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Abstract 
Nonprofit organisations are increasingly visible in public policy arenas, yet their influence 
remains constrained by structural, political, and organisational barriers. Resource limitations
—such as modest budgets, donor dependency, and fragile infrastructures—restrict strategic 
continuity and privilege larger, well-funded NGOs over grassroots actors. Regulatory 
environments further constrain advocacy, with governments imposing burdensome lobbying 
laws or stigmatizing organisations as “foreign agents.” Political backlash contributes to 
shrinking civic space worldwide, exposing NGOs to surveillance, harassment, and 
repression. Internally, nonprofits grapple with the paradox of professionalisation and 
grassroots legitimacy: professionalisation increases credibility but risks representational 
disconnect, while grassroots models ensure legitimacy but limit reach. Fragmentation and 
competition within civil society undermine collective influence, often exploited by states or 
corporations. Finally, systemic power asymmetries place NGOs at a disadvantage relative to 
governments and corporate lobbies with superior resources and access. This article analyses 
these barriers, showing that nonprofit influence is relational, contested, and conditional on 
broader political and institutional environments. For scholars, it highlights the importance of 
structural analysis; for practitioners, it identifies strategies such as coalition-building, 
diversifying funding, and balancing accountability across donors and communities.

Keywords 
nonprofit organisations; barriers; civic space; donor dependency; professionalisation; power 
asymmetry

1. Introduction 
Nonprofit organisations occupy an increasingly central place in the global policy landscape, 
yet their ability to shape public decisions is far from assured. Despite their moral authority 
and social reach, NGOs operate within deeply uneven fields of power that constrain their 
potential. These barriers are not isolated challenges but systemic conditions that define how 
far advocacy can go and whose voices are amplified or excluded. Understanding these 
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obstacles is essential for developing realistic strategies of influence and for situating 
nonprofit action within broader political economies of governance.
This article explores six interrelated categories of barriers: resource constraints, regulatory 
restrictions, shrinking civic space, organisational tensions, fragmentation within civil 
society, and structural asymmetries of power. Each dimension reflects a different layer of 
limitation—financial, legal, political, institutional, and relational—but they intersect to 
produce a complex ecology of constraint. By examining these barriers together, we can 
move beyond moralistic narratives of NGO heroism to a more nuanced understanding of the 
conditions under which influence becomes possible, sustainable, and legitimate.

2. Resource Constraints and Donor Dependency 
One of the most persistent obstacles to nonprofit influence is the chronic scarcity of financial 
and human resources. Most NGOs operate with limited staff, precarious budgets, and 
minimal infrastructure compared to government agencies or corporate actors. This 
imbalance reduces their ability to sustain advocacy over time, to respond rapidly to 
emerging opportunities, or to retain skilled professionals who can navigate complex policy 
environments. While large international NGOs may command global visibility and steady 
funding streams, smaller organisations—particularly in the Global South—struggle for 
survival. The asymmetry creates a two-tiered civil society where influence is concentrated 
among a few actors with institutional capacity and access to elite networks.
Donor dependency compounds these limitations. Project-based grants often come with 
restrictive conditions, short time frames, and narrowly defined deliverables that leave little 
room for long-term strategic engagement. Donors may prioritise measurable outputs over 
systemic change, steering NGOs toward risk-averse or technocratic approaches. 
Furthermore, dependence on foreign funding can create perceptions of external influence, 
which governments exploit to delegitimise advocacy. Diversifying income sources, 
developing social enterprises, and pooling resources through coalitions can mitigate some 
vulnerabilities, but the structural inequality between funders and recipients remains a 
defining feature of the nonprofit policy landscape.

3. Regulatory Restrictions 
Legal and administrative frameworks often function as instruments of control rather than 
mere regulation. In some countries, complex registration procedures, foreign funding caps, 
and excessive reporting requirements create bureaucratic burdens that drain organisational 
capacity. Governments may frame such measures as transparency or anti-corruption tools 
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while in practice using them to silence critical voices. Laws labeling NGOs as “foreign 
agents” in Russia, India, and Egypt exemplify how regulatory language can be weaponised 
to stigmatise and isolate civil society organisations.
Even in established democracies, lobbying regulations and financial disclosure laws can 
inadvertently disadvantage smaller NGOs. Whereas large organisations can maintain 
compliance departments, smaller groups often lack the resources or expertise to navigate 
legal complexities. The chilling effect extends beyond compliance costs—fear of violating 
regulations discourages risk-taking and narrows the scope of permissible advocacy. Thus, 
legal environments shape not only what NGOs can do, but also what they dare to attempt. 
Strengthening collective legal literacy, forming advocacy alliances, and promoting global 
standards on civic freedom are essential strategies for countering these pressures.

4. Shrinking Civic Space and Political Backlash 
The phenomenon of shrinking civic space represents one of the gravest challenges to 
nonprofit advocacy worldwide. Over the past decade, governments across democratic and 
authoritarian regimes alike have adopted laws and practices that restrict association, 
assembly, and expression. The CIVICUS Monitor reports that over 80 per cent of the global 
population now lives in countries where civic space is obstructed or repressed. Repressive 
measures range from overt violence and arrests to subtler tactics such as digital surveillance, 
defamation campaigns, and bureaucratic strangulation.
Advocacy under such conditions becomes an act of courage as much as strategy. Activists 
face personal risk, and organisations must devote significant energy to safety protocols, risk 
assessments, and legal defense. Moreover, repression does not only silence dissent but also 
distorts representation: NGOs may self-censor, prioritise non-political service delivery, or 
redirect energy toward international advocacy rather than local mobilisation. The 
contraction of civic space therefore weakens both the diversity and authenticity of civil 
society voices. Resilience strategies—such as encryption, decentralised organising, and 
cross-border solidarity networks—are essential to protect both individuals and institutions 
within hostile environments.

