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What Does China’s Twin-Pillared NGO Funding Game Entail?  

Growing Diversity and Increasing Isomorphism  

 

Abstract 

 

Two trends are gaining prevalence across China: 1) NGO needs for funding in order to 

survive, and 2) the transformation of the government and private foundations into major 

NGO donors. This study explores grassroots NGOs’ experience with the government’s 

purchase-of-services contracting and private foundations’ grant schemes in Shanghai, 

Beijing and Sichuan. The research findings show that two opposite effects of the funding 

game are simultaneously felt: growing space for diversity and increasing isomorphic 

pressures. The two donor types have jointly created a result-driven and institutionalized 

environment in which NGOs easily lose sight of their missions and uniqueness. 

Nonetheless, despite finding their options extremely limited, NGOs adopt constantly 

evolving, multifaceted resource strategies. 

Keywords: nongovernmental organization; government purchase-of-service 

contract; private philanthropic foundation 

 

The Changing ‘Ecology of Opportunity’ for Chinese NGOs  

Over the last three decades, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs)a in China have 

experienced substantial changes. In the late 1990s, a substantial number of NGOs initiated 

by citizens emerged in a variety of areas (Deng 2015), breaking the monopoly of 

government-organized nongovernmental organizations (GONGOs). Additionally, NGOs 
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have continued to grow, despite various obstacles (He and Huang 2015). The devastating 

Wenchuan earthquake further prompted NGO participation in public affairs. In recent 

years, the ‘ecology of opportunity’ (Hsu and Jiang 2015, p. 100) for Chinese NGOs has 

changed significantly.  

After decades of exhibiting tight control, the government is embracing neoliberal 

thinking on service contracts in governance, creating a more congenial environment for 

NGOs (Cho 2017; Gao and Tyson 2017). Following the switch to a market-based 

economy after 1978, China experienced economic transition and urbanization 

simultaneously, putting extreme stress on existing models of the delivery of public goods 

and services (Saich 2008; Teets 2012; Jing and Gong 2012; Cho 2017). Meanwhile, 

Deng’s ‘small state-big society’ reforms emphasized streamlining the party-state 

apparatus and envisioned the rise of intermediary social organizations to assist with social 

welfare (Yang 2004; Howell 2004; Teets 2012). After the leadership transition from Jiang 

Zeming to Hu Jintao, 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 (Jing and Gong 2012). A dual administration was installed to provide ‘a more 

stable administrative environment for organizations’ (Zhang 2015A), but as NGOs grew 

rapidly, the administration became increasingly inefficient, and it was partially 

abandoned in 2013 (see the ‘Plan for the Institutional Restructuring of the State Council 

and Transformation of Functions Thereof’ (Guowuyuan Jigou Gaige he Zhineng 

Zhuanbian fang’an) that took effect on October 3, 2013). The State Council also issued 

‘Guidance for Government Purchase-of-Services from Social Forces’ (Guowuyuan 

Bangongting Guanyu Zhengfuxiang Shehuililiang Goumaifuwu de Zhidaoyijian), which 

allowed NGOs with a variety of legal statuses to seek government contracts for social 

services. The ‘Interim Measures for Social Assistance’ (Shehui Jiuzhu Zanxing Banfa), 
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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. 

Scholarly discussion of NGO development in China has long addressed 

government suppression and control, such as compulsory registration, the dual 

management system (Schwartz 2004; Heurlin 2010; Hildebrandt 2011; Teets 2013; 

Zhang 2015A; Yu 2016), and the state’s corporatist (Unger and Chan 2015; Heurlin 2010; 

Hasmath and Hsu 2014) and ‘differentiated control’ strategies toward NGOs (Kang and 

Han 2008). Because NGOs are under close governmental monitoring and tight control, 

researchers are largely pessimistic about their autonomy (Fisher and Fan 2012; Zhang 

2015A), although certain NGOs are still able to maneuver strategically (Spires 2011). In 

recent years, scholars have noted changing institutional dynamics (Yang 2005; Ma 2006; 

Teets 2012, 2013, 2014, 2017; Hildebrandt 2013; Hasmath and Hsu 2014; Hsu and Jiang 

2015; Zhang 2015A; Gåsemyr 2017). Instances of NGOs complementing or cooperating 

with governments at various levels have been documented (Schwarts and Shieh 2010; Yu 

and Zhou 2013; Jing 2008, 2018), although mutual suspicion is a recurring theme within 

these relationships (Hsu and Jiang 2015; Teets 2013). While retaining certain control 

measures, the Chinese government is increasingly using tangible support such as 

purchase-of-service contracts, tax preferences, and subsidies, among other means, to 

incentivize NGOs (Deng 2015; Zhang 2015A; Jing 2018), and purchase-of-service 

contracting ‘has become the most attractive tool.’ (Zhang 2015A, p. 2416) The literature 

on the impact of the changing policy environment is growing, but the picture of NGO 

adaptation endeavors remains vague and fragmented because changes are studied in a 

piecemeal fashion. Given the emergence of foundations as an alternative funding source, 
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work on government-NGO interactions alone may be missing an important element of 

the story. 

 Recent years have witnessed the rise of private philanthropic foundations. In 

China, charities were banned from the 1950s to the 1970s (Hu and Guo 2016). In the 

1980s, the state allowed the establishment of foundations, but only a few public 

fundraising foundations (gongmu jijinhui) were eligible to seek contributions from the 

general public (Hu and Guo 2016). In the 1990s, the terms ‘philanthropy’ and ‘charity’ 

were rehabilitated and increasingly translated as gongyi (public welfare); this term has 

caught on among the government, the general public and mass media (Lai et al. 2015). 

