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Role of philanthropy in biomedical research 
and innovation in Spain. A short review*

Fèlix Bosch, Joan Bigorra and Josep Esteve

Introduction

A country’s standard of living and future are di-
rectly related with its basic and applied scien-
tific research. However, it is not always easy to 
convince the general public that this is so. Bio-
medical research is probably the area where the 
benefits are most easily appreciated, because its 
accomplishments have increased life expectancy 
and quality of life. These advances warrant plac-
ing a much higher priority on research, develop-
ment, and innovation (RDI) than we have to date. 
To ensure that biomedical research advances 
knowledge and technology, adequate funding is 
essential not only to undertake new projects but 
also to maintain them once they are underway. 

Currently, however, government support for 
research is foundering, thus threatening the coun-
try’s scientific development. This situation repre-
sents a significant step backward from what had 
been achieved through great efforts in the recent 
past. The political and economic environment is 
suffocating scientific and technical research in 
our country, and this is one of the most complex 
problems we face today. Moreover, unfortunate-
ly, civil society generally believes that the state 
should be responsible for funding all research. 
Society is neither sufficiently involved nor suffi-
ciently aware to participate in RDI. This situation 
is paradoxical, given that Spain in general and 
Catalonia in particular should be proud to have 
generated internationally renowned research 
scientists, some of whom are working here and 
others who are working abroad. Both our society 

and our political leaders should be much more 
aware of our country’s potential in science. 

The substantial cutbacks in public fund-
ing make it essential to foster private initiatives. 
Private initiatives can take on various forms, for 
example, patronage, and this is where founda-
tions and other nonprofit organizations can play 
a fundamental role. 

In Spain, the tradition and importance of pri-
vate funding of public RDI projects cannot com-
pare with those in the rest of Europe and the Unit-
ed States. Therefore, we need to analyze the 
situation in our environment and try to promote 
measures that incentivize patronage and that en-
able new funding strategies. Here below we will 
comment on venture philanthropy (philanthropic 
risk-involving investments) and different variet-
ies of micropatronage such as crowdfunding. 
We also need to continue to emphasize efforts 
to increase society’s awareness of the benefits 
of science and technology through better com-
munication to the general public, because this is 
another means of boosting patronage. The future 
patronage law should favor this kind of initiatives 
considerably. 

Low funding for research

After nearly five years of progressive growth 
(2006-2011), all regions of Spain saw a signifi-
cant reduction in funding for science, technologi-
cal development, and innovation, three elements 
that are essential in modern economies. Cut-

*  Chapter modified from Bosch et al. (2014) and translated by John Giba.
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backs hit RDI especially hard, and the decrease 
in the funds earmarked for RDI in the national 
budget in 2012 was one of the largest in history. 

The State’s contribution to research in 2012 
was under e6.4 billion, 26% less than in 2011, 
when it was e8.6 billion. If we consider both the 
public and private sectors, the amount spent on 
RDI in 2012 was about e13.4 billion, which is 
similar to the amount spent in 2007. Moreover, in 
2013, government spending on RDI fell to e5.9 
billion —8% less than the year before. 

On the other hand, the percentage of RDI in-
vestment in Spain is much lower than in other de-
veloped countries. To make matters worse, there 
is little tradition of cooperation between the pub-
lic and private sectors in RDI. This is the wrong 
approach for a country striving for economic and 
industrial recovery —Spain should be trying to 
boost its human research potential. 

Unfortunately, the situation in Catalonia is no 
different from the overall situation in Spain. Cata-
lonia’s expenditure on research peaked in 2008 at 
e3.2 billion, dropping 6% to e3.1 billion in 2011. 
Nearly half of this amount came from the private 
sector; in the public sector, 24% came from the 
universities, 20% from public administrations, 
and 6.7% from the European Union. Government 
funding for research in Catalonia is being cut by 
the central government of Spain on the one hand 
and by the regional government of Catalonia on 
the other. In 2013, funding from the central gov-
ernment of Spain had decreased by 40% in com-
parison with 2009 and by 30% in comparison 
with 2012. Between the start of cutbacks in 2010 
and 2014, funding from the regional government 
of Catalonia dropped 27% (e166 million), from 
e608 million to e442 million.

