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Abstract 
Civil society organizations (CSOs) play a vital role in advancing democracy, protecting 
human rights, and delivering essential services, yet they increasingly operate under 
restrictive legal environments. Since the late 2000s, governments across regions have 
enacted legislation limiting foreign funding, imposing registration burdens, and stigmatizing 
advocacy work. This paper examines key restrictive laws in Russia, Ethiopia, China, India, 
Hungary, Egypt, Belarus, and Cambodia as illustrative cases of authoritarian diffusion. 
While national contexts differ, these laws share a common intent: to constrain NGOs’ 
autonomy, reduce external accountability, and consolidate state control. The paper provides 
practitioners and scholars with a framework to analyze such restrictions, highlights the risks 
they pose for civil society, and suggests strategies for resilience. By situating restrictive 
legal trends within broader debates on democracy, governance, and transnational 
authoritarian learning, this resource equips both academics and practitioners with tools to 
understand, anticipate, and respond to challenges facing NGOs worldwide.
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Executive Summary 
Civil society is a cornerstone of democratic governance, yet its operating space is shrinking 
globally. Restrictive laws have spread rapidly across regions, often modeled after pioneering 
cases such as Russia’s 2012 “Foreign Agents” law. These measures typically target foreign 
funding, impose burdensome reporting requirements, and create broad discretionary powers 
for governments to dissolve NGOs.
For practitioners, understanding these patterns is essential for compliance, advocacy, and 
risk management. For scholars, these laws illustrate how authoritarian regimes borrow from 
one another in designing strategies of repression. This paper provides an overview of major 
cases, analyzes their implications, and offers insights for navigating restrictive 
environments.

Purpose and Learning Objectives 
This Teaching Paper aims to:

• Identify key restrictive laws affecting NGOs in different regions.
• Explain the concept of authoritarian diffusion and its impact on civil society.
• Provide practical insights into how NGOs adapt to restrictive environments.
• Stimulate critical reflection on the balance between regulation, security, and civil 

liberties.

Background and Context 
The role of civil society in democratic life has been emphasized by scholars such as Alexis 
de Tocqueville, Peter Drucker, and John Bryson, who highlight the importance of voluntary 
associations in strengthening governance and fostering accountability. However, as Michael 
Ignatieff and Thomas Carothers note, the 21st century has witnessed a “closing space” for 
civil society, where governments curtail freedoms under the guise of national security or 
sovereignty.
Restrictive NGO laws reflect this trend. By limiting foreign funding (Ethiopia, India), 
imposing stigmatizing labels (Russia, Hungary), or granting broad powers of dissolution 
(Egypt, Cambodia), states weaken civil society’s watchdog role. Patton’s (2015) insights on 
adaptive evaluation remind us that NGOs must continuously adjust their strategies to remain 
effective under changing conditions.

Practical Guide 
Key features of restrictive NGO laws include:
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1. Foreign funding restrictions – Capping or prohibiting external support (Ethiopia, 
India).

2. Registration and reporting requirements – Imposing burdensome compliance 
standards (China, Hungary).

3. Stigmatization – Labeling organizations as “foreign agents” or “foreign-supported” 
(Russia, Hungary).

4. Governmental oversight – Broad powers for ministries or police to monitor or 
dissolve NGOs (Egypt, Belarus, Cambodia).

5. Vague definitions of political activity – Allowing arbitrary application of laws to 
silence dissent (Russia, Belarus).

Practical note: NGOs must develop internal compliance mechanisms, legal literacy, and 
diversified funding strategies to operate under these constraints.

Case Study 
Russia’s Foreign Agents Law (2012): 
An environmental NGO in Moscow that received a small grant from a European foundation 
was labeled a “foreign agent” after organizing a public lecture on climate policy. Although 
the activity was educational, authorities classified it as “political.” The label damaged the 
NGO’s reputation, led to donor withdrawal, and triggered repeated audits. The organization 
adapted by shifting to local crowdfunding, reframing activities under community education, 
and building partnerships with less politically exposed groups.
This case illustrates both the risks of stigmatization and the adaptive strategies NGOs may 
employ to survive.

Common Challenges and Tips 
• Challenge: Navigating vague definitions of “political activity.” 

Tip: Document activities carefully and emphasize alignment with non-political 
missions.

• Challenge: Loss of foreign funding. 
Tip: Develop local fundraising strategies, such as membership fees and 
crowdfunding.

• Challenge: Legal uncertainty and audits. 
Tip: Invest in legal literacy and maintain proactive communication with regulators.
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Reflection Questions 
1. How do restrictive laws impact the legitimacy and sustainability of NGOs?
2. In what ways can NGOs balance compliance with advocacy?
3. What role should international donors play in supporting NGOs in restrictive 

environments?
4. How can civil society build resilience against authoritarian diffusion?

Limitations and Considerations 
This paper provides a broad overview and selected examples. National legal contexts are 
complex, and local adaptations vary. Further, while restrictive laws often target advocacy 
organizations, service-delivery NGOs may also be affected. Practitioners must consider the 
interplay between law, politics, and culture in their contexts.

Academic Value 
This Teaching Paper bridges scholarship and practice by contextualizing restrictive NGO 
laws within global governance debates. It contributes to comparative civil society research 
while offering practitioners strategies for navigating legal challenges. The integration of 
theory, case study, and practical guidance makes it a valuable tool for teaching, training, and 
organizational strategy.

Conclusion and Next Steps 
Restrictive laws are reshaping the global civil society landscape. By recognizing patterns of 
authoritarian diffusion and equipping NGOs with adaptive strategies, stakeholders can better 
safeguard civic space. Future research and practice should focus on comparative resilience 
strategies, cross-regional solidarity, and legal advocacy at international forums.
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