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Dispersed Domination through Patron-Clientelism: The Evolution of 

the Local State-NGO Relationship in Post-Disaster Sichuan 

Yi Kang* 

Department of Government and International Studies, Hong Kong Baptist University, 

Hong Kong 

 

This study is based on ten years of ethnography research in six cities in Sichuan 

after the Wenchuan earthquake. The author delineates local officials’ dispersed 

clientelist endeavours seeking stable collaboration with NGOs. In contrast to the 

corporatism model, in which government control of NGOs is formal and from the 

top down, the patron-client relationship entails considerably more subjectivity, 

flexibility, and dispersion in the exercise of state power, which may or may not 

result in effective implementation of the state’s policy objectives. As local 

government officials increasingly deploy their informal authority in addition to 

their extensive institutional power, and as informal networks lubricate the policy 

process, state dominance over society becomes more pervasive, entrenched and 

fragmented.  

 

Introduction 

In the past decade, scholars have focused on the growth of nongovernment 
organizations (NGOs) and related policy changes in China. Observers of Chinese 
politics were formerly generally pessimistic about the prospects of civil society in China 
due to a long history of government suppression, close monitoring, tight control and 
state corporatist attempts.1 In recent years, with changes in institutional parameters, 
state-NGO interactions are entering a new phase of development.2 Especially after the 
2008 Wenchuan earthquake, various NGOs and volunteer groups have started to work 

                                                 

* CONTACT: Yi Kang, yikang@hkbu.edu.hk 

1 Yuanfeng Zhang, ‘Dependent interdependence: The complicated dance of government–nonprofit relations in 
China’, VOLUNTAS: International Journal of Voluntary and Nonprofit Organizations 26(6), (2015), pp.2395-2423; 
Anita Chan and Jonathan Unger, ‘China, corporatism, and the East Asian model’, The Australian Journal of Chinese 
Affairs 33, (1995), pp.29–53.  
2 Timothy Hildebrandt, Social Organizations and the Authoritarian State in China (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2013); Jessica Teets, Civil Society under Authoritarianism: The China Model (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2014); Hans Jørgen Gåsemyr, ‘Navigation, circumvention and brokerage: the tricks of 
the trade of developing NGOs in China’, The China Quarterly 229, (2017), pp.86-106.  
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closely with the state.3 Increasingly, a cooperative rather than confrontational 
relationship between NGOs and the Chinese state has become a recurring theme of 
scholarly work.4  

Despite the ever-growing literature, the picture of NGO development and the 
government authorities’ responses to it remains vague and fragmented due to the rapidly 
evolving institutional environment, widely varying local contexts and often-ambiguous 
political atmosphere in China. Authors observing the interactions between the 
government and different types of NGOs, at different times, in different regions and at 
different administrative levels, arrive at diverse conclusions. The increasingly nuanced 
and multifaceted strategies adopted by both the government and NGOs add further 
complexity to the story.5 Several researchers have built interactive models to capture the 
highly contingent and fluid state–NGO relationship in contemporary China.6  

In China, whereas sweeping changes were handled in an improvisational manner 
by different government authorities in the early stages of reform, relatively stable 
patterns, that is, modus operandi that could minimize uncertainty, would gradually form 
over time despite the remaining variations and nuances.  Experience with reform in 
various domains, e.g., economic, judicial, and local governance, has already shown that. 
Is there a similar trend of evolution in the reform of the state’s ‘third sector’? Has the 
incrementally stabilized institutional infrastructure and the learning experience 
accumulated through years of interactions enabled government authorities and NGOs to 
arrive at certain preferred strategies to deal with one another?  

Through a ten-year longitudinal ethnographic study in six cities in Sichuan, this 
research seeks to illuminate the evolution of local state-NGO relationships after the 
Wenchuan earthquake. The author finds that local officials have progressively pursued 
clientelist strategies towards NGOs. A series of policy changes have strengthened local 
officials’ incentives and abilities to play the role of both entrepreneur and gatekeeper in 
NGO development. Controlling vast resources and possessing overriding management 
authority, local officials, with the aim of reducing risks and maximizing personal gains 
(not necessarily material), seek and nurture ‘reliable NGO working partners’whose 
resources, personnel and expertise can be appropriated for the officials’ own purposes. 7  
The state resources for advancing the NGO sector’s overall development and its 
effective participation in social service delivery have thus been gradually channelled 

                                                 

3 Jessica Teets, ‘Post-earthquake relief and reconstruction efforts: The emergence of civil society in China?’, The 
China Quarterly 198, (2009), pp.330–347; Britton Roney, ‘Earthquakes and civil society: A comparative study of the 
response of China’s nongovernment organizations to the Wenchuan earthquake’, China Information 25(1), (2011), 
pp.83–104; Shawn Shieh and Guosheng Deng, ‘An emerging civil society: The impact of the 2008 Sichuan 
earthquake on grass-roots associations in China’, The China Journal 65, (2011), pp.181–194; Bin Xu, ‘Consensus 
crisis and civil society: the Sichuan earthquake response and state-society relations’, The China Journal 71, (2014), 
pp.91–108;  
4 Jonathan Schwartz and Shawn Shieh (ed.) State and Society Responses to Social Welfare Needs in China (London: 
Routledge, 2010); Jianxing Yu and Jun Zhou, ‘Local governance and business associations in Wenzhou: a model for 
the road to civil society in China?’, Journal of Contemporary China 22(81), (2013), pp.394-408. 
5 Fengshi Wu and Kin-man Chan, ‘Graduated control and beyond: the evolving government-NGO relations’, China 
Perspectives 3 (2012), pp.9–17; Jude Howell, ‘Shall we dance? Welfarist incorporation and the politics of state–labor 
NGO relations’, The China Quarterly 223, (2015), pp.702-723; Małgorzata Jakimów, ‘Resistance through 
accommodation: A citizenship approach to migrant worker NGOs in China’, Journal of Contemporary 
China 26(108), (2017), pp.915-930. 
6 Yi Kang, ‘The development of grassroots Chinese NGOs following the Wenchuan earthquake of 2008: Three case 
studies, four Modi Vivendi’, VOLUNTAS: International Journal of Voluntary and Nonprofit Organizations 28(4), 
(2017), pp.1648-1672; Taiyi Sun, ‘Earthquakes and the typologies of state-society relations in China’, China 
Information 31(3), (2017), pp.304-326;Samson Yuen, ‘Negotiating Service Activism in China: The Impact of NGOs’ 
Institutional Embeddedness in the Local State’, Journal of Contemporary China 27(111), (2018), pp.406-422.  
7 In the officials’ own words. 
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along patron-client lines. Over time, personal bonding increasingly ordinates local state-
NGO relationships.  

Unlike the corporatism framework, which assumes a certain degree of solidarity 
or coordination within the state or society, patron-clientelism emphasizes diversity and 
fragmentation within both the local state and the NGO sector and tells the story of the 
local state’s co-optation of NGOs via an agentic approach. The patron-clientelist 
perspective adopted in this study focuses on state actors’ dispersed domination over 
NGOs. Domination is achieved through unbalanced reciprocity: NGOs provide 
compliance and services that meet the officials’ needs but are not necessarily 
indispensable to them, while the officials can supply or deprive the NGOs of resources 
that are critical for their survival. Such domination is dispersed as local officials and 
NGOs interact and further their particular interests in myriad, scattered and atomized 
ways. Through ‘dispersed domination’, the local state’s penetration and co-optation of 
NGOs has become deep and extensive but also highly fragmented, transforming the 
state agents involved. This process runs contrary to both the hopes of proponents of 
civil society and the expectations of the advocators of corporatism, because it, on the 
one hand, hinders the development of civil society, and on the other hand, inhibits the 
Chinese state from achieving relatively coherent, integrated domination over the rising 
NGO sector.  