However, apart from funding from the central 
government of Spain and the regional govern-
ment of Catalonia, research teams in Catalonia 
also receive support from the European Union 
and private sources. The overall data show that 
the current political and economic decline is hav-
ing direct repercussions in two pillars of biomedi-
cal and healthcare research. On the one hand, 
the cutbacks are affecting the institutions that 
participate in research, such as hospitals, uni-
versities, foundations, and public and private re-

search centers. On the other hand, they are also 
directly affecting the investigators, including phy-
sicians, nurses, pharmacists, biologists, and oth-
ers. The financial situation not only prohibits our 
country from attracting talent from abroad, but 
also forces our most highly trained and capable 
investigators to emigrate and carry out their proj-
ects abroad. Finally, it is important to remember 
that, apart from conferring direct benefits on the 
institutions and individuals who carry it out, RDI 
also generates benefits for businesses in the sec-
tor, with all the economic and social consequenc-
es that this implies.

Patronage in research

Before the financial crisis, one could optimisti-
cally think that research funding was changing 
for the better both in Catalonia and in the rest of 
Spain. The commitment to promoting biomedical 
research was very strong. Large research cen-
ters and renowned investigators, enticed from 
abroad or trained here at home, had helped es-
tablish quality biomedical research in our country. 
With this background, philanthropy for research 
was strengthened and inspired by the recogni-
tion of the need to create wealth that could trans-
form the country into one of the most active focal 
points of biomedical research in the world. Now, 
however, the years of financial crisis have left their 
mark not only by thwarting efforts to establish 
this research hub, but also by weakening philan-
thropy and private support for research. 

As long as the funding from public adminis-
trations continues to diminish, patronage will be 
fundamental to reverse the financial crisis in re-
search. To discuss this aspect, we need to review 
the available data about patronage. These data, 
although not totally precise, can at least provide 
useful information that will allow us to analyze 
trends.

Donations to nonprofit organizations have de-
creased significantly, hurting their ability to carry 
out their programs. In 2011, donations in Spain 
reached e1180 billion, 62% of which came from 
partners and individual donors. However, within 
Europe, Spain was at the bottom of the list if we 
consider the number of donors as a percent-
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age of the population. The second major source 
of philanthropic funding came from bequests, 
which accounted for 10% of the total. In Catalo-
nia, donations in 2011 reached 349 million euros, 
in other words, 30% of the total in all of Spain. 
The distribution by donors varied slightly from 
that of the rest of Spain, with only 45% coming 
from partners and individual donors.

The amount donated specifically for RDI in 
2011 in Spain is estimated at 160 million euros, 
representing 14% of all donations to charitable 
causes and about 1% of the total expenditure 
in RDI. In Catalonia, it was about e48 million 
(30% of the e160 million), representing 14% (as 
in Spain) of all donations and about 1.5% of the 
total expenditure in RDI. In Catalonia, most of this 
money came from partners and individual donors 
(44%), collaborative social programs (29%), and 
personal- and family-based foundations (12%).

Patronage in other countries

Examples of the philanthropic vocation of Ameri-
can fortunes include Muriel Block, Michael 
Bloomberg, the Lauder family, and the Bill and 
Melinda Gates Foundation. The significant tax 
benefits of philanthropic donations in the United 
States can only explain a small part of the suc-
cess story that many try to emulate, especially in 
situations of crisis and cutbacks in public fund-
ing for social services, healthcare, education, and 
scientific research. 

Although tax breaks for charitable donations 
are an important incentive, cultural, historical, 
and religious factors are also important. Ameri-
can children learn about philanthropy from a 
very young age, and Calvinism almost obliges 
the wealthy to seek ways to return a part of their 
gains to society. Americans get personal satis-
faction and social status from donating large 
amounts of money. Curiously, the wealthy often 
prefer to bequeath part of their fortunes to char-
ity rather than to pass on the entire sum to their 
heirs and family. Another figure that shows the 
cultural differences among countries is the per-
centage of the adult population that donates to 
charity: in Europe, the mean is 50%, whereas in 
Spain it is only 18%. 

In some countries, private foundations have 
been important sponsors of scientific research 
since the nineteenth century. Until the National 
Institutes of Health started to fund external re-
search in the 1940s, more than a quarter of all 
medical research in the United States was fund-
ed by charitable organizations. More recently, 
support for nonprofit organizations in the United 
States has turned to other countries. In Europe, 
philanthropic sources currently provide 6.5% of 
the funds for competitive research, compared to 
nearly 10% in the United States. 

