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Abstract
Non-profit organizations (NPOs) and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) occupy a 
critical position between states, markets, and communities. Their contributions to service 
delivery, advocacy, and civic participation have long been recognized, yet their survival is 
increasingly challenged by restrictive political environments and shrinking civic space. 
Authoritarian regimes employ restrictive laws, bureaucratic barriers, and digital surveillance 
to limit civil society, undermining not only institutional sustainability but also public trust 
and legitimacy. This article examines the multifaceted roles of NGOs as service providers, 
advocates, and innovators, while analyzing their adaptive strategies in hostile contexts. 
Drawing on interdisciplinary perspectives from political science, sociology, and 
development studies, it explores how NGOs negotiate their legitimacy, maintain relevance, 
and balance tensions between donor accountability and community needs. By situating 
NGOs within global and historical trajectories, the article highlights the resilience of civil 
society actors and the implications for democratic governance. The analysis contributes to 
both academic debates and policy discussions, emphasizing the need for comparative, 
context-sensitive approaches to understanding NGOs in restrictive environments.
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1. Introduction 
Non-profit organizations are indispensable actors in contemporary global society. They 
mediate between citizens and institutions, embodying both the promise of civic participation 
and the vulnerabilities of dependence on states and donors. Yet their role has become 
increasingly contested as civic space contracts worldwide. This article investigates the 
position of NGOs in restrictive environments, focusing on their roles, challenges, and 
adaptive strategies.
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2. Context and Background 
The global contraction of civic space is one of the defining trends of the 21st century. 
According to CIVICUS (2023), more than four-fifths of the global population live under 
conditions where civil society is obstructed, repressed, or closed. Authoritarian regimes 
often adopt similar mechanisms of control—such as “foreign agent” laws, onerous 
registration systems, and digital surveillance—to restrict NGO activity. These restrictions 
weaken organizational sustainability, undermine trust, and reduce public participation.
Historically, the development of NGOs reflects diverse trajectories. In liberal democracies, 
NGOs have been grounded in traditions of philanthropy and voluntary association. In the 
Global South, many emerged in post-colonial struggles, simultaneously delivering services 
and resisting authoritarian rule. This diversity demonstrates the limits of Eurocentric 
frameworks of civil society and underscores the need for comparative approaches that 
recognize both universal and context-specific features of NGO activity.

3. Core Dimensions of NGO Roles 

3.1 Service Delivery
NGOs often compensate for state and market failures by providing essential services, from 
healthcare to education. In restrictive contexts, this role can serve as a cover for rights-based 
work, embedding advocacy within humanitarian programming.

3.2 Advocacy and Watchdog Functions
Despite repression, many NGOs continue advocacy work by reframing political initiatives 
as technical or developmental projects. This adaptive strategy allows them to engage with 
policy debates while avoiding direct confrontation.

3.3 Organizational Legitimacy
NGOs face pressures to maintain legitimacy in the eyes of donors, states, and communities. 
Dependency on external funding often produces tensions between local accountability and 
donor-driven agendas. As Suchman (1995) emphasizes, legitimacy is a dynamic construct, 
requiring constant negotiation.

4. Illustrative Examples of Adaptation 
Case studies demonstrate diverse adaptive strategies. In Russia, organizations have reframed 
human rights work as social services to avoid repression under “foreign agent” laws. In sub-
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Saharan Africa, NGOs frequently partner with faith-based institutions to maintain 
community legitimacy while navigating state hostility. These examples reveal that while 
political constraints narrow NGO space, they also spur organizational innovation.

5. Discussion 
The survival of NGOs in restrictive environments requires balancing resilience with fidelity 
to mission. Adaptive strategies—such as embedding advocacy into service delivery—
illustrate innovation but risk depoliticizing civil society. Donors and policymakers often 
underestimate these tensions, expecting NGOs to implement programs without 
acknowledging the existential threats they face. An interdisciplinary lens reveals NGOs not 
as passive victims but as strategic actors negotiating legitimacy and space.

6. Conclusion 
NGOs remain central to the resilience of civil society and the future of democratic 
governance. Their ability to adapt to restrictive environments underscores both their 
vulnerability and their creative capacity to persist. For academics, this highlights the 
importance of interdisciplinary, comparative research that captures diverse trajectories of 
NGO development. For practitioners and policymakers, it emphasizes the need to support 
organizations not merely as service providers but as guardians of civic participation. 
Sustaining civil society under pressure requires rethinking legitimacy, strengthening 
solidarity networks, and addressing the structural constraints that NGOs face worldwide.
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