Anthropologists and political scientists have widely applied the patron-
clientelism framework to explain group interactions in political processes in developing 
and developed countries. In the Chinese context, where there is a cultural emphasis on 
guanxi, patron-client relations can be found among the ruling elites, within sub-national 
bureaucracies, in the ubiquitous danwei (work unit) system and the agricultural sector.8 
This perspective, however, has not yet been used to examine the state’s interaction with 
the growing nongovernmental sector. 

Methodology 

Adopting a process-tracing approach, the author has longitudinally studied 22 local 
government agencies’ experiences of collaboration with NGOs in Sichuan between 
December 2008 and May 2018. The author collected qualitative data through 
ethnographic fieldwork, in-depth interviews, focus groups and archival research in six 
cities (sub-provincial, county-level, prefecture-level) in Sichuan Province that were 
struck by the Wenchuan earthquake to different degrees. Despite their socio-economic 
variance, in recent years, these six cities have witnessed the flourishing of indigenous 
NGOs and the local government practice of purchase-of-service contracting. The study 
sample includes government agencies at the prefecture, county, city, village, township, 
district and street office levels – the low administrative levels that are most directly 
involved in social service delivery (Figure 1). Whereas the sample is relatively small, 
this research seeks to contribute to theory building through process-tracing that can 
provide nuanced depictions of the evolving local state-NGO relationship. Each case 
provides multiple observations of the officials’ perceptions and strategies towards 
various NGOs over the period of a decade. These government agencies have interacted 

                                                 

8 Andrew J. Nathan, ‘A factionalism model for CCP politics,’ China Quarterly 53, (1973), pp.34–66; Ben Hillman, 
‘Factions and spoils: examining political behavior within the local state in China’, The China Journal 64, (2010); 
Andrew G. Walder, Communist Neo-traditionalism: Work and Authority in Chinese Industry (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1986); Jean Oi, State and Peasant in Contemporary China: The Political Economy of Village 
Government (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989). 
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with different NGOs that vary in size, age, domain, location, resource endowment, 
distance from government, and development strategies. Most of them concentrate on 
public service provision. Some organizations had a secure legal status upon their 
establishment, whereas others obtained it later in their development. While unregistered 
NGOs remain active and numerous, this study has little data with which to tell their 
stories. This is because unregistered NGOs are ineligible for government funding, and 
therefore, the interviewed government officials never mentioned them when speaking 
about their own experiences of working with NGOs.9 In total, 180 in-depth interviews 
were conducted. At most of the interviewees’ requests, pseudonyms are used to protect 
the anonymity of the informants and their representing organizations. 

The 22 cases perform several functions in this research. First, within-case 
analysis allows me to inductively develop a model of local government-NGO 
interactions and to trace the causal paths that give rise to such interaction patterns and 
their effects. Second, Mill’s method of similarity makes it clear that the cases with 
diverse constellations of features – different government agencies interacting with a 
wide variety of NGOs in different regions – have converged to a great extent in the 
ways in which local state-NGO relationships evolve: from sporadic encounters and 
spontaneous reactions to dispersed patron-clientelism. Third, these cases show 
individual-level particularities amongst local officials and NGOs, hence demonstrating 
greater variations than the corporatist framework could capture as the latter attends to 
macro-institutions and coherence within state and societal actors. Fourth, the cases also 
complement or extend the various dynamic, interactive models of government-NGO 
relations by accounting for the gradual formation of consensus and habitats through 
interactions as both sides seek stability and certainty.  

Despite the extensive literature, there remains little consensus on the definition 
of an NGO in the Chinese context. This study adopts a loose definition: non-profit 
associations voluntarily organized by citizens, emphasizing their civic characteristics 
while understanding their autonomy as a spectrum between civil society organizations 
and organizations with certain government-organized non-governmental organization 
(GONGO) features. The aim of the current study is to cover a heterogeneous array of 
organizations that form an integral part of and have a considerable impact on state–
society relations in contemporary China.  

The next section describes the changing policy environment that give rise to 
patron-clientelism between local officials and NGOs. Then, four example cases outline 
the defining features of the patron-client relationships, followed by a section describing 
local officials’ measures in identifying, moulding and maintaining NGO clients that 
lead to an increasingly stable patron-client system. In the conclusion, the effects of 
patron-clientelism on state-society relations and the limitations of this research are 
discussed. 

From Corporatist State to “Service-Oriented” State: Local Officials’ 
Increasingly Dispersed Encounters with NGOs 
 
The literature on NGO development in China has recorded the various tools of state 
domination over NGOs: moving from coercive and controlling means such as 

                                                 

9 De facto collaborations between local governments and unregistered NGOs exist in many cities in China, see 
Anthony J. Spires, ‘Contingent symbiosis and civil society in an authoritarian state: Understanding the survival of 
China’s grassroots NGOs,’ American Journal of Sociology 117(1), (2011), pp.1-45. 
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compulsory registration and the dual management system to strategic co-opting 
mechanisms such as corporatism and ‘differentiated control,’ to incentivizing measures 
such as offering tangible support and transferring authority to NGOs through neoliberal-
style outsourcing.10 The evolving state tools for NGOs illustrate the changing policy 
and institutional environment in China over time.  

During the 1980s and 1990s, the Chinese state gradually relaxed direct Party 
control over society in the wake of its economic reforms. Relying less on coercive tools 
and propaganda in managing society, the government developed linkages with newly 
emerging social organizations through corporatist intermediary associations.11 State 
corporatism, which highlights the state co-optation of society through macro-
institutional mechanisms and the unequal partnership between the Chinese state and 
social organizations, is an important framework for interpreting socio-political 
transitions in China. Researchers have presented empirical evidence of both the peak 
corporatist mechanisms at the national level and the corporatist agencies of the local 
state.12  

Under the ‘dual management’ system established in 1989, which required all 
social organizations to register with the Ministry of Civil Affairs and to find a 
sponsoring government department, there were minimal incentives for government 
departments to take on the additional administrative responsibility of supervising an 
NGO as there would be little benefit but considerable liability if the NGO became 
troublesome. The Hu-Wen leadership proposed to build a ‘service-oriented 
government’, emphasizing government function in social management and public 
service delivery.13 Following this reform agenda, the 16th CCP Congress in 2006 and 
the 17th in 2007 both highlighted the mission to strengthen social organizations and 
engage them in serving society.14 The central government’s explicit supportive stance 
towards domestic NGO development removed or at least reduced local government 
concerns of the political risks in working with NGOs. Furthermore, the cadre 
management system was adjusted in 2009 to include social management and public 
service indicators.15 Local officials are designated with increasing social management 
and service provision responsibilities under the new initiative of building a ‘service-
oriented government’. Thus, many of them recognized the advantage of collaborating 
with NGOs, which can contribute the skills, personnel, and resources needed to address 
various rising social welfare and governance problems.16 Apparently, if the NGOs were 
reliable and helpful, local governments could obtain more human resources for policy 