5. Organisational Dynamics: Professionalisation vs. Grassroots Legitimacy 
Internally, nonprofits face the enduring paradox between professionalisation and 
participatory legitimacy. As organisations grow, they adopt bureaucratic structures, employ 
technical experts, and develop management systems to meet donor and regulatory 
expectations. These processes enhance credibility with policymakers and funders but risk 
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alienating grassroots constituencies. Over time, upward accountability to donors can 
overshadow downward accountability to communities. The result is a legitimacy gap: NGOs 
appear efficient but disconnected, professional but detached from the lived realities they 
claim to represent.
Conversely, grassroots organisations grounded in local participation enjoy stronger 
relational legitimacy but face constraints in scaling their influence. Limited resources, 
informal governance, and weak administrative systems restrict their ability to compete for 
grants or to participate in formal policy consultations. This divide creates an uneven ecology 
of influence within civil society itself. Bridging the two requires hybrid models—networks 
that combine the professional expertise of established NGOs with the authenticity and 
adaptability of grassroots movements. Deliberate investment in participatory governance, 
co-created agendas, and community feedback mechanisms can help reconcile credibility 
with representation.

6. Fragmentation and Competition 
Civil society is often portrayed as a unified moral actor, but in practice it is fragmented, 
competitive, and heterogeneous. The proliferation of NGOs pursuing similar mandates leads 
to duplication of efforts and competition for limited funding. This competition undermines 
collaboration, as organisations guard information, branding, and donor relationships to 
secure survival. Advocacy messages become inconsistent, confusing policymakers and 
diluting the collective impact of reform movements.
Fragmentation also provides an opening for governments and corporations to divide and co-
opt segments of civil society. Selective partnerships with compliant organisations can isolate 
more critical voices and present an illusion of inclusivity. Ideological divisions—between 
service-oriented and advocacy-focused NGOs, between secular and faith-based groups, or 
between international and local actors—further erode unity. Addressing this barrier requires 
intentional coalition-building, shared agenda-setting, and mechanisms for conflict resolution 
within networks. Coordinated campaigns, joint policy platforms, and federated associations 
can transform competition into collective leverage, amplifying advocacy across issues and 
regions.

7. Structural Power Asymmetries 
Beyond internal and regulatory barriers, nonprofits confront systemic inequalities embedded 
in the political economy of policymaking. Governments possess coercive authority, 
legislative control, and bureaucratic machinery; corporations wield financial capital, 
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lobbying access, and influence over markets and employment. NGOs, by contrast, rely on 
moral persuasion, evidence, and public legitimacy—forms of “soft power” that are vital but 
inherently precarious. The result is a structural imbalance where even well-designed 
campaigns may falter against entrenched political or economic interests.
In global governance arenas, these asymmetries are magnified. Corporate actors dominate 
multilateral negotiations through industry associations and private partnerships, while 
NGOs are confined to consultative status or informal observer roles. Moreover, the 
increasing “marketisation” of policy spaces—where solutions are evaluated by efficiency or 
profitability—further marginalises advocacy rooted in equity or rights. Counteracting such 
imbalances requires strategic coalition-building that unites diverse NGOs, alliances with 
sympathetic policymakers, and evidence-based campaigns that expose the costs of inaction. 
Advocacy must therefore be both strategic and systemic—targeting not only decisions but 
the structures that determine whose voices matter.

8. Discussion 
The barriers outlined above are not discrete but mutually reinforcing. Resource scarcity 
limits capacity to navigate regulations; repression intensifies dependence on foreign 
funding; professionalisation can fragment grassroots alliances; and systemic inequalities 
shape all other dynamics. This interdependence makes nonprofit influence profoundly 
contextual—dependent on the interplay of internal resilience and external opportunity. 
Recognising this complexity allows for a more realistic understanding of advocacy success: 
influence is not an outcome but an ongoing negotiation between power, legitimacy, and 
constraint.
For scholars, this analysis points toward the need for structural and relational theories of 
civil society power that move beyond the binary of success and failure. For practitioners, it 
underscores practical imperatives: build diversified funding portfolios to reduce 
dependency; cultivate adaptive legal and digital literacy; invest in collective infrastructures 
that transform competition into cooperation; and prioritise accountability downward to 
communities as much as upward to donors. Only by acknowledging and addressing these 
systemic barriers can nonprofits maintain credibility and sustain meaningful impact within 
evolving governance landscapes.

9. Conclusion 
Nonprofit organisations continue to play indispensable roles in advancing justice, 
accountability, and public participation, yet their influence remains bounded by structural 
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constraints. Resource dependency, restrictive regulation, shrinking civic space, internal 
contradictions, fragmentation, and systemic power asymmetries all limit their ability to 
shape policy outcomes. These challenges remind us that advocacy is not merely a question 
of moral clarity or strategic skill but of political economy and institutional design.
For practitioners, overcoming these barriers requires resilience and strategic adaptability: 
forming cross-sector coalitions, investing in organisational autonomy, and balancing 
professionalism with participatory legitimacy. For scholars, the task is to situate nonprofit 
agency within broader structures of power and inequality, illuminating how civil society 
both challenges and reproduces existing systems. The future of nonprofit influence depends 
not only on amplifying voices but on transforming the conditions that determine who is 
heard.
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