The 10th and 11th ‘Five-year Plans’ both mentioned developing philanthropic enterprises 

to address rising social demands and inequality (Hassid and Jeffreys 2015). The agenda 

was enshrined in changes to the regulatory framework. In 2004, the ‘Regulation on 

Foundation Administration’ (Jijinhui Guanli Tiaoli) allowed enterprises and individuals 

to establish private foundations. In September 2016, the long-awaited Chinese Charity 

Law took effect, promising to relax registration and fundraising requirements for 

domestic NGOs. Following a series of substantial legal changes, private foundations ‘are 

becoming the most important players in the field of impact investment in China (Yu 

2016).’  

Since private foundations are still nascent in China, there is great scholarly interest 

in understanding their general features (Lai et al. 2015; Zhang 2015A; Hassid and Jeffreys 

2015; Deng 2015; Ni et al. 2017). However, their connections with NGO development 

remain underexplored. Deng observed a positive linkage between ‘elite philanthropy’ and 

‘the autonomy, capacity, sustainability and impact of NGOs in China (Deng 2015),’ but 

he focused on elite individuals. Lai et al. systematically examined the collective impact 

of private foundations despite the great variations among them. Their survey data showed 
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that ‘direct grant-making to NGOs is, at this stage at least, extremely limited.’ (Lai et al., 

2015, pp. 1090–91) However, these authors expected the field to develop in unpredictable 

ways and, indeed, since their 2012 survey, private foundations have developed rapidly 

and have become increasingly active in supporting the development of grassroots NGOs. 

Although grant-making private foundations remain few and their investment initiatives 

are relatively small-scale, their rapid growth and expansion have brought noteworthy 

changes to the NGO funding game. Thus, it is high time to update our knowledge of these 

foundations’ role in shaping the trajectories of Chinese NGOs. Shieh examined the 

‘disconnect between Chinese foundations and grassroots NGOs’ due to their different 

development paths, indicating the difficulties that grassroots NGOs confront when 

mobilizing foundation resources (Shieh 2017). That said, the dynamics of the whole 

funding game – rather than the foundations alone – pose daunting challenges to grassroots 

NGO development, and the former remains under-researched. 

A third trend is that foreign funding is increasingly unavailable. International 

foundations and organizations have gradually withdrawn in recent years (Hu and Guo 

2016; Teets 2017). The Foreign NGO Management Law of 2017 further restricted foreign 

funding to Chinese NGOs. Therefore, many NGOs that were previously supported by 

overseas organizations have turned to domestic and government funds (Yu 2016; 

Gåsemyr 2017). Cases from other developing countries indicate the transformational 

impact of funding sources on local NGOs (Hanafi and Tabar 2003; Rahman 2006; 

AbouAssi 2013). However, there is little discussion of NGOs’ experience of ‘changing 

partners’ in the Chinese context. 

While these three trends emerged a few years ago and were no longer novel to the 

NGO practitioners and researchers, the way they have converged and reshaped the NGO 

funding game remains relatively new and underexplored: as the government’s purchase-
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of-services contracting and domestic private foundations’ grant schemes have become the 

two dominant funding sources for NGOs – which I call a “twin-pillared NGO funding 

game” – Chinese NGOs are facing novel opportunities and challenges. To fill this gap, 

this study examines the experiences of grassroots NGOs and how they cope with this 

recently forged twin-pillared funding game in Shanghai, Beijing and Sichuan. How do 

NGOs perceive the evolving environment? How do they adjust their resource strategies 

accordingly?  

The experiences of the NGOs in the study sample show that two opposite effects 

of the funding game are simultaneously felt: growing space for diversity and increasing 

isomorphic pressures. On the one hand, the two pillars, i.e., private grant-making 

foundations and government agencies have offered alternatives to each other in funding 

grassroots NGOs. Given their different focus in funding, different selection and 

evaluation criteria, as well as different scaling strategies from those of the government’s 

purchase-of-services contracting, private foundation granting schemes have widened the 

space for diverse NGO practices and growth paths. On the other hand, the two pillars are 

similar in certain ways: given the reliance of foundations on state permission and support, 

they do not dare deviate from the government’s intentions and even proactively serve as 

an intermediary between the government and NGOs. Moreover, their commercial logic 

drives NGOs to eschew challenging the status quo and mainstream tastes, fitting instead 

into the government’s desire. The current NGO funding game in China, which is 

dominated by bureaucrats and capital, is thus leading to a result-driven and 

institutionalized environment in which NGOs are highly dependent on donors and easily 

lose sight of their organizational missions and uniqueness. While NGOs actively exploit 

the opportunities and space created by alternative funding sources by employing 
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constantly evolving, multifaceted resource strategies, they find their options extremely 

limited.  

The depiction of the two effects of the NGO funding game echoes and contributes 

to two bodies of literature. One is research following the development of Chinese NGOs 

in a continuously evolving organizational field (Hsu and Jiang 2015; Gåsemyr 2017). 