                                                 

10 Xiaoguang Kang and Han Heng, ‘Graduated controls: The state–society relationship in contemporary China’, 
Modern China 34(1), (2008), pp.36–55; AD Tyson and Hong Gao, ‘Administrative reform and the transfer of 
authority to social organizations in China’, The China Quarterly 232, (2017), pp.1050-1069.  
11 Jude Howell, ‘Striking a new balance: New social organizations in post-Mao China’, Capital & Class 18(3), 
(1994), pp.89-111; Chan and Unger, ‘China, corporatism, and the East Asian model’; Bruce Dickson, ‘Cooptation and 
corporatism in China: The logic of party adaptation’, Political Science Quarterly 155(4), (2000–2001), pp.517–40. 
12 Jean Oi, ‘Fiscal reform and the economic foundations of local state corporatism in China’, World Politics 45(1), 
(1992), pp.99-126; Anita Chan, ‘Revolution or corporatism? Workers and trade unions in post-Mao China’, The 
Australian Journal of Chinese Affairs (29), (1993), pp.31–61; Jennifer Y. J. Hsu and Reza Hasmath, ‘The local 
corporatist state and NGO relations in China’, Journal of Contemporary China 23(87), (2014), pp. 516-34. 
13 Joseph Fewsmith and Xiang Gao, ‘Local governance in China: Incentives & tensions’, Dædalus 143(2), (2014), 
pp.170-183. 
14 Yijia Jing and Ting Gong, ‘Managed social innovation: The case of government-sponsored venture philanthropy in 
Shanghai’, Australian Journal of Public Administration 71(2), (2012), pp.233-245.  
15 Fewsmith and Gao,‘Local governance in China: Incentives & tensions’.  
16 Tony Saich, Providing Public Goods in Transitional China (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018); Mun Young 
Cho, ‘Unveiling neoliberal dynamics: government purchase (goumai) of social work services in Shenzhen’s urban 
periphery’, The China Quarterly 230, (2017), pp.269–288. 
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implementation, save a portion of social service expenditures and gain innovative ideas 
that can be turned into political credit. However, if some NGOs do not operate in line 
with state and local policy objectives, local governments will not only fail to secure 
assistance but will be required to spend resources and effort in controlling or even 
suppressing such troublesome NGOs. With stronger incentives for working with NGOs, 
many local officials wished they could have a greater ability to shape the NGOs’ 
behaviour and channel their energy into the desired direction. 

Given the changing institutional environment, the utility of corporatism for 
understanding state-society relations in China has been challenged on different grounds, 
and many have preferred to emphasize the growth of civil society.17 However, Hsu and 
Hamath observe that ‘there is noticeable adaptation of corporatist measures’: the local 
state co-opts NGOs through tacit sanctioning behaviour – creating and selecting 
organizations to ‘represent the interests of their constituents’ and granting them the 
privilege ‘to mediate interests on behalf of their constituents to the state.’18 While the 
idea of tacit sanctioning is useful in understanding the local state’s adjustment of 
corporatist mechanisms in the context of increasing activism and the value of NGOs, it 
has difficulty capturing the growing internal diversity of the NGO sector, which makes 
it impossible for a few organizations to ‘mediate interests on behalf of their constituents 
to the state’. Neither could it capture the huge complexity of the interplays between 
many government organs and various NGOs – the implicit understanding between the 
two stakeholders can no longer be built on a collective basis; rather, mutual 
understanding and trust is developed in diverse, sporadic and idiosyncratic ways. In 
sum, the skyrocketing number and extensive diversity of NGOs and government 
authorities involved in state-NGO relationships today simply make the ‘organized 
consensus and cooperation’ or ‘a goal-oriented harmony, orchestrated to serve a 
national mission’ required by corporatism and its modified form of ‘tacit sanctioning’ 
increasingly difficult, if not impossible. 19 

Such difficulty was obvious in the relief and reconstruction processes following 
the Wenchuan earthquake, which witnessed widespread, dispersed encounters between 
various local government agencies and numerous active NGOs and volunteer groups. In 
interviews with local officials, NGO representatives and citizens, the author learned that 
those encounters were highly scattered and atomized, and, in them, government 
authorities were often incoherent when orchestrating the action of civil society actors; 
each was simply groping for her or his own ways of reducing uncertainty.  

Fortunately, for local officials, in the past decade, three important policy 
changes granted them significant power in dealing with NGOs: First, the relaxation of 
the ‘dual management system’ in 2013 gave local governments autonomy in overseeing 
NGOs’ registration and operation;20 Second, the NGO service procurement reform 

                                                 

17 Bruce Gilley, ‘Paradigms of Chinese politics: kicking society back out’, Journal of Contemporary China 20(70), 
(2011), pp.517–533; Also see a summary in Reza Hasmath and Jennifer Y.J. Hsu, eds. NGO Governance and 
Management in China (London and New York: Routledge, 2016), pp.516-7; Heath B. Chamberlain, ‘Review: Civil 
society with Chinese characteristics?’, The China Journal 39, (1998), pp. 69–81; Tony Saich, ‘Negotiating the state: 
The development of social organization in China’, The China Quarterly 161, (2000), pp.124–41. 
18 Reza Hasmath and Jennifer Hsu, ‘Isomorphic pressures, epistemic communities and state-NGO collaboration in 
China’, The China Quarterly 220, (2014), pp.936–954, p. 522. 
19 Jonathan Unger (ed.), Associations and the Chinese State: Contested Spaces (Armonk, N.Y.: M.E. Sharpe, 2008), 
p.51; Ray Yep, ‘The limitation of corporatism for understanding reforming China: an empirical analysis in a rural 
county’, Journal of Contemporary China 9(25), (2000), pp.547–566, p.566. 
20 國務院機構改革和職能轉變方案 [Proposal of the State Council Institutional Reform and Transformation of 
Government Functions] issued by the State Council of the People’s Republic of China and published by www.gov.cn 
on March 15, 2013. http://www.gov.cn/2013lh/content_2354443.htm, accessed on February 1, 2019. 

http://www.gov.cn/
http://www.gov.cn/2013lh/content_2354443.htm
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requires local governments to implement the centrally imposed policy of purchasing 
public services from social organizations: there are restricted and designated funds for 
this specific purpose.21 This policy not only incentivized local government agencies to 
seek out reliable NGO partners, but it also made them resourceful managers and 
regulators of NGOs, as they can decide what they want and inform the NGOs of their 
expectations; and third, the Foreign NGO Management Law of 2017 restricts foreign 
funding and support for Chinese NGOs, which has significantly increased Chinese 
NGOs’ funding dependence on the government. 

