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Abstract 
Civil society organizations (CSOs) in restrictive environments confront the challenge of 
sustaining program delivery amid censorship, surveillance, and coercion. Unlike NGOs in 
open societies, these actors must continuously negotiate their existence with state authorities 
while avoiding direct confrontation. This article examines the adaptive strategies through 
which NGOs maintain functionality, focusing on reframing activities into service delivery, 
embedding programs in informal community structures, adopting digital countermeasures, 
and mobilizing diaspora engagement. Case studies from Russia, China, and Myanmar 
illustrate how these strategies enable continuity despite repression. While adaptations allow 
NGOs to persist, they often reduce political leverage, create vulnerabilities to surveillance, 
or risk delegitimization through foreign associations. The analysis highlights that program 
delivery under repression is not characterized by overt defiance but by resilience, 
pragmatism, and civic innovation. For scholars, these findings deepen understanding of civil 
society resilience under authoritarian and hybrid regimes. For practitioners, they 
demonstrate how NGOs can sustain impact while carefully managing risks.

Keywords 
civil society; restrictive environments; program delivery; digital repression; diaspora 
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1. Introduction 
One of the most pressing challenges for NGOs in restrictive environments is maintaining 
program delivery under conditions of surveillance, censorship, and repression. While 
advocacy-oriented initiatives are often targeted, organizations frequently adapt by reframing 
their programs to appear non-political or by embedding them in socially legitimate domains 
such as health, education, or humanitarian assistance (Mendelson, 2015).
This article examines the strategies through which NGOs implement programs despite 
hostile conditions, analyzing both pragmatic adjustments and innovative practices.
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2. Reframing and Service Delivery 
NGOs often persist by repositioning their work within government-approved objectives. 
Advocacy programs are reframed into service delivery initiatives in areas where the state 
lacks capacity, such as healthcare or education. This shift reduces direct political 
confrontation but enables organizations to maintain activity and preserve a measure of 
influence (Carothers & Brechenmacher, 2014).

3. Informal Community Structures and Covert Advocacy 
Program sustainability is frequently rooted in informal community networks. Auyero’s 
(2007) work on “poor people’s politics” illustrates how NGOs operate through religious 
institutions, kinship groups, or neighborhood committees that hold local legitimacy and 
avoid state attention.
Covert advocacy can manifest in symbolic protests, coded language, or cultural 
programming with implicit political messages. These strategies highlight that resilience 
extends beyond organizations to embedded community relationships (Wedeen, 1999).

4. Digital Authoritarianism and Countermeasures 
The rise of digital authoritarianism intensifies restrictions. States weaponize surveillance 
technologies, censorship, and data localization laws (Deibert, 2019), often framing them as 
exercises in “digital sovereignty” (Morozov, 2011).
In response, NGOs adopt encrypted messaging platforms, VPNs, and decentralized 
communication tools. Activists in China have used Signal and Telegram, while Myanmar’s 
civil society relied on diaspora networks during internet shutdowns (Han, 2021). These 
countermeasures illustrate innovation, though they remain fragile against rapidly evolving 
surveillance capacities.

5. Diaspora Engagement 
Diaspora communities serve as external infrastructures that provide continuity and 
advocacy. Brinkerhoff (2009) describes diasporas as “bridge-builders,” linking domestic 
actors with international platforms. Russian diaspora groups in Europe and North America 
have sustained independent media and advocacy campaigns, while Myanmar’s diaspora 
mobilized humanitarian support and international solidarity after the 2021 coup.
Diaspora engagement sustains civil society functions but also exposes NGOs to charges of 
foreign interference, illustrating the delicate balance between survival and legitimacy.
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6. Case Studies 

Russia
During intensified repression, many NGOs reframed activities into service delivery, 
focusing on health and education while avoiding overt political advocacy (Mendelson, 
2015).

China
Civil society actors countered censorship by adopting encrypted digital tools such as Signal 
and Telegram. These adaptations enabled coordination but remained vulnerable to 
surveillance.

Myanmar
Following the 2021 coup, diaspora communities mobilized humanitarian resources, 
provided independent media platforms, and relayed information across borders during 
digital blackouts (Han, 2021).

7. Discussion 
The strategies adopted by NGOs highlight resilience and creativity under repression. 
Reframing into service delivery ensures continuity but diminishes advocacy. Informal 
networks sustain community legitimacy but are vulnerable to infiltration. Digital tools 
provide temporary relief yet cannot keep pace with authoritarian innovation. Diaspora 
activism strengthens solidarity but risks delegitimization through association with foreign 
influence.
These trade-offs underscore the need for contextual sensitivity. For scholars, they point to 
the interplay between repression and innovation. For practitioners, they highlight the 
necessity of balancing survival with sustainability, ensuring support does not inadvertently 
heighten risks.

8. Conclusion 
Civil society organizations in restrictive environments sustain programs not through open 
defiance but through resilience, pragmatism, and innovation. Reframing into service 
delivery, leveraging informal community structures, adopting digital countermeasures, and 
mobilizing diaspora networks collectively enable continuity.
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While each strategy carries risks, their combined effect demonstrates that civil society 
adapts rather than disappears. Recognizing these practices advances scholarly understanding 
of authoritarian resilience and provides practical lessons for NGOs and donors committed to 
sustaining civic engagement under pressure.
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