In countries closer to Spain, some research 
centers are taking serious initiatives to raise pri-
vate funds and strengthen their RDI. For years, 
the Institute Pasteur in France has been financed 
fundamentally by private firms and foundations 
without the need for any special efforts to raise 
funds through donations. Recently, however, 
this institution started a much more aggressive 
communication and fundraising campaign with 
the slogan “Vaccinate our researchers against a 
lack of funds”. For institutions like this prestigious 
research institute, these actions are justified, be-
cause fundraising and bequests made up 25% of 
the resources in their last budget, with about 54 
million euros coming from these sources.

In Spain, most research centers have yet to 
resolve the issue of fundraising if we compare 
their efforts with those of centers in countries with 
stronger traditions in this area.

Science foundations in Spain

As mentioned above, science foundations have 
played a key role in general patronage of scien-
tific research, whether as benefactors or benefi-
ciaries. Within the so-called third sector, founda-
tions often meet the needs of the general public 
efficiently and have actively contributed to our 
country’s socioeconomic development. 

No data are available about the total number 
of foundations in Spain or about their contribution 
to funding biomedical RDI. The Spanish Associa-
tion of Foundations currently lists 14,011 foun-
dations, although only about 9000 are probably 
active; 1849 (13%) foundations are dedicated 
to health research. A total of 3051 foundations 
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are registered in Catalonia, representing 22% of 
all foundations in Spain, and 324 (11%) of these 
work in research or health. 

One of the most noteworthy philanthropic 
foundations working in science in Spain is the 
Ramón Areces Foundation, created in 1976 by 
the founder of El Corte Inglés, a chain of depart-
ment stores. This endeavor has many points in 
common with those initiated by wealthy Ameri-
cans. This foundation is dedicated to promoting 
scientific research, contributing to the develop-
ment of human capital and to the dissemination 
of knowledge and of academic and scientific ad-
vances. Another effort worthy of special mention 
is the Juan March Foundation, which played an 
extraordinary role in the world of biology for many 
years. 

In Catalonia, many noteworthy contributions 
to research have come from foundations, includ-
ing international foundations like the Bill and Me-
linda Gates Foundation, Spanish ones like the 
Esther Koplowitz Foundation, and Catalan ones 
like the Cellex Foundation or “la Caixa” Founda-
tion. There are also institutions in Catalonia that 
receive funds and directly promote research, 
such as the Hospital Clínic de Barcelona, the Vall 
d’Hebron Institute of Oncology, the Josep Carre-
ras Leukemia Foundation, the Hospital Germans 
Trias i Pujol Health Sciences Research Institute, 
the Hospital Sant Joan de Déu Research Foun-
dation, the Pasqual Maragall Foundation for Re-
search into Alzheimer’s Disease, the IrsiCaixa 
AIDS Research Institute, the Barcelona Global 
Health Institute (ISGlobal), or the Institute of Pho-
tonic Sciences, among many others.

Without doubt, the main sponsor of science 
in Catalonia has been the Cellex Foundation, 
founded by the Catalan industrialist Pere Mir. It 
has contributed in three main ways: 1) providing 
state-of-the art equipment for clinical practice 
and scientific research; 2) remodeling and con-
structing research buildings for the Institute of 
Photonic Sciences, the Hospital Clínic de Barce-
lona, and the Vall d’Hebron Institute of Oncology; 
and 3) funding research programs in regenera-
tive medicine, malaria, epigenetics, and cancer, 
among others. The Institute of Photonic Sciences 
is considered one of the world’s best centers in 

both basic and applied research in photonics. 
This prestigious center emphasizes the cross-
cutting nature of photonics and its possible appli-
cations in medicine, energy, telecommunications, 
and nanotechnology. A recent example of its ap-
plication in medicine from research at the center 
is a diagnostic instrument based on the noninva-
sive monitoring of blood flow as an approach to 
cardiovascular disease.

The “la Caixa” Foundation is the greatest sup-
porter of biomedical research projects, bestow-
ing various kinds of scholarships and grants. 
Although it is true that the Foundation’s invest-
ment in research has grown in recent years, this 
investment still represents only a small propor-
tion of the funds it allocates for other charitable 
initiatives. The “la Caixa” Foundation has partici-
pated in research projects at hospitals and refer-
ence centers in Catalonia in such diverse areas 
as AIDS, vaccines, oncology, aging, cardiology, 
digestive disease, endocrinology, and multiple 
sclerosis. 

