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Abstract 
Monitoring and evaluating civil society organizations (CSOs) in restrictive environments 
presents methodological and ethical challenges. Traditional evaluation frameworks assume 
transparency, free access to data, and open communication—conditions rarely present under 
authoritarian or hybrid regimes. This article argues that impact in restrictive contexts must 
be reconceptualized in terms of survival, continuity, and the preservation of civic space 
rather than conventional service-delivery outputs. Drawing on theories of social capital 
(Putnam, 2000) and symbolic politics (Tilly, 2005), the article highlights the relevance of 
proxy indicators such as trust, solidarity, and symbolic resistance. It also explores the 
tension between donor-driven metrics and local understandings of success, which may 
prioritize community cohesion or the mere continuation of activity under repression. 
Patton’s (2011) framework of developmental evaluation provides a flexible and adaptive 
alternative, emphasizing continuous feedback, qualitative evidence, and participatory 
approaches. By situating evaluation within local realities and ethical considerations, this 
article advances both academic theory and practical practice. It proposes adaptive, context-
sensitive methods that better capture the resilience and innovation of NGOs under pressure, 
while reducing the risks associated with visibility and externally imposed reporting 
requirements.

Keywords 
impact measurement; civil society; restrictive environments; proxy indicators; 
developmental evaluation; resilience

1. Introduction 
Civil society organizations working under repression face profound obstacles in 
demonstrating their impact. Unlike NGOs in open societies, they cannot rely on 
transparency, free communication, or accessible data to substantiate outcomes. Instead, they 
often operate invisibly, through informal networks, symbolic acts, and coded advocacy 
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(Smirl, 2015). This raises a central question: how can impact be measured in contexts where 
visibility itself may endanger organizations and beneficiaries?
This article explores the conceptual and methodological dimensions of evaluating NGOs in 
restrictive environments. It argues that impact must be understood less in terms of 
quantifiable outputs and more in terms of survival, continuity, and the preservation of civic 
space.

2. Rethinking Impact: From Outputs to Survival 
Traditional monitoring and evaluation systems rely on measurable indicators such as the 
number of workshops held, participants trained, or policy changes achieved. In repressive 
contexts, however, these indicators are often irrelevant or unsafe. Impact is better 
conceptualized as the ability to maintain organizational presence, sustain solidarity 
networks, and preserve avenues for civic participation. As Smirl (2015) observed, 
invisibility can itself be a form of resilience, ensuring that NGOs continue to function 
despite surveillance.

3. Proxy Indicators of Resilience 
3.1 Trust and Social Cohesion
Putnam’s (2000) work on social capital highlights how trust and reciprocity sustain 
collective action. For NGOs under repression, maintaining community trust can be a more 
meaningful measure of success than producing formal reports.
3.2 Symbolic Acts and Identity
Tilly (2005) emphasizes the role of symbolic action in contentious politics. Small-scale 
gatherings, dissenting symbols, or coded language may serve as indicators of civic 
resilience. Though intangible, such practices demonstrate the persistence of agency under 
pressure.

4. Donor Metrics versus Local Understandings 
Standard aid evaluation frameworks privilege externally defined metrics, often focused on 
outputs like training sessions or publications (Eben, 2013). In restrictive environments, 
these requirements may heighten risks by forcing NGOs to document activities that draw 
state attention. Local actors, by contrast, may define success in terms of solidarity, 
continuity of minimal services, or sustaining rights-based narratives. Bridging this gap 
requires evaluation processes that are collaborative and grounded in local perceptions of 
meaningful change.
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5. Developmental Evaluation in Restrictive Contexts 
Patton’s (2011) concept of developmental evaluation offers a framework well-suited to 
high-risk settings. Rather than rigid indicators, it emphasizes adaptability, continuous 
learning, and responsiveness to rapidly changing environments.
Key features include:

• Qualitative evidence through narratives, case studies, and testimonies.
• Participatory methods that involve local actors in defining indicators of success.
• Adaptive capacity to revise strategies in response to new restrictions.

This approach captures dimensions of resilience and innovation that traditional donor-driven 
methods often overlook.

6. Discussion 
Measuring impact under repression involves balancing accuracy, safety, and relevance. 
Proxy indicators, local definitions of success, and adaptive evaluation frameworks reflect 
the realities of NGOs under pressure more effectively than conventional metrics. Yet these 
methods also require donor flexibility and recognition that invisibility and continuity may 
constitute success.
Theoretical debates on evaluation gain depth when linked to the lived experiences of NGOs 
that redefine impact not as visibility but as resilience. For practitioners, adopting adaptive 
and participatory approaches ensures that monitoring strengthens, rather than endangers, 
civic actors.

7. Conclusion 
Evaluation in restrictive environments necessitates a fundamental rethinking of what 
constitutes evidence and success. Proxy indicators such as trust, solidarity, and symbolic 
acts, combined with adaptive frameworks like developmental evaluation, provide more 
realistic and ethical means of assessing impact.
By shifting from output-focused measurement to resilience-centered evaluation, both 
scholars and practitioners can better capture the persistence and innovation of civil society 
under repression. This reconceptualization advances academic inquiry and equips NGOs 
and donors with tools to support civic engagement without amplifying risks.
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