This research expands on Gao and Tyson (2017)’s and Cho (2017)’s studies on the 

government’s transfer of authority to social organizations through neoliberal-style 

outsourcing by adding the interactive dynamics between grassroots NGOs and private 

foundations – two different types of social organizations. It also reports on ‘consultative 

authoritarianism’ (Teets 2013) and ‘welfarist incorporation’ (Howell 2015) from the 

perspective of grassroots NGOs: no longer frequently encountering repressive or 

corporatist government actions, these organizations must increasingly adapt to an 

environment in which state control is more indirect – often in strategic combination with 

social pluralism and differentiated control (Kang and Han 2008). Circumstances have 

transformed the ‘contingent symbiosis’ between grassroots NGOs and the government 

(Spires 2011) into various forms of ‘routine symbiosis,’ which intensify isomorphic 

pressures on NGOs. 

To examine the meaning and forms of such isomorphic pressures, this research 

refers to another broader international literature on NGO accountability and, more 

specifically, how NGOs cope with various donors. Bush (2015) has elaborated 

isomorphic pressures confronting NGOs with cases of transnational democracy-

assistance programs. She argues that the organizational survival incentives of 

international and local NGOs predictably shape their priorities in programs with 

measurable outcomes and those that do not directly confront dictators. The NGOs also 

converge on their approaches over time due to competition and professionalization. In 



 

8 

 

Stroup and Wong (2017)’s account, isomorphic pressures are exemplified in “the 

authority trap” that catches a few leading international non-government organizations 

(INGOs): As these INGOs receive deference from different important audiences in global 

politics and therefore have authority, their authority constrains their choices and 

activities, pressuring them to advance moderate, incrementalist proposals that fit within 

the range of acceptable outcomes for multiple stakeholders. Indeed, the clash between 

donor desires for control and NGO desires to maintain autonomy and defend missions is 

a recurring theme in the NGO literature (Knutsen 2017). Balboa (2017) observes that 

environmental nongovernmental organizations (ENGOs) “face an accountability 

dilemma: let the various demands of accountability interfere with their ability to achieve 

missions or let their missions interfere with their efforts to be accountable” (p. 110).  

The isomorphic pressures facing Chinese NGOs do not differ greatly from those 

experienced elsewhere: The pressures result from voluntary conformity of NGOs to donor 

expectations, which shape a shared understanding about what are appropriate and 

acceptable practices (DiMaggio and Powell 1983) and translate into homogeneous 

strategies across organizations. What is unique about the Chinese case is the relative 

novelty and irresistibility of such pressures to NGOs. Chinese NGOs have long 

experienced coercive and mimetic pressures from powerful and hostile state actors 

(Hasmath and Hsu 2014; Tam and Hasmath 2015; Gåsemyr 2017); however, isomorphic 

pressures, as described in this study, are increasingly generated by a different mechanism, 

the seemingly supportive funding process. During the transition period from a hostile 

environment to a friendlier one, many NGOs retain cautious attitudes and proactive 

strategies. While Yuen’s case studies in Guangdong Province show that certain NGOs 

can engage in ‘service activism’ (Yuen 2018) and Jakimów’s research demonstrates 

migrant worker NGOs’ ‘resistance through accommodation’ process (Jakimów 2017), 
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this article presents NGOs’ more mundane, less advocative but no less wary and strategic 

survival approaches. These approaches include testing alternative opportunities and 

exploiting their differences, and crafting development paths from these limited options. 

Apparently, Chinese NGOs’ ‘state alliance versus state avoidance’ resource strategies 

(Hsu and Jiang 2015, p. 109) are gradually moving beyond this dichotomy toward more 

multifaceted and interactive practices. The findings echo Gåsemyr’s ‘navigation, 

circumvention and brokerage’ depiction but offer a less optimistic view than Gåsemyr of 

NGOs’ prospects of staying ‘proactive and innovative and less donor-driven’ (Gåsemyr 

2017, p. 99). The NGOs studied here proactively pursue optimal resource strategies but 

must passively accept donor dominance unless they bravely exit the game; while NGOs 

desire to be innovative, the choice of only foundation grants and government 

procurement, which in certain ways converge, ultimately restrain their imagination and 

creativity.  

While the existing literature presents two models of the NGO-donor relationship: 

demand-led and supply-led,b only the latter is amplified in the Chinese context, where 

regulatory institutions are underdeveloped and the non-state sector is nascent and weak. 

Unlike their counterparts in Western societies, which form mutually dependent 

partnerships with donors, Chinese NGOs face severe power imbalances in terms of 

administration and capital. Limited funding sources cause anxiety among NGOs, driving 

them to cater to donors’ preferences. NGOs have bargaining power only when they show 

proficiency in areas in which the public and private sectors lack competence, but young 

Chinese NGOs are likely to become government- or business-like organizations before 

they can demonstrate their unique value. In this way, they face a vicious cycle: being 

immature and weak, they are at the mercy of donors’ whims, which makes them even 

more vulnerable (Hsu and Hasmath 2017).  
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Methods 

This research is based primarily on the experiences of 15 NGOs in Beijing, Shanghai and 

Sichuan. Despite possessing huge socio-economic differences, these three regions have 

witnessed the flourishing of active local NGOs, private philanthropic foundations and 

government purchase-of-service contracting in recent years. According to data reported 

by the Chinese government,c by September 2018 there were a total of 7,148 citizen-run 

non-enterprise units (mingban fei qiye danwei) and 689 foundations (jijinhui) registered 

in Beijing, 13,343 citizen-run non-enterprise units and 449 foundations in Shanghai, and 

24,327 citizen-run non-enterprise units and 168 foundations in Sichuan. Between May 

2016 and October 2017, I collected qualitative data through ethnographic fieldwork, in-

depth interviews and focus groups and archival data including NGO project proposals, 

reports, and assessment forms. The unit of analysis is NGO perceptions and decisions in 

their search for funding. Each case provides an opportunity to record multiple 

observations over the period of organizational development. Even with only a few cases, 

detailed analysis helps illustrate the path dependence in NGO development and shows 

the micro-level possibilities and constraints that are shaped by larger forces.  