Unlike their counterparts in Western societies, which form mutually dependent 
partnerships with a wide array of donors, Chinese NGOs face extremely limited funding 
sources and severe power imbalances with the government.22 Under such 
circumstances, the local government can conveniently ‘incorporate NGOs with a cash 
nexus … channelling their agendas and practices into state-endorsed directions.’23 
Nonetheless, ‘the power imbalance is not so great as to permit a pure command 
relationship.’24 Government authorities also require help and support from NGOs, 
especially those at the intermediate or low levels, who are the ‘frontline troops’ facing 
the pressures of delivering public goods and services and communicating state policies 
to the citizenry. Under such circumstances, a reciprocal exchange of favours and 
assistance between local officials and NGOs has nested within the state’s formal 
mechanisms of ‘commercializing and co-opting’ grassroots NGOs.25  

Therefore, we need analytical tools for examining the more subtle and dynamic 
interplays between NGOs and state organs beyond the debate between a rising ‘civil 
society’ and an idiosyncratic Chinese ‘state corporatism’.26 The insights from the 
corporatist framework are still important in understanding such interplays because co-
optation, implicit mutual understanding and trust remain key components for successful 
state-NGO relationships. However, the structural perspective adopted by the corporatist 
framework that attends to the state’s utilizing of macro-institutional mechanisms to 
manage the NGO sector inevitably misses the diversity and delicacy of how rapport, 
trust or confrontation, and distrust are cultivated in different cases. Thus, an agentic 
perspective showing individual-level particularities amongst local officials and NGOs is 
needed to complement the structural approach. 

                                                 

21 國務院辦公廳關於政府向社會力量購買服務的指導意見 [Guidance for Government Purchase-of-Services 
from Social Forces] allowed NGOs with a variety of legal statuses to seek government contracts for social services. 
社會救助暫行辦法 [The ‘Interim Measures for Social Assistance], issued and implemented in May 2014, announced 
several policies to ‘encourage and support social forces to participate in social assistance’ (Article 7, 52-56). 
Subsequently, Chinese local governments increasingly contracted public service provision to NGOs; Also see ‘The 
Guidance Opinions of the Government on Buying Public Services from Social Power’ issued by the General Office of 
the State Council of the People’s Republic of China in September 2013. 
22 Yi Kang, ‘What does China’s twin-pillared NGO funding game entail? Growing diversity and increasing 
isomorphism’, VOLUNTAS: International Journal of Voluntary and Nonprofit Organizations 30(3), (2019), pp. 499-
515.  
23 Ching Kwan Lee, ‘State & social protest’, Daedalus 143(2), (2014), pp.124–134. 
24 James C. Scott, ‘Patron-client politics and political change in Southeast Asia’, The American Political Science 
Review 66(1), (1972), pp. 91-113, p.93. 
25 Lee, ‘State & social protest’. 
26 See a summary in William Hurst, ‘The City as the focus: The analysis of contemporary Chinese urban politics’, 
China Information XX(3), (2006), pp.457-479. 

https://www.mitpressjournals.org/doi/abs/10.1162/DAED_a_00277
https://www.mitpressjournals.org/doi/abs/10.1162/DAED_a_00277
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Patron-Cliental Relationships between Local Officials and NGOs: Example 
Cases 
Over the ten years following the Wenchuan earthquake, the practices of local officials – 
from different government departments at multiple levels in Sichuan – using the 
‘carrot’, i.e., preferential resource- and opportunity allocations as an inducement for the 
NGOs to conform to the agenda set for their personal career achievements, on the one 
hand, and NGOs cultivating ‘guanxi’ [personal relationship] with individual officials to 
secure favourable treatment and rather stable organizational development not 
guaranteed by the existing institutional arrangements, on the other hand, mediate the 
local state-NGO relationship in the author’s field sites.  

The cases below are examples of such a relationship. They can illustrate the 
processes of how local officials develop relatively stable working relationships with 
specific NGOs. Note that the four cases analysed here are intended only for 
demonstration purposes – to unravel the casual pathways in the evolving interactions 
between the officials and NGOs and to explain how the dynamic processes affect the 
actions of NGOs – whereas the arguments and findings of this research are based on a 
study sample of 22 government agencies.  

Case 1: Huang, district governor in Y City  
Huang began looking for NGO candidates for service procurement in 2014 when his 
office received restricted and designated funds for purchasing public services from 
social organizations. He was also eager to find a reliable NGO partner because he had 
learnt that his neighbouring district had held more events after it purchased services 
from an NGO. After working with an AAAA-rated NGO, Huang was not satisfied. He 
complained that the NGO staff could not write good reports of their activities. He also 
suspected that the NGOs with high ratings might not take the small-scale service 
programmes in his district seriously. Thus, he searched for small or young NGOs 
through his personal network until a colleague recommended HJ to him.  

HJ is a non-profit NGO that was established in 2010 to serve the disabled. Its 
organizer, Jie, initially attempted to maintain distance from the local government. 
However, over the years, she sensed that the local Civil Affairs Bureau (CAB) officials 
with whom she had not bothered to cultivate friendships had intentionally made things 
difficult for HJ. When interviewed in 2014, she said she had realized that good 
relationships with some officials were necessary and began to seek opportunities to 
collaborate with government authorities. A friend introduced her to Huang in 2015. As a 
test, Huang first entrusted HJ with a small disabled children’s care project. HJ 
successfully passed the test as it helped Huang achieve recognition from his superiors 
by designing and implementing eye-catching events; in media interviews and activity 
reports, Jie deliberately highlighted Huang’s contributions and great support for HJ. 
Huang was very satisfied with his collaboration with HJ. As a result, in the following 
three years, Huang regarded HJ as the district government’s only NGO working partner.  

Huang told Jie that HJ ought to adapt quickly to new working areas because he 
would like to entrust it with a growing list of new tasks. Jie admitted that many projects 
were beyond the organization’s expertise, and she worried that HJ would get lose sight 
of its goal; however, she would not say ‘no’ to Huang because she greatly valued 
Huang’s trust. Indeed, this trust enabled HJ to obtain stable service procurement from 
Huang’s district in the years between 2015 and 2018, and when Huang transferred his 
governor’s job to another district in 2018, he invited HJ to follow him. 
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Case 2: Zhang, major county governor in C City  
Wei, a young social worker, worked for two years in two of the regions that were most 
severely struck by the Wenchuan earthquake and then returned to her hometown, C city, 
to begin a new NGO, XY. Initially, she did not have many government connections, so 
she struggled to obtain purchase-of-service contracts. A family relative introduced her 
to a major county governor, Zhang, who was looking for an NGO to implement an 
elder-care service project with a very limited budget. Wei accepted the job. She and her 
two colleagues worked very hard, designing innovative activities despite the small 
budget and writing excellent reports that enabled the county to be listed in C city’s 
award list for social service provision. Then, Zhang invited XY to help in a different 
domain – family violence and women’s protection – that was Zhang’s new 
administrative focus. Again, XY did a satisfactory job. Wei said XY was barely able to 
survive after these two projects because its output far exceeded the county 
government’s resource input. ‘But we have won the governor’s trust, which is 
invaluable.’ Wei said, ‘These two projects have brought us five more projects in the 
past three years, all entrusted by Zhang. He now considers my organization as his first 
choice whenever his office has funds for social service procurement from NGOs.’ 
Moreover, the county government employed Wei as an instructor for various social 
service-related training courses for its cadres.  

Case 3: Xiong, director of different city-level bureaus in D City 

Xiong had many chances to work with different types of NGO after the Wenchuan 
Earthquake. Therefore, he invited several of the overseas NGOs with which he had 
collaborated well to continually help with local social services within his jurisdiction. 
However, his relationships with those NGOs deteriorated over time. In interviews, 
Xiong blamed the NGOs for stubbornly pursuing practices that were utterly 
incompatible with his expectations. The representatives of those NGOs consistently 
complained about the absurdity of daily experiences with Xiong and other local 
officials, who continuously emphasized that how the NGO staff acted should derive less 
from their organizational values than based on the officials’ assessment of desirability. 