The Fundació La Marató de TV3, with 20 
years’ experience, has become a reference point 
not only in Catalonia but also in the rest of Spain 
and abroad. This foundation raises significant 
amounts of money, helps disseminate biomedical 
science, and boosts crowdfunding; moreover, it 
is characterized by exemplary organization in the 
awarding and follow-up of all of the grants it allots.

On the other hand, the Autonomous Gov-
ernment of Catalonia fosters private investment 
through the Catalan Foundation for Research 
and Innovation. This foundation’s goal is to facili-
tate the connection between public-sector and 
private-sector research and to increase patron-
age for science. The Catalan Foundation for Re-
search and Innovation has undertaken diverse 
initiatives to modify the fiscal framework for phi-
lanthropy and to improve the social perception of 
patronage in our country.

Finally, it is also worth mentioning the consid-
erable contributions to research of much more 
modest, but no less important, foundations. The 
Fundació Vila Casas, apart from promoting con-
temporary Catalan art, also sponsors activities to 
disseminate medical knowledge through meet-
ings and publications in collaboration with the 
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Science Communication Observatory of Pom-
peu Fabra University. Other examples include the 
Víctor Grífols i Lucas Foundation, which focuses 
above all on activities and publications related 
with bioethics, and the Uriach Foundation. The 
contribution of the Esteve Foundation also de-
serves to be pointed out. Oriented toward favor-
ing scientific discussion and communication in 
pharmacotherapy, this foundation organizes a 
wide variety of national and international meet-
ings, awards research prizes, and is firmly com-
mitted to the training of biomedical and health-
care professionals. The Esteve Foundation also 
publishes a wide range of scientific materials and 
distributes them free of charge. 

Healthcare professionals and philanthropy

Most of the above-mentioned philanthropic insti-
tutions primarily favor investments in facilities and 
cutting-edge research projects. However, as is 
also mentioned above, some orient their patron-
age toward the actual people who carry out bio-
medical and healthcare research, in other words, 
toward healthcare professionals and researchers. 
Some philanthropic institutions provide support 
in attracting talent or training biomedical and 
healthcare students by awarding grants, clini-
cal or research prizes, and courses. It is just as 
important to develop talent through training as 
it is to attract and retain talent. For this reason, 
the new patronage law should make it easier to 
attract talented individuals who, for diverse rea-
sons, have to go abroad to develop their profes-
sional careers. 

Many internationally renowned investigators 
have settled here or combine their activity here 
and abroad to promote high-level scientific re-
search. All these prestigious investigators could 
potentially benefit from philanthropic contribu-
tions to research. Society should be made much 
more aware of the important role of world class 
investigators and pay more attention to them.

The legal framework

At present, our country suffers because of insuf-
ficient legal support and scant fiscal incentives 

for donations. This represents a serious obstacle 
to funding nonprofit organizations that generates 
great difficulties in the execution of the programs 
they develop for the benefit of all.

The current law for a special tax regimen for 
nonprofit organizations needs to be improved to 
adapt it to the current circumstances so that it 
can foster more and new philanthropic initiatives. 
The law needs to be changed to boost donations 
for social action, cooperation, research, educa-
tion, and culture. It should foster the general pub-
lic’s participation in activities for the public good 
by increasing the percentage that can be de-
ducted for donations to nonprofit organizations. It 
would be beneficial to achieve higher deductions 
for corporations and individuals. For example, in 
some European countries like Austria, or in the 
United States, 100% of the amount donated can 
be deducted. To foster patronage in RDI, the law 
should make it easier to donate to hospitals and 
research centers, without the need for them to 
set up foundations. It should also take into ac-
count philanthropic risk-involving investments, in 
other words, investments with clear social ob-
jectives that aim for modest returns. Apart from 
boosting philanthropy, our society should also 
seek ways to increase public recognition for the 
role of philanthropists. Finally, the new law should 
consider crowdfunding as way to support sci-
ence with or without the possibility of financial 
returns for donors. 

Some proposals and recommendations

The following list summarizes some proposals 
and recommendations that could help boost phi-
lanthropy for biomedical and healthcare research 
and innovation in Spain (Bigorra y Bosch, 2014):

·	 Bring science and technology closer to soci-
ety through the collaboration of scientists, in-
stitutions, and the media.

·	 Foster a culture of science and patronage 
among the general public, making people 
aware of the importance of research in gen-
eral and of biomedical research in particular. 

·	 Increase our political representatives’ aware-
ness of the importance of research and of the 
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need to encourage patronage, learning from 
successful social and scientific experiences in 
other environments. 