A deliberate sampling strategy was adopted in case selection: although the 

samples of NGOs and private foundations were not wholly prespecified and instead were 

drawn from a snowballing process, cases were selected into the samples for their rich 

information related to the research questions as well as their diverse features. A small 

sample does not allow for statistical generalizations, but it provides a channel for 

exploring the complex, evolving practices and perceptions that Chinese grassroots NGOs 

have in relation to their donors. Insights yielded from this exploration may contribute 

hypotheses that can be tested on a broader scale (George and Bennett 2004). The 15 

NGOs are all local with a secure legal status. Unregistered NGOs, which remain active 
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and numerous in many Chinese cities, were excluded from the sample because they are 

ineligible for funding from governments and foundations. This limitation, however, is a 

strong incentive for them to seek registration (Hildebrandt 2011, p. 974), and therefore, 

the sample is indicative of a growing proportion of Chinese NGOs. Each NGO has 

distinctive features, and the whole sample shows diversity in age, size, domain and 

location (Figure 2). At the time of the interviews, the years of development of the sampled 

NGOs ranged from 3 to 17, with the youngest NGO established in 2014 and the most 

mature one founded in 1999. Seven NGOs in the sample are relatively small with only 

5~9 full-time staff. In contrast, the biggest and most developed one has 23 full-time staff. 

This sample allows two types of research design: 1) within-case analysis, in which one 

NGO’s experience in interacting with different donors allows control of organizational 

variables for comparison of different donors’ impacts; and 2) most-similar-case 

comparison, where cases that are similar in all aspects (age, size, location, service area, 

etc.) except their donors are paired for a comparison of their development trajectories.  

Only a relatively small pool of private philanthropic foundations in China fund 

NGOs; the vast majority operate their own programs (Lai et al. 2015; Shieh 2017). This 

study focuses on 12 funding-oriented foundations that interact with the NGOs in the 

sample: Narada, Youren, Illness Challenge, Vantone, Alibaba, YouChange, One, Ai You, 

Ginkgo, Dream One, SEE and Harmony. These foundations vary in size, location, 

founding year and founders’ background. However, this article focuses on the 

commonalities that make these foundations a distinct group in the eyes of grassroots 

NGOs. I held semi-structured interviews with the representatives of Narada, Youren, 

Illness Challenge, Ai You and Ginkgo, while the information for the remaining 

foundations was gathered through the NGOs that had experience working with them.  
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Altogether, 45 semi-structured interviews were conducted: 23 with founders, 

managers or staff of NGOs, 7 with private foundation representatives, 9 with government 

officials and 6 with scholars. Interviewees were not picked at random but were chosen 

for their different perspectives and/or expertise on the research questions to maximize the 

diversity of information and opinions collected because, in a relatively small sample, each 

voice is significant (see Appendix 1: Interviewee List). I interviewed 4 informants twice 

and the rest only once, but I retained regular contact with most of them to check in and 

update information. I also conducted two semi-structured focus-group interviews in 

informal settings, one in a scholar’s office in Sichuan and the other in a café in Shanghai. 

At the interviewees’ request, pseudonyms are used to protect the anonymity of individuals 

and organizations.  

The following two sections examine Chinese grassroots NGOs’ experience and 

coping with the project selection, performance assessment and program expansion 

practices that are common among and unique to governments and grant-making 

foundations when providing contracts and grants to NGOs. The evolving, multifaceted 

resource strategies of NGOs and their limited options are then discussed. The article 

concludes with a discussion of the implications and limitations of the study. 

Differences between Two Pillars: Purchasing by Government Contracting vs. 

Investment by Foundation Funding  

Grantee selection and program expansion are core elements of the funding game. 

Government agencies and private foundations have different rationales in selecting their 

grantees. While the former places greater emphasis on ‘reliability’ the latter is more 

willing to invest in cultivating NGOs’ ‘competitiveness’. The two donors also differ in 

their attitudes toward NGOs’ program expansion. Foundations generally work hard to 
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help their NGO grantees expand networks and “scale up”. Government authorities, in 

contrast, hold an ambiguous attitude despite their abundant administrative resources and 

networks. Through experiences with these processes, grassroots NGOs identify the 

distinctive features of different donors and acutely form well-aimed resource strategies 

to exploit different alternatives.  

Different Methods of Grantee Selection 

In the interviews, most NGO representatives shared their insights on how to create well-

aimed applications for government and foundation funding. They understood how these 

donors distinguish their supplies and demands, and all had learn-by-doing experiences 

with matching their needs and abilities with different grant schemes. 

Government purchase-of-service contracting is project-based. The publicized 

procurement lists of Sichuan, Shanghai and Beijing show that government contracting 

focuses on routine services for the elderly, youth, disabled and residential communities. 