Meanwhile, Xiong obtained ‘reliable’ NGO partners by rearing his own NGO 
‘children’ – ANG, a non-profit organization registered in D city in 2009. It was Xiong, 
the then-CAB director, who proposed and supported Wang, a young social worker, to 
found this organization. Since 2010, every year, ANG had received considerable 
government funding. Xiong also recommended ANG to his peer colleagues in 
neighbouring regions. Between 2015 and 2018, ANG thus obtained service contracts 
from thirteen government departments in D city as well as from seven government 
organs in the neighbouring regions. Among the many government collaborators, Wang 
considered Xiong to be ANG’s closest and most important patron who, in Wang’s 
words, ‘offered a kind upbringing throughout ANG’s growth.’ ANG then dominated the 
local NGO sector; not only did it obtain most of the local government service-purchase 
contracts, but Wang also served on the social organization assessment commissions at 
multiple levels. As the representatives of other local NGOs said, ‘Now our fate is 
determined by him.’ However, the other NGOs in D city and some neighbouring cities 
all disliked and even despised ANG given its GONGO nature and a lack of clear 
organizational goals and expertise.  
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Case 4: Lin, middle-level cadre from City Q’s Civil Affairs Bureau 
Similar stories were found in Q City. Lin invited Sunny, a local university graduate, to 
establish a nonprofit organization, RS, in 2009. Lin had a very favourable impression of 
Sunny, who was hired by an overseas NGO to help with the post-earthquake relief work 
in City Q and proactively catered to Lin’s needs and built close contacts with her in his 
work. Lin entrusted RS with several important service delivery projects even during its 
organizational infancy. In return, Sunny exerted considerable effort to please Lin 
personally by running errands for both her work and private affairs. He and his 
colleagues also spent most of their time deriving eye-catching headlines and detailed 
reports from the mundane social services delivered by RS to enable Lin to take the 
credit. Stable collaboration between the CAB and RS between 2009 and 2018 
guaranteed a substantial annual income for RS. Compared to ANG, RS is less dominant 
in the local NGO sector. According to Sunny, he and his colleagues focused on their 
own businesses and did not interact much with other NGO leaders or staff as their many 
projects had already kept them very busy. 

Both Xiong and Lin said in interviews that they were very satisfied with their 
existing NGO collaborators, ANG and RS, and that they would rather invite them to 
work in new areas than seek out new collaborators. Wang and Sunny regard this as a 
great honour and believe that to maintain long-term collaboration with the government, 
they ought to be ‘omnipotent’ and ‘always respond to their calls.’27  

Discussion 
Three distinguishing features of patron-clientelism, as indicated by Scott, are apparent 
in these cases28.  

First, there is imbalance in the reciprocity. Local officials, through NGO service 
procurement and routine management, are in the position to unilaterally supply the 
resources and support the NGOs’ needs for their survival. An official can be the major 
source of protection, funding, jobs, and access to organizational advancement 
opportunities such as professional training and programme expansion. Faced with those 
who can supply or deprive them of these critical needs, the NGO staff reciprocate with 
compliance and services that the official needs for his or her personal career 
advancement. Some NGOs may also attempt to secure needed resources elsewhere. The 
rise of private foundations and various public fund-raising channels are potential 
alternative resource suppliers; however, to date, local officials still retain a near 
monopoly in the power and resources that determine the NGOs’ fate.  

Second, the dyad is face-to-face and personal. Interestingly, where the formal 
channels for NGOs to work with government are multiplied, local officials and NGOs 
increasingly pursue reciprocal relations through informal networks built upon personal 
ties. According to the interviewees from both the NGOs and government authorities, 
since the policy environment remains capricious and mutual epistemic awareness 
between the government and NGOs remains weak, a durable bond of affection and 
loyalty established through continual direct contact and communication between 
individual officials and NGO representatives is always crucial for NGO-government 
collaboration to survive various uncertainties. In the procurement of NGO services and 
the routine supervision of NGO activities, for instance, formal institutional 

                                                 

27 Interviews, August 2017. 
28Scott, ‘Patron-client politics and political change in Southeast Asia’. 
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arrangements are often a mere public façade masking alliance building that centres on 
private rapport and reciprocity.  

Moreover, the exchange of the needs and resources are far more flexible, 
variable and enduring than those explicitly specified in the service procurement 
contracts or NGO supervision regulations. The NGO clients use informal ties and 
subordination to specific officials to ask for resources rather than demand them as the 
organizations’ rights. This echoes Scott’s third distinctive quality of patron-client ties, 
‘one that reflects diffuse, “whole-person” relationships rather than explicit, impersonal-
contract bonds.’29  

Development of Patron-Clientelism between Local Officials and NGOs  

A patron-client relationship is ‘a special case of dyadic (two-person) ties,’ and 
asymmetric alliances characterize this relationship.30 The development of patron-
clientelism takes time. Through a decade of ethnographic study in multiple cities in 
Sichuan, this research finds the following steps crucial for the establishment and 
maintenance of a patron-cliental relationship between local officials and NGOs. 

Identifying Potential NGO Clients 

The reconstruction processes after the Wenchuan earthquake revealed the mixed 
attitudes of local officials towards NGOs. Local officials expressed considerable interest 
in reaping the benefits of NGOs; however, they still suspected that some NGOs might 
cause trouble for them. To reduce uncertainty in collaboration in the 22 cases examined, 
the officials searched for ‘reliable’ NGOs through three channels: personal networks, 
professional/personal acquaintances and formal NGO assessment systems. In addition, 
some officials fostered the development of young organizations whose organizers had 
won their trust. Whereas local officials had largely instrumental purposes in seeking 
(potentially long-term) NGO working partners, their search often circumvented or 
hijacked the formal channels and accentuated guanxi networks and affective links.  

Local officials often counted on the people they trusted, e.g., fellow colleagues, 
expert advisors, and friends and relatives, for recommending the NGOs with which they 
could work. Colleagues would recommend their favoured NGOs to one another. 
Generally, however, low-level government departments such as those in districts or 
street offices, which have limited resources, want their NGO partners to dedicate efforts 
and resources solely in their jurisdictions and thus rarely recommend them to 
colleagues. As shown in the example cases, Xiong and Lin both recommended their 
favourable NGOs to their colleagues and friends, while, in contrast, Huang and Zhang 
did not.  

There were also many cases in which a local official and an NGO established a 
dyadic tie through work interactions. Such relationships were closer to an almost neutral 
exchange of funding and services; however, affective bonds were important to make the 
relationship long-lasting. For instance, given the special post-earthquake context in 
Sichuan, many local officials considered the specific NGOs with which they had 
collaborated well in the relief and reconstruction work as partners with which they 
                                                 

29Ibid., p.95.  
30 James C. Scott, Comparative Political Corruption (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, 1972), p.92; 
Carl H. Landé, ‘Introduction: The dyadic basis of clientelism’, in Steffan W. Schmidt and others, eds., Friends, 
Followers, and Factions: A Reader in Political Clientelism (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1977), xx. 
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could continue to work. However, whether this sense of camaraderie could transition to 
symbiotic relationships in the long run depended on mundane daily interactions after 
normalcy was restored, as shown in case 3.  