·	 Work to increase public recognition for re-
searchers and philanthropists. Increased 
awareness of the general public and politi-
cal representatives could lead to better rec-
ognition for researchers and philanthropists. 
Healthcare and teaching are as essential as 
research itself. 

·	 Involve universities in philanthropy. Universi-
ties have the mission to educate and train, so 
ensuring long-term research, especially basic 
research, is partly their responsibility. There 
are already philanthropic initiatives and collab-
orations with universities in our environment, 
but these must be strengthened. 

·	 Motivate and involve the members of research 
centers and hospitals in philanthropic actions. 
Successful fundraising depends on involving 
the members of research institutions in ac-
tions to promote philanthropy. These people 
should act as ambassadors for their hospital, 
foundation, or research group, establishing 
relationships and contacts to capture funds. 

·	 Strengthen the role of the institutions and en-
sure the professionalization of their chiefs in 
obtaining resources through foundations and 
research centers. This professionalization 
should be combined with the incorporation of 
young people into research management.

·	 Appeal to possible donors. Some of these 
recommendations can be oriented toward 
increasing both crowdfunding and patronage 
from the very wealthy. As a general rule, to 
persuade potential donors, messages must 
be motivating, clear, and understandable, 
through a convincing story about the research 
being promoted and information about the 
benefits that can be expected. Technology 
and social networks are key tools for strength-
ening communication from institutions that 
benefit from patronage. Finally, it would also 
be advisable to seek different ways to reward 
donors. 

·	 Establish simple and fast channels to process 
donations. Individuals and corporations need 
simple and fast ways to send donations to the 
institutions that benefit from them. It is surpris-
ing that the process of donating to a research 
or care facility is often so complicated.

·	 Establish lines of cooperation among different 
entities. In addition to individual efforts, col-
laborative and shared fundraising initiatives 
will become more and more common. Coop-
eration among institutions is the key to social 
innovation and one of the aspects that make 
nonprofit and charitable organizations differ-
ent from other organizations.

·	 Ensure more transparent philanthropic rela-
tions. Transparency is a hot topic even in 
countries with much stronger philanthropic 
traditions than ours. 

·	 Strengthen communication from the institu-
tions that benefit from patronage. Appropriate 
communication is fundamental for transpar-
ency. This communication should also involve 
the scientists themselves.

·	 Seek out applications of the projects funded 
that can lead to greater social impact. The 
priority for allocating the funds raised should 
be for projects that have the greatest social 
impact as a return on investment. 

·	 To strengthen basic research projects, it 
would be a good idea to change more long-
term fundraising strategies.

·	 Explore new models of patronage and spon-
sorship: move toward a new philanthropy. 
Most philanthropists are not making the 
necessary changes required to adapt to the 
current situation. There is talk of a “new phi-
lanthropy” in which philanthropists are more 
demanding when they choose benefactors 
to administrate their donations; they ask for 
more explanations about results and require 
greater competence and transparency. In this 
way, they can exercise greater control over 
their donations. 

·	 Strengthen micropatronage as a new alter-
native. The new patronage law should foster 
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crowdfunding and encourage individual do-
nors and bequests. Crowdfunding is growing 
considerably, although its use for biomedical 
research is merely anecdotal. 

·	 Stimulate initiatives to increase awareness of 
the need for a new patronage law. Avoid de-
lays in approving the new law and make sure 
that it takes into account the needs outlined 
above, such as better fiscal incentives, in-
creased social recognition, and the develop-
ment of new patronage solutions. And most 
importantly, develop a legal and fiscal frame-
work that stimulates and rewards philanthropy 
in science and medicine.

Conclusions

We need to continue to have confidence in our 
institutions’ capacity to research and innovate, 
and at the same time we need to work to in-
crease their ability to compete. At the institutional 
level, we cannot continue to decrease invest-
ments in RDI because doing so would leave us 
without a sufficient scientific and technological 
base from which to grow once the current eco-
nomic downturn has been overcome. Improving 
philanthropy for research and innovation in Spain 
would involve cultural change, legal and fiscal 
changes, greater social awareness, more activ-
ism in patronage, increased professionalization, 
and mechanisms to facilitate donations in a new 
philanthropic environment. In the end, the benefi-
ciaries of biomedical and healthcare research are 
the members of society themselves, who would 
enjoy better treatments and much better under-
standing of the many diseases that we suffer. In 
this sense, it should be clear that we can all help 
to improve the current situation.
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