While general themes are stable, NGO interviewees indicated that local government 

priorities are unpredictable. For example, in the past two years, the J City (in Sichuan) 

government shifted its focus from residential community building to youth activities, 

elderly day-care services and migrant services. A Shanghai district government 

emphasized elderly services for one year before suddenly prioritizing domestic violence 

and women’s protection. Local civil affairs officials admitted that they continuously 

revised strategic objectives as their central policy changed and in response to perceived 

local needs (Interviews 6, 7, 30, 44, 45). NGOs seeking government procurement 

consciously work in one new area after another to ‘ride the fashion waves set into motion’ 

by government (AbouAssi 2013, p. 595). One NGO representative mentioned that in the 

previous year, the government had promoted the idea of ‘social work in united front 
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work,’ in which the government purchased social work services for citizens from Hong 

Kong, Macao and Taiwan living in Mainland China. As a result, many NGOs recruited 

and trained staff for such services, ‘but this year, the ‘united front’ policy changed, so the 

government stopped purchasing this type of service. It now promotes ‘social work for 

family problems’. Staff re-training or new recruits are necessary to respond to the new 

call’ (Interview 32). 

NGO interviewees were aware of the rationale of the government selection of 

service contractors: officials place far more emphasis on ‘reliability’ than on 

‘competitiveness’. Failure to obtain government contracts is often due to an 

‘inappropriate’ project theme, costs considered inefficient or, most importantly, a lack of 

trust. Grassroots NGOs generally adopt the following methods to gain government trust: 

affiliating with government bureaus, pursuing GONGO status, building rapport with 

individual officials in charge and, most importantly, ‘catering to government needs 

without making mistakes on the first contract’ (Interview 47). ‘The government is 

distrustful. Once it has identified ‘reliable’ NGOs, it tends to settle on these choices, 

making new entry difficult,’ commented one NGO founder (Interview 5).  

Four NGOs in the sample are examples of this type, and three of their 

representatives said that they did not worry about winning government contracts 

annually. They admitted that this confidence was derived from their good long-standing 

relationship with government rather than their own competence (Interviews 14, 28, 33). 

‘It’s unsurprising that government agencies give preferential treatment to NGOs that 

actively align themselves with the government’ (Interview 14). Thus, these organizations’ 

resource strategies center on demonstrating loyalty: when local government agencies 

change their priorities for NGO service procurement, NGOs follow these moves closely 

and devise various programs accordingly. However, NGOs become incompetent and 
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unmotivated to apply for more competitive foundation grants because their limited 

resources are devoted to winning government trust and enduring government favor 

reduces their need to seek additional funding. 

Foundation grant schemes support not only projects but also the development of 

talent and organizations. According to my interviewees from foundations and NGOs, 

private foundations generally favor NGOs and projects in domains neglected by 

government contracting in which there are urgent needs, such as care for migrant workers 

and their children, environmental protection and green practices, anti-drug youth 

intervention, HIV prevention and education, (post-)disaster management, assistance to 

people living with rare diseases or disabilities, etc. One foundation representative 

explained, ‘The government is already investing a huge amount of resources in routine 

services. We try to avoid duplication and complement government by supporting more 

diverse and innovative projects’ (Interview 27). Interviewees who had worked in multiple 

NGOs corroborated this statement. 

According to the scholars who have served as judges for both government 

contractor and foundation grantee selections, despite their different foci, government and 

foundations adopt similar criteria for grantee selection: feasibility, reproducibility, 

sustainability, professionalism and innovation (Interviews 2, 22, 43). However, their 

implementation diverges: the government requires NGO projects’ ex ante possession of 

these features for eligibility for a service contract, while foundations help NGOs to 

develop them. For example, governments assess ‘feasibility’ in terms of the following 

factors: 1) cost: in its proposed budget, can the NGO provide details on matching the 

contribution (peitao) (usually from lower-level government agencies, enterprises, social 

organizations, etc.)? 2) target population: can the NGO reach the target population and 

organize its participation in the proposed project? 3) experience: is the NGO experienced 
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in managing similar projects, and are there experts who can provide supervision? If the 

answers to these questions are ‘no,’ the project is unlikely to win a government contract. 

In contrast, foundations help NGOs revise promising project proposals and secure 

necessary resources, enhancing their feasibility. For sustainability and professionalism, 

government demands evidence; therefore, small, young organizations are greatly 

disadvantaged. Foundations, however, can accompany the growth of a young 

organization. One interviewee used a ‘planting seeds’ analogy to illustrate this difference: 

‘NGOs plant seeds. Foundations like to join early, even at the sowing stage. The 

government will water the tree only when the fruit is ripe’ (Interview 19). 

Given that foundations prioritize potential, they can assess this potential through 

two models. The first involves selecting ‘top-of-the-line’ grantees for their ‘creativity’ 

and ‘sensitivity to social needs.’ Narada’s Bright Way Program (Jinghang Jihua), which 

supports grassroots organizations’ growth, is an example (new applications to Jinghang 

have been suspended since December 2016 for unknown reasons). The second model 

resembles private-sector ‘angel investment.’ For example, the Ai You Foundation 

provides start-up capital for many NGOs and continues to support the most sustainable 

among them.  