The official NGO assessment systems and NGO service procurement bidding 
processes offer the formal channels for government authorities to select NGO partners. 
Following the ‘Administrative Measures for the Assessment of Social Organizations’ 
issued by the Ministry of Civil Affairs, which came into effect on March 1, 2011, the 
Civil Affairs Departments at all levels authorized assessment agencies to evaluate social 
organizations on a regular basis such as annual inspection, the A-AAAAA rating system 
and the award lists of advanced social organizations. While the pool of NGOs that can 
pass or excel in those tests is ‘quality-assured’, local officials flexibly deployed these 
assessment results, tailoring them to their respective needs. Some officials who had 
relatively little experience f working with NGOs and/or who were risk-averse usually 
selected NGOs from this pool of ‘winners’ for service procurement. Some officials 
simply disregarded the assessment results. According to them, ‘Different government 
departments have different needs, and the number of ‘A’s does not tell you whether the 
NGO can meet your needs.’ Some officials even preferred to work with the NGOs that 
had failed to achieve excellence in the assessments: ‘The small or young NGOs that got 
lower scores or ratings are more likely to cherish every working opportunity.’ In case 1, 
Huang had this mentality and hence was unhappy working with an AAAA-rated NGO. 
Indeed, the NGOs that considered themselves inferior in obtaining state resourced and 
working opportunities felt thankful to the officials who were willing to give them an 
opportunity. Wei in case 2 called Zhang ‘Bo Le’ [a person who has the good judgement 
needed to spot a ‘Long Distance Running Horse’] and thus became more compliant and 
loyal. 

A more convenient way for local officials to obtain ‘reliable’ NGO partners is to 
rear their own NGO ‘children’, as shown in the examples of Xiong and Lin. In doing so, 
they consciously aided the growth and expansion of such NGOs and easily made them 
dependent on the support from particular government departments or individual 
officials. Such measures are in many ways similar to a corporatist approach. However, 
as shown in cases 3 and 4, neither ANG nor RS could mediate interests on behalf of the 
local NGO sector. Indeed, Xiong and Lin hardly expected them to serve as an effective 
channel of communication to the other local NGOs. The officials simply needed these 
organizations to help shoulder their own work burdens.  

While in most cases it was the officials taking the initiative to seek out reliable 
NGO working partners, the NGOs did not necessarily passively wait to be selected. 
Although they might be concerned about all of the potential difficulties involved in 
working with the government, they recognized the advantage of having certain officials 
who would offer stable support, as shown in the example of Jie in case 1. 

Moulding and Filtering until Obtaining Satisfactory NGO Clients 

After the local officials selected the NGOs with which they wished to work, they made 
efforts towards ‘cultivating consensus.’31 This was accomplished through everyday 
practices of micro-governance – rewarding the compliant, loyal NGOs and punishing 
those that did not hold to the reciprocity norm. Thus, the officials moulded the NGOs 
into the shape they desired and channelled the NGO’s energies where they were most 

                                                 

31 This was the officials’ own term in interviews.  
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needed. Officials continuously screened the NGO partners in search of the most reliable 
clients and forced the departure of the unqualified ones, e.g., Xiong’s treatment of the 
overseas NGOs. Patron-client relationships with mutual affinity and loyalty took shape 
through such processes.  

The Resource Base of Patronage 

Local officials’ power is derived from their office and rests on their ability to influence 
the distribution of rewards and penalties in NGO service procurement and routine 
supervision. Theoretically, local officials are constrained in their practice of favouritism 
by formal rules; however, real constraints are rare. 32 Under the new policies, while 
local officials largely leave social entrepreneurship to the NGOs, they can exercise 
control over NGO activities through indirect levers such as quality-control assessments 
and disciplines and, more importantly, financial incentives. They can boost certain 
NGOs’ advancement or, alternatively, make life difficult for them through decisions on 
contracting services. They can also protect certain NGOs from criticism or, 
alternatively, single them out for it during periodic performance assessments. On a 
relative scale, it is the leading officials or civil affairs-related officials at lower 
administrative levels who bear the major responsibilities for the social governance and 
welfare provision that have the most direct impact on NGO development.  

As mentioned above, the government evaluates NGOs in multiple ways. All 
evaluation schemes adopt a process of NGO self-reporting combined with third-party 
assessment by social organization assessment commissions established by the local 
CAB.33 The various government departments that work with the NGOs can exert 
critical impacts on the assessment results, as they are invited to recommend the 
members of the assessment commissions, to comment on NGO performance in reports 
and to the visiting assessment commissions as well as to take administrative disciplinary 
actions against certain NGOs to deprive them of eligibility for the rating system. The 
officials from the local CAB and many government agencies who are engaged in NGO 
service procurement can conveniently manipulate the assessment and reward 
mechanisms to track NGO performance on the dimensions that are of greatest interest to 
them.  

The Resource Base of Clientele 

While the officials treat specific NGOs favourably, they have certain expectations 
regarding the benefits they will receive. Generally, the most important benefit for a 
local official is effective assistance for him/her to realize career objectives and 
advancement, as shown in all four cases mentioned above. The non-material nature of 
such benefits distinguishes the reciprocal exchange from rent-seeking or corruption. An 
official can rely on his/her NGO partner to, for example, help implement orders from 
superiors, communicate with citizens to solve governance difficulties, develop 
innovative ideas for performing administrative tasks, and prepare well-written 
documents to demonstrate effective leadership. One Party Secretary praised an NGO 
with which she has collaborated for 8 years: ‘It is my additional eye, ear, month, brain 
                                                 

32 See e.g., the ‘Notice of the Ministry of Finance, the Ministry of Civil Affairs, and the State Administration for 
Industry and Commerce on Issuing the Interim Measures for the Administration of Government Purchase of Services’ 
that entered into effect on January 1, 2015. 
33 ‘Administrative Measures for the Assessment of Social Organizations,’ Article 5. 
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and hand.’ Hasmath and Hsu note that in some cases, an NGO ‘had to stave off 
government attempts to co-opt and absorb it into existing government structures.’34 This 
research, however, finds that local government authorities were more interested in co-
opting the NGOs than absorbing them. As a senior official explained, ‘We need them 
exactly because they are NOT government branches.’ Another local CAB official 
frankly stated, ‘Government departments now receive state funding and other resources 
to support NGOs’ participation in various social service delivery tasks. The money 
ought to be used solely for NGO service procurement and NGO training. Without 
NGOs, they cannot spend the money.’35  

The NGO clients can also provide their patrons with preferential access to their 
social capital such as their contacts with academia or their networks with the 
constituencies and experts in specific domains who may facilitate the officials’ efforts 
to further their various causes, including implement tasks, gain credentials, and satisfy 
private needs such as securing travelling opportunities or receiving education advice for 
their children. In all of the studied cases, the NGOs that maintained stable relationships 
with government authorities demonstrated learning-by-doing experiences by matching 
their abilities with their patron officials’ needs. Of course, while the officials rely on 
assistance from the NGOs, the relationship is almost a simple one-sided dependency, as 
the officials’ needs are far less pressing than those of the NGOs, and they can easily 
find replacements to do the jobs for them.  

