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Abstract
Over the past decade, civic space has undergone significant contraction worldwide, affecting

the ability of civil society organizations (CSOs) and non-profits to operate effectively. This
article analyzes how these entities adapt to restrictive political, legal, cultural, and digital
environments, emphasizing both their vulnerabilities and their resilience. Drawing on
comparative politics, development studies, and civil society research, the article situates
shrinking civic space within the broader context of authoritarian resilience and democratic
backsliding. It examines legal frameworks such as Russia’s “foreign agents” law and
China’s Overseas NGO Law as emblematic examples of structural constraints, while
highlighting the adaptive practices of non-profits that continue to pursue their missions
under pressure. By integrating theoretical perspectives with illustrative case studies, the
analysis identifies strategies of survival, program implementation under constraint, and
innovative monitoring methods. The article contributes to scholarly debates on civil society
and governance while offering practical insights for policymakers, donors, and practitioners
who seek to support civic engagement without exacerbating risks. Ultimately, it underscores
the dual nature of restrictive environments as both sites of repression and arenas for

innovation and resilience.
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1. Introduction
Over the last decade, civic space has experienced an unprecedented contraction across

diverse political contexts. Civil society organizations (CSOs) and non-profit entities, once
celebrated as catalysts for democratization and social development, are now confronted with
increasingly restrictive environments shaped by legal, political, cultural, and digital barriers.
CIVICUS Monitor (2024) reports that more than 80 percent of the global population
currently lives in countries where civic freedoms are minimal, while the Freedom in the

World survey by Freedom House (2023) demonstrates a steady decline in political rights
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and civil liberties since 2006. These findings highlight the urgency of understanding how

non-profits continue to operate, sustain their missions, and adapt to challenging conditions.

2. Context and Background
The contraction of civic space must be situated within broader debates on authoritarian

resilience and democratic backsliding (Carothers & Brechenmacher, 2014; Bermeo, 2016).
While the post—-Cold War era encouraged optimism about civil society as a driver of
democratization (Diamond, 1999), the 2010s marked a reversal. Governments introduced
restrictive legal frameworks, such as Russia’s 2012 “foreign agents” law and China’s 2017
Overseas NGO Law, institutionalizing control over funding, registration, and dissent
(Dupuy, Ron, & Prakash, 2015).

These legal constraints form part of a wider effort to redefine the boundaries of political
participation. Civil society thus becomes not merely a victim of repression but a contested
arena where governments, international donors, and local actors negotiate legitimacy,
influence, and survival. This complexity challenges the assumption of civil society’s

inevitable decline and opens inquiry into its resilience (Glasius, 2017).

3. Adaptive Strategies of Non-Profits
3.1 Legal and Organizational Adaptations

Non-profits frequently adapt by modifying organizational structures, registering under
alternative legal frameworks, or shifting from formal to informal modes of operation. In
some contexts, organizations strategically depoliticize their work to avoid confrontation,
reframing activities around social services rather than advocacy.

3.2 Digital Innovation and Security

The rise of digital technologies has created both opportunities and risks. While online
platforms enable outreach and mobilization, they also expose activists to surveillance and
cyberattacks. Organizations have therefore invested in digital security training, encrypted
communication, and diaspora-based digital infrastructure to mitigate risks.

3.3 Transnational Partnerships

International partnerships provide vital lifelines. Diaspora groups, global NGOs, and donor
networks support local actors with resources, advocacy, and safe spaces. Yet, as Haynes
(2019) notes, such support must balance empowerment with the risk of exacerbating state

repression.
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4. Case Studies
Russia: Navigating the “Foreign Agents” Law

Russian NGOs facing the 2012 legislation adapted by fragmenting into smaller units,
shifting toward community-based initiatives, or registering abroad to continue operations.
These adaptations reveal a dual dynamic: while shrinking formal civic space, informal
networks and grassroots efforts persisted.

China: Managing the Overseas NGO Law

In China, the 2017 law placed foreign NGOs under police supervision, significantly
reducing international presence. However, local organizations found ways to collaborate
informally with universities and social enterprises, illustrating resilience despite systemic
constraints.

Grassroots Resilience in Other Contexts

In countries across Africa and Asia, grassroots initiatives demonstrate resilience by focusing
on low-visibility issues, engaging in cultural or educational activities, and leveraging
diaspora communities for support. Such examples illustrate the diverse repertoire of

adaptive strategies.

5. Discussion
Restrictive environments transform the landscape of civic engagement into a complex arena

where repression coexists with innovation. While legal frameworks constrain formal
organizations, non-profits respond through adaptation, resilience, and creative
reconfiguration of their missions. This dynamic highlights two key insights.

First, shrinking civic space should not be understood solely as a narrative of decline.
Instead, it represents a reconfiguration of civil society’s forms and functions. Second,
external actors—donors, international NGOs, and policymakers—must approach support
cautiously, avoiding strategies that unintentionally increase risks for local partners. Ethical
research methodologies, including anonymization and remote engagement (Clark-Kazak,

2017), remain essential for producing rigorous and responsible scholarship in this field.

6. Conclusion
Civic space is undergoing profound contraction worldwide, but non-profits and civil society

actors continue to demonstrate resilience. By adapting legally, leveraging digital tools, and
forging transnational partnerships, organizations sustain their missions despite hostile
conditions. These practices challenge the assumption of inevitable decline and reveal civil

society as a dynamic, contested space.
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For academics, the phenomenon demands refined theoretical models of authoritarian

resilience and democratic backsliding. For practitioners, it underscores the importance of

adaptive strategies, risk management, and ethical engagement. Future research must

continue to explore not only the mechanisms of repression but also the innovative responses

that sustain civic engagement under pressure.
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