Six relatively young and small NGOs in the sample have designed innovative 

programs to apply for foundation grants. These organizations share similar features and 

rationales: they all have interest in areas beyond the routine services demanded by the 

government, and they find it difficult to compete with big, well-connected NGOs for 

government funding. Additionally, they see foundations’ investment approach, which 

largely borrows from private-sector experience, conducive to their organizational growth 

in efficiency and professionalism.   
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Different Networks for Expansion 

Most NGO representatives agreed that unlike the government, foundations face survival 

pressure, so they work hard to help their NGO grantees build a positive image and expand 

social and business networks for resource and information sharing. For example, a group 

of foundations collaboratively supported the China Donor Roundtable (Zhongguo 

Zizhuzhe Yuanzhuo Luntan) and the China Foundation Center (Jinhui Zhongxinwang), 

which are dedicated to compiling NGO-related data and building adequate evaluation 

mechanisms to enhance information and resource sharing and transparency within the 

third sector. Several NGO founders and managers said that working with certain 

foundations helped them improve their leadership skills, achieve visibility and 

significantly expand their personal networks for future development (Interviews 5, 19, 

20, 31, 33). The D Foundation’s representative explained, ‘We see our financial support 

for NGOs as a long-term investment. It takes time for grassroots NGOs to develop. They 

must accumulate knowledge and experience, as well as new forces, such as young people 

and business professionals. Government service procurement risks nurturing many 

government-like social organizations. Although D collaborates with the government 

when necessary, it wishes to promote innovation and diversity. Social organizations ought 

to develop pluralistic forms and versatile skills not only for survival but also to make an 

impact’ (Interview 9).  

Five NGOs in the sample that have applied for foundation grants said they valued 

the networks that private foundations could offer them more than they valued the money. 

‘Especially when you reach the stage at which you want to expand some programs or the 

whole organization, it is helpful to work with private foundations, as they generally 

encourage business-style expansion of NGOs, which might be a practical way for NGOs 

to grow swiftly and increase their impact’ (Interview 31). ‘Development from scratch 
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takes a long time, but our government and society lack confidence and patience in us. If 

we want to demonstrate our value quickly, it would make more sense to build on what 

has already worked – identifying effective practices and applying them widely’ 

(Interview 4). These NGOs have all expanded with private foundations’ support, and their 

programs include service delivery to blind people, the elderly, and migrant workers’ 

children, ‘food banks’ and anti-drug interventions for youth. Before the expansion, these 

programs had run for 1–2 years and had undergone several rounds of assessment by 

foundations. In the process of ‘scaling up,’ the NGOs encountered several challenges. 

First, their broadening operations required enhanced organizational capacity to manage 

and coordinate staff in multiple sites. They received funding and supervision from 

foundations in order to solve these problems. The second challenge was the unfamiliarity 

of new sites. Again, foundations offered important help. Because foundations have 

supported NGOs in different regions, they can easily connect NGOs. For example, after 

the Wenchuan earthquake, a foundation facilitated the formation of a ‘life study group’ 

for young NGO staff from different areas in Sichuan to exchange life and learning 

experiences. Hui, a member of this group, said, ‘When my organization tried to launch a 

program in a new site, I could conveniently find out whether there were already similar 

services there and where we could complement existing resources, as some friends in the 

‘life study group’ were from NGOs in that area and could provide useful information on 

the local context’ (Interview 3). Another interviewee, a member of the B Program (a 

foundation-supported program dedicated to supporting leaders of grassroots NGOs and 

social entrepreneurs which later turned into the B Foundation), had a similar experience. 

Moreover, foundations have diverse backgrounds and relationships to businesses, 

celebrities, former government officials, and professionals, among others. They can 

easily introduce NGO grantees to various ‘circles.’ One foundation representative said, 
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‘We believe that a broad ‘friend circle’ within and outside of the philanthropy sector is 

crucial for NGO development’ (Interview 29). ‘The Effective Philanthropy Multiplier’ 

and the ‘He Platform’ (Hepingtai) are examples of joint foundation endeavors to integrate 

versatile resources and to scale up NGO services and products. 

NGOs with government contracts found the government’s attitude to NGO 

program expansion ambiguous: program ‘reproducibility’ is an important criterion for 

selecting and assessing NGO contractors, but local governments compete to establish 

innovative ‘models’ (moshi) and therefore dislike NGOs replicating certain innovative 

practices outside their jurisdiction without their permission (Interviews 46, 47). Attitudes 

seem to hinge on the government hierarchy: lower-level officials want NGOs to 

concentrate on their jurisdiction, while their higher-ups may value NGO programs’ 

reproducibility. This situation does not mean that NGOs working with local government 

agencies cannot expand: those that maintain a good relationship with the local 

government can expand swiftly via abundant administrative resources and networks. 

Three NGOs in the sample received recommendations and assistance from the local 

government when expanding their services to surrounding areas. The experience of an 

NGO called HX is typical. HX was entrusted by the Civil Affairs Bureau (CAB) in D 

City with several community service delivery projects. Following these projects’ 

satisfactory completion, the CAB officials recommended HX to other government 

bureaus in the same city, enabling the NGO’s involvement in various government 

programs. HX’s collaboration with different bureaus was positive and stable. Later, D 

City officials recommended HX to neighboring counties. HX was invited to S County to 

build social relief and care centers and to P City to help with the village community 

redevelopment project. HX implemented the same programs in different communities and 

adopted a uniform approach, prompting complaints from local residents that HX’s 
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standard practices failed to address indigenous problems, but in a simple replication, 

officials observed no issues. Over the past few years, HX has expanded continually 

through bureaucratic referrals. 

All Roads Lead to Rome: Isomorphic Pressures in the Funding Game 

Despite the different logics and practices of government agencies and private foundations 

in funding grassroots NGOs, the NGO representatives reported a variety of isomorphic 

pressures they had experienced in seeking funding: They must accommodate donor 

priority areas, methods of delivery, performance measurements, accounting and reporting 

requirements, etc. The two donors also converge in certain managerial practices and have 

therefore jointly created a result-driven and institutionalized environment in which NGOs 

can easily lose sight of their missions and uniqueness.  