‘Forming Consensus’  

When beginning to work with an NGO, local officials generally start with “forming 
consensus” to make the NGO understand their demands and preferences regarding the 
content and ordering of what the NGO would supply. 36   

Local officials care most about whether an NGO can use its resources, 
particularly material and manpower, to pursue their administrative responsibilities. The 
NGOs’ expertise is not taken seriously. For example, local officials saw great necessity 
in continuously revising their service demands from the NGOs in response to changing 
central policy and emerging local needs. They also strategically purchased NGO 
services in the areas that their superiors considered desirable or developed innovative 
governance practices that would enable them to surpass their counterparts elsewhere. If 
the officials seek to realize the full potential of the NGO sector, they need to collaborate 
with different NGOs in their respective specialized domains. However, the cases studied 
here show that each official tended to concentrate purchase-of-service contracting in a 
small number of NGOs rather than spreading it among many. The officials would rather 
invite their existing NGO collaborators to work in new areas than to look for new 
collaborators. This means that their NGO collaborators must frequently take on ad hoc 
tasks and break new ground in areas where they lack familiarity.  

Moreover, internal dynamics in government bureaus such as the replacement of 
officials may lead to the adoption of completely different working styles and priorities. 
Therefore, the NGOs working with them must constantly adjust to the changing 
situations. Officials also have a short time horizon, and they demand rapid task 
completion and evidence of immediate effects; this hampers the NGOs’ expertise 
                                                 

34 Hasmath and Hsu, ‘Isomorphic pressures, epistemic communities and state-NGO collaboration in China’, p.944.  
35 Interview, Sichuan, May 2016. 

36 In officials’ own term in interviews.  
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development, which requires resource investment and accumulative endeavours over a 
long period.  

Filtering NGOs until Finding the ‘Best Match’ 

In the process of establishing a routine order for regulating NGOs, local government 
authorities filtered the NGOs with which they had collaborated to fit their long-term 
interest. Resourceful NGOs that have irritated officials at some point during their 
collaboration have suffered from various penalties.37  

Between 2009 and 2010, many NGOs that actively joined the post-earthquake 
relief work registered locally and continued receiving overseas funding after 
registration. Supplying abundant material and technical assistance for local community 
rehabilitation, these NGOs were well received by the local governments.38 However, 
the fond memory of standing shoulder-to-shoulder with one another to ride out difficult 
times gradually faded and gave way to tensions and conflicts caused by all types of 
mundane interactions such as in designing programmes, organizing activities, writing 
proposals and reports, and establishing Party branches in the NGOs.  

Due to different organizational values and cultures as well as the officials’ 
deeply rooted wariness of externally supported NGOs, NGOs with foreign connections 
were among the first that were perceived to be less acquiescent and thus should be 
pushed out. After 2015, only a few extraordinarily resourceful, friendly and strategic 
NGOs with overseas connections managed to maintain ‘friendship’ with government 
officials at the author’s field sites. Nonetheless, this ‘friendship’ did not lead to 
continuous collaboration let alone patron-client relationships. It only meant that doors 
remained open for future cooperation when new needs might emerge. For instance, in 
2018, an official who moved from Y city to K city for a new, higher position invited 
two NGOs that had suffered from marginalization by Y city governments since 2015 
but where the relationships did not become confrontational to provide community 
services in K city where indigenous NGO development lagged far behind that in Y city. 

Offering Carrots 

Through some time of cooperation and comparing outputs, government officials 
identified the ‘best matched’ NGOs that could meet their respective needs and working 
styles. As government authority was established, the NGO collaborators internalized 
norms, and the officials felt less ‘burden of enforcing management operations’ and 
keener on ‘helping them develop better.’39 The time had come for the establishment of 
relatively stable patron-client relationships in which the officials (patrons) used their 
respective resources and influence to foster the development of their NGO collaborators 
(clients) such as continuing and increasing service procurement and/or helping them to 
achieve higher ratings or awards. The NGO clients, for their part, reciprocated by 
offering stable commitment and loyal assistance, including personal services, to the 
patron.  

                                                 

37 E.g., Jessica Teets, ‘Let many civil societies bloom: The rise of consultative authoritarianism in China’, The China 
Quarterly 213, (2013), pp.19–39; Carolyn L. Hsu and Yuzhou Jiang, ‘An institutional approach to Chinese NGOs: 
state alliance versus state avoidance resource strategies’, The China Quarterly 221, (2015), pp.100-122. 
38 Interviews, December 2009. 
39 Interviews between 2015-2016. 
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When local officials use their power to prop up their clients as winners, they, de 
facto, also created many losers. As Scott notes, the personal contact and friendship built 
into the patron-client dyad ‘limits the number of direct active ties a single patron can 
have.’40 In the cases studied, the official patrons on average each has 1~3 active clients. 
That means that resources and opportunities were increasingly concentrated in a small 
number of loyal NGO clients. Once the distrustful officials settled on these clients, new 
entry became difficult. Unsurprisingly, the NGO clients, as long as they were 
compliant, easily grew and expanded by riding on abundant state resources. However, 
these organizations’ development trajectories were undoubtedly distorted and 
constrained by the patron-client relationships. They were distracted from their original 
organizational goals and came to increasingly resemble government agencies over time. 
While their participation in the patron-client relationship might ostensibly be voluntary 
and their development hence greatly smoothed, the essence of such relationships was 
coercive.  

The NGOs that are not clients had to cope with the government’s explicit bias in 
favour of NGO clients. Several NGO interviewees recounted the experience of 
submitting proposals for service programmes to compete for government procurement 
and failing to secure them but later finding that the NGO that had won the government 
contract had implemented its programme in exactly the same way as they had proposed. 
‘The officials stole our ideas and passed them to their NGO clients!’41 Because the 
officials tilted the playing field to favour their NGO clients over others, many of the 
non-clients viewed the game as unfair and felt reluctant to play it. However, non-state 
resources (mostly in the form of overseas support) are not as abundant as before as the 
Foreign NGO Management Law of 2017 significantly restricted foreign funding to 
Chinese NGOs. Lacking resources for survival, the non-client NGOs either eventually 
disbanded or were lured into becoming insiders, which left narrow space for the 
development of a more pluralistic and professional NGO sector.  

Through these processes, state resources designated for the development of the 
whole NGO sector were concentrated in a few NGOs that had secured the local 
officials’ support, enabling them to achieve resource supremacy over their peers. Thus, 
the patron-client relationships became a self-reinforcing and self-perpetuating entity. 

Conclusion 

The research on China’s evolving society has long focused on the prospects for 
developing a vibrant civil society and the search for forces in society that could 
somehow ‘limit’ state power. This research, however, tells a story of the Chinese local 
state ‘moulding’ the NGOs into a shape that fits its governing rationalities. The 
changing policy that encourages NGOs’ participation in local governance has by no 
means resulted in a transition towards a lower profile or a laisser-faire posture on the 
part of the local state. Rather, local officials have assumed the role of both entrepreneur 
and gatekeeper, possessing the power to selectively allocate resources and opportunities 
to shape the patterns of local NGO development. The cases studied exemplify a highly 
conscious effort on the part of local officials to reassert their dominance over new social 
actors and to maximize personal gains from such relationships. The officials instigated 
and were intensely involved at every step in selecting and moulding ‘reliable’ NGOs 
                                                 

40 Scott, ‘Patron-client politics and political change in Southeast Asia’, p. 94. 
41 Interview, May 2017. 
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and then making them into winners. The state, far from shrinking, has become ‘larger’ 
because it has progressively intermingled with the NGOs and co-opted them into the 
role of clients. The engineering of compliance and consensus is no longer the result of 
authoritarian coercion alone. For the practices of government to be closely followed, a 
structure of interests that binds the NGOs to the local state is important.  

