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Abstract
Civil society organizations (CSOs) operating in restrictive environments face a multifaceted

risk landscape encompassing legal, financial, digital, and physical threats. These risks
undermine organizational sustainability, delegitimize civic actors, and endanger individual
activists. Yet repression and resilience must be analyzed together, since measures designed
to constrain civil society frequently generate new forms of adaptation. This article maps the
primary risk dimensions facing NGOs and examines the resilience pathways that enable
continuity under pressure. Case examples from Russia, Egypt, Ethiopia, the Philippines, and
Nicaragua illustrate how legal frameworks stigmatize NGOs, financial restrictions sever
access to resources, digital surveillance exposes activists to harassment, and physical threats
target human rights defenders. Despite these pressures, civil society actors demonstrate
resilience through social capital, solidarity networks, and institutional alliances. Religious
institutions, diaspora communities, and emergency support systems provide protective
infrastructures. Building on Schedler’s (2013) insights on authoritarian unintended
consequences, the article argues that repression often stimulates innovation, from digital
campaigns to local fundraising strategies. Understanding the interplay of risk and resilience
highlights the paradoxical coexistence of vulnerability and adaptation, offering both
theoretical insights and practical guidance for sustaining civic space in authoritarian and

hybrid regimes.
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1. Introduction
Civil society organizations in restrictive environments encounter overlapping risks that

threaten their sustainability and legitimacy. These risks are dynamic, evolving in response to
shifts in political regimes, international relations, and technological landscapes. Yet
repression and resilience are interdependent: while risks constrain NGOs, they also generate

innovation and adaptive strategies.
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This article systematically examines four key risk dimensions—legal, financial, digital, and

physical —while highlighting the resilience pathways that allow NGOs to endure.

2. Legal Risks and Stigmatization
Legal frameworks have become central instruments of repression. Governments employ

laws on foreign agents, anti-extremism provisions, and restrictive registration rules to
stigmatize and dismantle NGOs. Amnesty International (2022) documented how such
measures are weaponized to criminalize dissent while preserving the appearance of legality.
* Russia’s “foreign agent” law branded NGOs as illegitimate, subjecting them to
audits and fines.
e Egypt’s 2019 NGO legislation imposed severe restrictions on registration and
funding.
These measures create administrative burdens and reputational costs, reducing credibility

with both the public and donors.

3. Financial Risks and Donor Dependence
Restricting access to funding is a powerful mechanism for weakening NGOs. Governments

impose caps on foreign aid, selective taxation, and burdensome audits.
* Ethiopia limited the share of foreign donor funding NGOs could receive, effectively
silencing rights-based organizations (Dupuy, Ron, & Prakash, 2015).
e Even when foreign funds are formally permitted, authorities may freeze accounts or
impose reporting obligations that paralyze operations.
Dependence on external financing also exposes NGOs to geopolitical shifts and donor

priorities, leaving them vulnerable to sudden income shocks.

4. Digital Risks and Surveillance
Digital authoritarianism has intensified in recent years. Amnesty International (2021)

documented the widespread use of surveillance technologies, cyberattacks, and internet
shutdowns to monitor NGOs.
e Activists face phishing attempts, spyware infiltration, and targeted online harassment.
e Data localization laws and censorship mechanisms reinforce state control.
While encrypted tools and secure communication platforms are increasingly necessary,
disparities in digital capacity mean that many organizations lack the resources to protect

themselves adequately, creating divides in resilience.

20f 4



5. Physical Risks and Intimidation
In many contexts, repression extends beyond institutional measures to direct violence.

e The Philippines and Nicaragua have seen systematic targeting of human rights
defenders through threats, detention, and assassinations (Amnesty International,
2020).

*  Such risks often extend to activists’ families, producing a climate of fear that erodes
civic participation.

These threats undermine not only individual organizations but also the broader social fabric

of communities.

6. Resilience Pathways
Despite formidable risks, NGOs consistently demonstrate resilience through collective

mechanisms.
e Social capital and community trust provide continuity and legitimacy (Aldrich,
2012).
* Religious institutions offer protective spaces and moral authority.
e Solidarity networks, domestic and international, provide emergency support,
relocation assistance, and legal defense.
Resilience is thus relational and institutional, arising from collective alliances rather than

individual actors alone.

7. Repression as a Driver of Innovation
Authoritarian restrictions often generate unintended consequences. Schedler (2013) argues

that repression can stimulate innovation as NGOs devise alternative pathways.
e Restrictions on protests have fostered digital campaigns.
e Constraints on foreign funding have encouraged local fundraising and informal
solidarity economies.
These innovations demonstrate that repression transforms rather than eliminates civil

society, catalyzing creativity and adaptability.

8. Conclusion
The risk landscape for civil society in restrictive environments is multifaceted, spanning

legal, financial, digital, and physical dimensions. Yet resilience pathways demonstrate the
agency of NGOs in navigating these challenges. Social capital, solidarity networks, and
institutional alliances provide protective infrastructures, while repression itself stimulates

adaptive innovation.
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Understanding risk and resilience together highlights the paradoxical coexistence of

vulnerability and adaptation. For scholars, this duality refines theories of authoritarian

resilience and civil society transformation. For practitioners and donors, it underscores the

importance of supporting adaptive capacities without exacerbating vulnerabilities.
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