovisual Communication may be published in 
other fields. Advertising and Public Relations jobs can be found in Business and Management magazines, and in particu-
lar, research on Audiovisual Communication can adopt a framework more oriented toward the Humanities, Arts, and the 
History of audiovisual media, particularly cinema. Another non-exclusive explanation is that Advertising and Audiovisual 
Communication have been integrated at least partially within studies on new technologies, as may be deduced from the 
importance reflected in the popularity of references on the transmedia phenomenon (e.g., Scolari, 2013).

Intellectually, Spanish Communication research developed from some fundamentals structured around discourse analy-
sis toward others dedicated to message analysis, especially from the perspective of framing. The results also confirm 
the importance of content analysis for Spanish literature, in line with the findings of previous studies (Castillo-Esparcia; 
Carretón-Ballester, 2010; Gómez-Escalonilla, 2020). Indeed, this is the only tool appearing in the top 50 most used 
keywords. Qualitative methods, which achieve a certain presence in the first years analyzed, especially in the case of 
ethnography, disappear in recent years, but are found among the most frequent keywords in Europe (discourse analysis, 
ethnography) and Latin America (qualitative methods, discourse analysis). 

Note likewise that, while the methodological studies in Spain and Latin America are directed toward general methodo-
logy manuals, in the European case, methodological work has a more specific and specialized nature. This tendency can 
be considered to represent another shortcoming of the discipline in Spain. 

The importance of qualitative methodology in Latin American research had been indicated before (Piñeiro-Naval; Mo-
rais, 2019), but those analyses do not describe an orientation towards the cinematographic message. In fact, accor-
ding to the results herein, cinema occupies a marginal 
position, if any. This difference may be due to the fact 
that our sample includes all the journals included within 
the Communication category of Scopus, while the cited 
study restricted its corpus to a selection of Spanish and 
Latin American journals. 

Intellectually and thematically, Spanish 
research in Communication is closer to 
Europe than to Latin America

Spanish research in Communication is 
mainly based on Journalism. Audiovisual 
Communication and Advertising and 
Public Relations have not managed to de-
velop a coherent and relatively cohesive 
thematic and intellectual community
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Likewise, the cited study is restricted to Spanish literature in a specific type of medium, i.e., scientific journals. Before 
the “Aneca effect” (the consequence of the National Agency for Quality Assessment and Accreditation –Aneca– valuing 
only articles published in high-impact journals) publication was dominantly via other channels, especially books. This not 
only conditions the measurement of productivity but also has implications for the performance calculations, which are 
based on cited publications. Scientific journals prioritize a more empirical type of research, leaving less space for other 
types of publications such as monographs. This may explain the lack of works considered to be “fundamental” or “foun-
dational” in Spanish Communication research. Likewise, the results for the first two decades, when Spanish production 
was directed towards other channels and forms of publication, may not be representative of the discipline as a whole.
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