However, local state-NGO relations have become far more fragmented than in 
the past, which makes changing the status quo even more challenging. The forge of the 
patron-client linkages between local officials and NGOs meant that the beleaguered 
state could no longer coordinate at the top in Beijing as it once did with a coherent set 
of corporatist machinery. Local officials, especially those at the lower echelons of the 
administrative system, after years of working directly with the NGOs, understand that it 
is futile to simply impute some general integrated framework through policies to 
establish patterns of state domination over the NGOs. Therefore, they seek to build 
consensus and create authority in their individual interactions with the NGOs, with a 
more explicit focus on seeking stable working partners and the question of who gets 
what. As a result, disparate parts of the NGO sector are aligned with different elements 
of the state, each coalition seeking to secure access to the state’s resources.  

Hellman’s framework of ‘partial reform logic’ nicely accounts for the durability 
and effects of the patron-client relationships between local officials and NGOs: As 
reforms in the direction of a ‘service-oriented state’ have produced highly concentrated 
gains for the local officials who control manifold resources for disposal and their NGO 
clients who can receive favourable treatment, these winners have acquired a stake in 
impeding NGO development from moving towards more pluralistic, competitive and 
institutionalized forms. When the local officials receive funding for strengthening local 
NGO development and social service provision, they spend it on their NGO clients 
instead of on more suitable or competent outsiders and on strengthening patron-client 
ties instead of enhancing NGO expertise. Thus, the NGO sector’s diverse potentials and 
expertise development are severely suppressed. Absent any horizontal or bottom-up 
accountability at the local level, protectionist sentiment hampers the improvement of the 
standard of public services.   

Is this the end of the story? Some NGO interviewees believed that NGOs still 
had opportunities to regain initiatives and bargaining power. As social needs constantly 
change and new problems emerge, the NGOs should improve their expertise and 
professionalization and proactively create fresh learning experiences for the officials to 
keep them open to the broad knowledge external to their narrow patron-client world, 
which might open up opportunities for new NGO entry. Many scholars and experienced 
practitioners also expressed their willingness to serve in a brokering role between the 
young, small NGOs that are in dire need of resources and the local officials who hold 
the resources to facilitate meaningful new connections.  

Moreover, recent developments, such as the emerging trend towards community 
foundations, a boom of philanthropic public fundraising and marketing channels, and 
NGOs’ efforts towards self-sufficient growth, may dilute the power of local officials; 
however, there are three conditions in contemporary local China that may contribute to 
the continued vitality of patron-client structures: (1) the persistence of marked 
inequalities in the control of resources and power that have been accepted as legitimate; 
(2) the relative absence of firm, impersonal guarantees of security, space and resources 
for NGO development; and (3) the lack of alternative, effective vehicles for NGO 
advancement.  

A number of limitations to this study should be acknowledged. First, this study 
is exploratory in nature. Hence, it pursues a strategy of small-N process-tracing. While 
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most studies of Chinese NGO development have adopted relatively short research 
timeframes, this study takes a ten-year longitudinal approach to avoid a rather static, 
snap-shot image of the development of the state-NGO relationship. To implement this 
approach, a small sample that covers 22 government agencies in six cities in Sichuan is 
examined. It should be noted that, with the emphasis here being on detailing the features 
and processes of the interplays between officials and NGOs, this research cannot answer 
the question, ‘How generally does the patron-clientelism between local officials and 
NGOs described here hold elsewhere in China?’ The author’s observations in Shanghai 
and Beijing indicate that it is not only a local pattern in Sichuan, and the author’s NGO 
informants in Shenzhen, Guangzhou and Yunnan have found the phenomenon familiar. 
However, additional cases in other locales are needed to test the external validity of the 
findings of this study. Second, the NGOs examined here are all legally registered and 
focus on delivering social services. It is known that the Chinese government is the 
friendliest with NGOs of this type. Other types of NGOs – such as those that remain 
unregistered and those that have an advocacy agenda – remain numerous and may 
interact with local governments in far more confrontational and strategic ways than 
those documented here, which have been examined by other authors but certainly 
require further investigation. Nonetheless, as an increasing proportion of NGOs now 
seeks registration due to easier registration procedures and government service-
procurement arrangements;42 the overall sample in this study represents a good cross-
section of the rapidly growing Chinese NGOs. Third, this research focuses on 
government purchase-of-service contracting and the routine supervision of NGOs. 
Other government activities that influence NGO development, such as providing 
subsidies, permitting social enterprise start-ups, and opening philanthropic fundraising 
platforms, all offer new opportunities for future research. Given the constantly evolving 
institutional environment, the analytical framework proposed here is by no means 
exhaustive, nor is it stable. Future studies that address new developments may help 
update this framework. Indeed, no matter how rapid the changes are, each episode of the 
state-NGO relationship development in China must be carefully examined and well 
recorded as they all lay important bricks for the future.  
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Fig. 1 Sampled Government Agencies 

 

Government Organ Location Year of starting to 

work with NGOs 

Area of service programmes 

entrusted to NGOs (2017) 

County government V County 2010 elderly care, poverty relief 

Town government V County 2009 community rebuilding, elderly 

care, poverty relief 

Village government V County 2009 elderly care, youth activities 

City-level Civil Affairs 

Bureau 

Q City 

(county-level) 

2008 elderly care, residential 

community building, ethnic 

harmony, social work 

professional training 

Village government Q City 2010 community poverty relief 

City-level Judicial 

Administrative Bureau 

Q City 2013 community youth correction, 

youth drug abuse 

City-level Communist 

Youth League 

Committee 

Q City  2011 youth activities, student financial 

aid and scholarships  

Street Office Q City  2015 elderly services 

City-level Committee 

for the Care of Children 

G City 

(prefecture-

level) 

2014 care and support for left-behind 

children, family violence 

City-level Political and 

Legal Affairs 

Commission 

G City  2015 satisfaction survey on 

improvements of local social 

stability maintenance (ping’an 

jianshe) 



20 
 

District government G City  2008 elderly care, children after-school 

care 

City-level Bureau for 

Ethnic and Religious 

Affairs 

D City 

(county-level) 

2014 residential community building, 

ethnic harmony 

City-level Committee 

for Poverty Relief 

D City  2013 poverty relief, retail management 

association building 

Village government D City  2013 residential community building, 

student financial aid and 

scholarships 

City-level Civil Affairs 

Bureau 

D City 2008 social work professional training, 

elderly services, youth activities, 

disabled care 

County Government C City (sub-

provincial) 

2011 elderly care, youth activities, 

woman protection 

Street Office C City  2015 youth activity centre  

District Government C City  2009 “charity supermarket,” social 

service work-stations  

District Government C City  2009 left-behind children care, 

community volunteer team 

building, community hobby 

groups building 

City-level Communist 

Youth League 

Committee  

Y City 

(prefecture-

level) 

2010 disabled children care, youth 

drug abuse 

District Government Y City  2014 disabled care; elderly care; 

children care 

City-level Civil Affairs 

Bureau 

Y City  2008 comprehensive social care centres 
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