We Are What We Measure 

The government’s evaluation system comprises three schemes. First, all locally registered 

NGOs undergo an annual evaluation (nianjian) by the local Civil Affairs Bureau; second, 

ongoing projects have mid-term assessments, and completed projects undergo feedback 

assessments; third, performance is rated (A–AAAAA). The first two schemes are 

compulsory, while rating is voluntary. NGOs seeking government procurement actively 

participate in the third scheme because those who have attained an assessment level of 

AAA or higher enjoy priority in receiving government procurement contracts and can 

apply for tax deduction. All three schemes use a complex process of self-reporting plus 

third-party assessment, requiring NGOs to submit financial and activity reports and other 

supporting documents online to the local CAB, which are reviewed by expert teams of 

relevant scholars, practitioners and officials who conduct inspections. Semi-official social 
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organization associations are established at the district (Shanghai), city and county levels 

(Sichuan) and delegated by the local CAB to coordinate NGO evaluation. Such practices 

have brought the supervisory hierarchy to the regional or grassroots level so that NGOs 

can be closely supervised.  

This evaluation system is devised to track NGO performance on the dimensions 

that are of greatest interest to government authorities. Thus, the goals and concerns of 

government at different levels are imposed upon NGOs, and upward reporting becomes 

an end in itself. NGO interviewees with contractual relationships with the government all 

mentioned that paperwork to obtain official approval, receive good assessments and 

improve ranking in the ‘A-level’ system consumes most of their time, so they have little 

time for their constituents and for improving service quality: ‘It seems like we are writing 

reports and completing forms all year round’ (Interview 3); ‘I wish I could spend more 

time with people instead of paperwork’ (Interview 33). A scholar who has abundant 

experience working in international NGOs observed that the Chinese government has 

invested predominantly in regulating NGOs, which may be counterproductive (Interview 

35). Several NGO workers concurred: ‘Bureaucratization in terms of standardization, 

upward accountability and reporting processes is an inevitable result of the government 

contracting regime, which is undermining the goals, missions and unique values of 

NGOs’ (Interview 47). Some NGO workers mentioned a meeting with the vice director 

of the local CAB in which 27 NGO representatives complained that government 

procurement required too many administrative tasks that were irrelevant to the purchased 

services; if this process did not change, they would all break their contract (Interview 47). 

Most interviewees found this threat absurd because trying to persuade officials is futile, 

and none of the NGOs studied here has ever exercised ‘voice’ as a strategy to address its 

concerns with the government.  
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Government assessment is not only onerous but also full of uncertainty. As noted, 

local government agencies frequently change their priorities for NGO service 

procurement. In addition, policy revisions and internal dynamics in government bureaus, 

such as downsizing or replacement of officials, may lead to the adoption of completely 

different attitudes to and interaction patterns with NGO contractors. Therefore, NGOs 

cannot persist in specific agendas and working styles; they must constantly adjust to 

capricious government preferences: ‘while you comply with everything written in the 

contract, you also need to understand the ‘tacit rules’ and ‘hidden clauses.’ Especially in 

the early stages of cooperation, when rapport has not yet been built, government officials 

easily get irritated and dissatisfied,’ said an experienced NGO worker (Interview 42). 

Another complained, ‘Many officials regard us as omnipotent and pass on many 

administrative responsibilities that exceed our responsibility. They know we will comply 

because otherwise, they’ll give us a negative evaluation and we’ll lose our budget’ 

(Interview 10). 

Additionally, government assessment has a short time horizon; therefore, cost 

efficiency is emphasized, and NGOs are asked to meet measurable indicators quickly and 

present evidence of immediate effects. Many NGO activities require tedious, long-term 

work and thus ‘shouldn’t to be measured in such terms as ‘efficiency’ or ‘immediate 

effect’’ (Interview 21). A social work organization employee explained, ‘Local seniors 

drop in to chat with us from time to time because they feel lonely and bored when their 

children and grandchildren are at work and school. They may also call us to ask or 

comment on trivial questions, or come in asking for help. We play a role akin to a family 

member for them. These activities take up our time and can be considered ‘inefficient.’ 

Nonetheless, they are important for the seniors. But, we have to avoid this now because 
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evaluation emphasizes only outcomes, so we are under pressure to achieve a number of 

quantifiable goals’ (Interview 11). 

In contrast to government, foundations generally emphasize NGOs’ sustainable 

development and use more-nuanced and long-term indicators to assess performance. 

NGO representatives who had interacted with foundations all agreed that they take a 

‘company’ (peiban) approach toward NGOs (Interviews 46, 47). They are flexible in their 

requirements and do more than invite third parties for assessment. For example, 

foundation staff regularly communicates with NGO grantees to monitor progress and 

provide advice and assistance when adjustment is necessary. Very often, NGO programs 

have specific mentors.  

Nonetheless, private foundations also need numbers to report to shareholders. 

