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Abstract
Effective analysis of civil society under pressure requires conceptual precision. Glossaries

bridge scholarship and practice by distilling complex terms into accessible yet rigorous
tools. This Teaching Paper presents a comprehensive glossary of terms central to
understanding civic space, authoritarian resilience, and NGO strategies in restrictive
environments. Each entry provides a definition grounded in scholarly literature and a
practical note for practitioners and educators. Covering concepts such as authoritarian
resilience, civic space, civil society, diaspora activism, everyday resistance, foreign agent
laws, hybrid regimes, monitoring and evaluation, proxy indicators, and transnational
advocacy networks, the glossary serves as both a teaching resource and a practical guide. Its
integrated format ensures that academic theory informs practical application, while field
experiences illuminate scholarly debates. By adopting this shared vocabulary, civil society
actors and researchers can strengthen collaboration, advocacy, and strategic planning in

contexts of shrinking civic space.

Keywords
Civic space, authoritarian resilience, civil society, restrictive environments, advocacy

networks, monitoring and evaluation
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Executive Summary
Civil society practitioners often work in rapidly changing environments where restrictive

laws and authoritarian practices undermine their ability to act. To remain resilient, they
require conceptual tools that explain both systemic dynamics and practical strategies. This
glossary synthesizes academic insights and field applications, offering ten terms that
describe the global condition of civic space and NGO adaptation.
Each term includes:

e A definition drawn from authoritative sources.

e A practical note connecting theory to NGO realities.
By combining clarity with applicability, the glossary equips civil society professionals with

language to articulate challenges, design strategies, and build coalitions across borders.

Purpose and Learning Objectives
This Teaching Paper aims to:

*  Define all core terms shaping discussions of civic space and NGO resilience.

* Link theory and practice through practical notes.

e  Support educators in teaching these concepts in training and academic contexts.

* Provide NGOs with a shared vocabulary for advocacy, coalition building, and donor

communication.

Background and Context
Conceptual clarity matters. As Drucker (1990) argued, organizations cannot act effectively

without shared understanding. Bryson (2018) emphasized that common language is
essential for collaboration, while Patton (2011) showed that evaluative concepts must be
adapted for real-world use.

In the context of shrinking civic space, scholars like Diamond (2019) and Carothers (2016)
highlight the resilience of authoritarian regimes and the global diffusion of restrictive laws.
Practitioners must therefore draw on a robust conceptual toolkit—one that allows them to
diagnose repression, identify adaptive strategies, and link local struggles to international

frameworks.

Practical Guide: Glossary with Applications
1. Authoritarian Resilience

The capacity of authoritarian regimes to adapt, innovate, and survive through
institutional reforms, co-optation, and diffusion of restrictive laws (Diamond, 2019;
Schedler, 2013).
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Practical note: NGOs should anticipate evolving restrictions and design flexible
strategies for long-term survival.

Civic Space / Shrinking Civic Space

The enabling or restrictive environment for civil society activity, shaped by legal,
political, cultural, and digital conditions (Buyse, 2018; CIVICUS Monitor, 2024).
Practical note: Monitoring civic space trends helps NGOs and donors prioritize
advocacy and protective measures.

Civil Society

A sphere of voluntary collective action outside the state, market, and family,
including NGOs, grassroots movements, religious associations, and informal
networks (Edwards, 2011).

Practical note: Recognizing informal networks prevents underestimating local
resilience.

Diaspora Activism

Engagement of expatriate or exiled communities linking host-country resources with
homeland struggles (Brinkerhoff, 2009; Glasius, 2017).

Practical note: Diasporas can serve as advocacy “lifelines” for NGOs under domestic
repression.

Everyday Resistance

Subtle, covert opposition through symbolic acts, coded speech, or noncompliance that
avoids open confrontation (Scott, 1990).

Practical note: Practitioners should recognize these signals as indicators of social
resilience.

Foreign Agent Laws

Restrictive legislation stigmatizing NGOs receiving foreign funding, subjecting them
to audits and delegitimization. First introduced in Russia (2012) and replicated
elsewhere (Lokshina, 2017; Frantz & Kendall-Taylor, 2014).

Practical note: NGOs need proactive compliance systems and alternative
communication strategies.

Hybrid Regimes

Political systems combining democratic institutions with authoritarian practices, often
using elections and repression simultaneously (Carothers, 2016; Yom, 2015).
Practical note: NGOs must learn to exploit limited openings while avoiding political

risks.
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Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E)
Processes assessing program effectiveness. In restrictive contexts, they rely on proxy
indicators rather than standard donor metrics (Patton, 2011; Eyben, 2013).

Practical note: Adapt M&E frameworks to measure trust, cohesion, and symbolic

resistance.

9. Proxy Indicators
Indirect measures for outcomes difficult or dangerous to measure directly (Putnam,
2000; Tilly, 2005).
Practical note: Useful when direct surveys or political indicators are unsafe to
collect.

10. Transnational Advocacy Networks (TANs)
Cross-border networks of NGOs and activists collaborating to influence policy
through “boomerang” strategies (Keck & Sikkink, 1998).
Practical note: Domestic NGOs can strengthen advocacy by engaging TANs to
pressure governments externally.

Case Study

Belarus 2021 — Diaspora and TANSs in Action:

When Belarusian NGOs were shut down under the “extremism’ law, activists abroad

mobilized diaspora networks and TANs to keep advocacy alive. Reports to the UN and EU

highlighted violations using proxy indicators (trust levels, exile networks). This allowed

international actors to maintain pressure even after domestic groups were dissolved.

Common Challenges and Tips

Challenge: Academic jargon may confuse practitioners.

Tip: Translate terms into training tools with practical examples.
Challenge: Donors often demand rigid metrics.

Tip: Use “proxy indicators” and “M&E” terms to negotiate flexibility.
Challenge: Fragmentation of understanding across coalitions.

Tip: Shared vocabulary strengthens alliances.

Reflection Questions

1.
2.

Which glossary terms best describe your organization’s environment?

How might diaspora activism or TANs support your advocacy?
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3. In what ways can everyday resistance be documented safely as evidence of
resilience?

4. How can proxy indicators improve your program evaluation in restricted settings?

Limitations and Considerations
This glossary is not exhaustive. Terms evolve and are contested politically. Application must

be adapted to local context; for example, “civil society” may have culturally specific

meanings.

Academic Value
By integrating authoritative definitions with applied notes, this glossary strengthens both

civil society research and practice. It helps bridge the gap between theory and action,

supporting comparative scholarship and NGO resilience strategies.

Conclusion and Next Steps
Shared language is a tool of empowerment. Civil society actors, educators, and donors can

use this glossary to clarify concepts, align strategies, and strengthen global advocacy. Future

iterations should expand with region-specific terms and practitioner-driven contributions.
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