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Abstract 
Civil society organizations (CSOs) operating in restrictive environments rarely disappear 
entirely. Instead, they develop strategies of survival and adaptation that enable them to 
navigate legal, political, cultural, and digital constraints. This article examines the repertoire 
of adaptive practices employed by non-profits in hostile contexts, emphasizing that they are 
not passive victims of repression but dynamic actors capable of political creativity. 
Strategies include legal compliance and mimicry, gendered adaptations, informal networks 
of resistance, and transnational advocacy. Drawing on scholarship from comparative politics 
and development studies, the analysis highlights how organizations negotiate “gray zones” 
of legality, embed rights claims within socially legitimate frameworks, and utilize global 
linkages to sustain operations. At the same time, these approaches are fraught with risks, 
from delegitimization through association with foreign donors to exposure to state 
surveillance. Case examples from authoritarian and hybrid regimes illustrate how civil 
society sustains functionality under constraint. The article contributes to academic debates 
by conceptualizing adaptation as a multidimensional process and provides practical insights 
for donors and practitioners seeking to support NGOs without exacerbating their 
vulnerability.
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1. Introduction 
Civil society organizations operating under restrictive environments face systemic barriers, 
yet they seldom vanish entirely. Instead, they develop repertoires of survival and adaptation 
that allow them to pursue their missions while mitigating risks of repression. Recent 
scholarship emphasizes that NGOs should not be viewed solely as victims of closure but as 
active agents shaping their responses to political opportunity structures (Michaelsen, 2020).
This article identifies and analyzes key strategies of survival, including legal compliance 
and mimicry, gendered adaptations, informal resistance networks, and reliance on 
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transnational advocacy. Understanding these approaches sheds light on how civic actors 
maintain resilience and reveals the broader implications for democratization, authoritarian 
resilience, and international development practice.

2. Legal Compliance and Mimicry 
A common survival strategy is partial compliance with state rules, often combined with 
organizational mimicry. NGOs may adopt state-friendly language, aligning their activities 
with government priorities to avoid accusations of subversion (Carothers & Brechenmacher, 
2014). For example, advocacy groups in authoritarian settings frequently frame their 
programs around “social stability” or “national development.”
Mimicry also occurs structurally, as organizations fragment into multiple entities, oscillate 
between formal and informal status, or adapt their missions to exploit political openings 
(Dupuy, Ron, & Prakash, 2016). Such practices illustrate how NGOs operate in “gray 
zones” of legality, balancing visibility with survival.

3. Gendered Adaptations 
Gender and identity play critical roles in shaping survival strategies. Women-led 
organizations often embed advocacy within health or education programs, areas less likely 
to be targeted as politically subversive (Tripp, 2015). Minority-led groups may frame rights 
claims through cultural or religious narratives that resonate locally, reducing the risk of 
repression (Kandiyoti, 2007).
These adaptations highlight the intersection of social legitimacy and resilience, 
demonstrating how identity becomes a protective resource for NGOs under pressure.

4. Informal Resistance and Everyday Networks 
James Scott’s (1990) concept of “everyday resistance” helps explain how civil society actors 
mobilize in subtle ways. Informal networks, including religious institutions, kinship groups, 
and cultural associations, provide cover for civic action without overtly challenging state 
authority (Wedeen, 1999).
Such networks enable the building of trust, mobilization of resources, and sustenance of 
solidarity, even when formal organizations are tightly constrained.

5. Transnational Advocacy and Boomerang Pressure 
Keck and Sikkink’s (1998) notion of “boomerang pressure” describes how local NGOs 
leverage international alliances to hold governments accountable. Digital tools, diaspora 
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communities, and global solidarity networks expand the scope of transnational advocacy 
today (Glasius, 2017).
However, reliance on external support introduces vulnerabilities. Governments frequently 
portray foreign-funded NGOs as “agents” of external interference (Carothers, 2016), 
undermining local legitimacy. Thus, while transnational linkages provide resources and 
visibility, they must be carefully managed.

6. Discussion 
The repertoire of survival strategies illustrates the resilience and adaptability of civil society. 
Legal compliance and mimicry allow NGOs to remain within the system’s boundaries, 
while gendered approaches and informal networks exploit social legitimacy and community 
trust. Transnational advocacy extends influence but risks delegitimization.
These strategies are not universally effective nor sustainable in the long term. They 
demonstrate, however, the political creativity of NGOs navigating hostile contexts. For 
academics, this reframes civil society as dynamic rather than fragile. For practitioners and 
donors, it highlights the need to design support mechanisms that strengthen resilience 
without exposing organizations to further repression.

7. Conclusion 
Civil society in restrictive environments does not vanish; it adapts. Through compliance, 
mimicry, gendered strategies, informal networks, and transnational advocacy, NGOs sustain 
their missions in hostile contexts. These approaches highlight the resilience of civic actors 
but also underscore the risks of delegitimization and surveillance.
Recognizing the diversity of adaptation strategies enables scholars to refine theories of 
authoritarian resilience and democratic backsliding. For practitioners, it underscores the 
importance of contextual sensitivity when designing support programs. Ultimately, survival 
strategies provide the foundation upon which influence and long-term civic resilience may 
be built.
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