Many apply the ideal of scale: an effective NGO project not only carries out an initiative 

successfully but also achieves efficiencies by spreading the benefits broadly. Foundations 

therefore like to speak of ‘scaling up’ (guomohua) and use numbers as a proxy for NGO 

impact: reaching 1,000 people seems better than reaching 100. Narada Foundation chair 

Xu Yongguang said at the launch of ‘The Effective Philanthropy Multiplier’ (Zhongguo 

Haogongyi Pingtai) that ‘Philanthropy innovations that only highlight ‘small is beautiful’ 

without aiming to scale will simply become self-intoxicated.’d This comment started a 

heated debate within Chinese philanthropy circles. ‘Xu’s wording might be controversial, 

but many foundations that support grassroots NGO development would concur,’ said 

Yan, an interviewee who has long worked closely with different foundations (Interview 

19). Two foundation representatives agreed: ‘Many NGOs were born out of emergencies 

like natural disasters. They have focused on their post-emergency work and have no long-

term, broader agenda. We want to push them to think big’ (Interviews 9, 37). 
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Convergence of Different Funding Paths 

Many NGO participants regarded foundations as an alternative and, in many ways, more 

attractive funding source than the government. Nonetheless, they are also aware that, 

despite their distinct logics and styles, the seemingly different funding games converge 

in certain areas (Figure 1).  

‘In project selection, generally, foundations closely follow in government’s 

footsteps in avoiding certain themes, such as the promotion of social citizenship, 

empowerment of specific minority groups and political advocacy’; when an NGO 

representative made this statement in a focus group, the other participants all concurred 

and expressed their disappointment in foundations’ attitude: ‘We think the foundation 

managements are more open-minded, but ultimately, they are similar to government 

officials in lacking imagination. They prefer services over advocacy activities, focus on 

mainstream themes, and see work in controversial areas as a threat to societal harmony’ 

(Interview 47). Representatives from several environmental NGOs noted that it would be 

unfair to view all grant-making foundations as submissive and self-censoring. Cases such 

as the Alibaba Foundation helping Friends of Nature establish China’s first fund to 

support public interest environmental litigation in 2015 (Zhang 2015B) and the SEE 

Foundation’s ‘Creating Green Home Scheme’ (Chuanglvjia jihua) providing financial 

support to environmental litigation lawyer teamse are examples of foundation support 

that subtly pushed against the boundaries of acceptable NGO behavior. However, 

according to grassroots NGO participants, such ‘courageous’ support from private 

foundations remains rare and exceptional. Foundation representatives defended their 

stance, denying risk aversion and highlighting their concern for social demand and 

accountability: ‘The general public need and pay more attention to NGOs’ service 

programs, and NGO advocacy is too difficult to manage, given their relatively abstract 
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objectives’ (Interview 25). Some NGO workers considered this understandable: 

‘Foundations treat the general public as consumers, catering to their interests and needs, 

but have no interest in changing their minds’ (Interview 38). 

In performance evaluation, while the government’s and foundations’ scrutiny may 

have improved transparency, quality control remains inadequate due to the supply-driven 

and top-down styles of both donors. As told by the participants of the two focus groups, 

NGO performance is evaluated with quantifiable criteria such as beneficiary numbers and 

the cost effectiveness of inputs and outputs – which are convenient for management – not 

the quality of outcomes. Given the unquantifiable nature of human services, however, 

many indicators are poorly designed and are thus not indicative of NGO performance. 

Worse, they can lead to goal replacement as staff focus on performance indicators. ‘Often, 

impractical requirements distort our ways of doing things,’ an experienced NGO worker 

complained. ‘For example, we need to report how many home visits we have conducted. 

We all know that high-quality visits take longer. If you want us to make more visits, we 

can conduct only brief visits, which may not be very useful. We struggle to report how 

many people benefit from our programs or to explain a drop-in number. We deliver 

services to people in need. If the needy population decreases, that’s good news. But, from 

the government’s or foundations’ perspective, a smaller number indicates 

underperformance. Should we just try to include as many people as possible to boost 

numbers, wasting resources on those who don’t need them?’ (Interviews 46, 47). 

NGO representatives also expressed concern about the ‘scaling impact’ trend 

driven by both foundations and government (Interviews 46, 47). First, NGOs should aim 

to do more than simply increase the numbers served: ‘We care about each individual in a 

community; we want to provide services of quality and depth. This is NGOs’ raison 

d’être.’ However, expansion requires time and resources that may entail compromises in 
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other aspects of development, so NGOs face difficult choices between broadening reach 

and solidifying existing programs. These choices lead to another concern: given the 

significant resources needed for expansion, NGOs must work with local governments. 

Since the establishment of ‘The Effective Philanthropy Multiplier’, government agencies 

– the leading contractors – are the most important and active participants in periodic ‘road 

shows’ of NGO programs. Such events are unappealing to ‘state-avoidance’ NGOs (Hsu 

and Jiang 2015, p. 109), who are attracted by foundation granting schemes only because 

they want to avoid or are excluded from government procurement – they are certainly 

reluctant to return to that relationship.  

Cong, an experienced NGO founder, expected the ultimate convergence of the 

two funding pathways: ‘It’s unsurprising that foundations are increasingly government-

like. They need to protect themselves via state affiliation or ‘co-dependency’ with the 

government in a context in which the state is extremely powerful’ (Interview 38). 

Discussion: Alternative Funding Sources, Limited Options 

This research was conducted against the backdrop of the emerging trend of ‘a third-party 

management model adopted by the Chinese government,’ (Kang 2017) which gives 

scholars hope of a more open associational environment in which NGOs can flourish and 

even engage in public policy (Teets 2013; Howell 2015; Hsu and Jiang 2015). Indeed, 

the funding game for grassroots NGOs has transformed from one largely dependent on 

foreign resources to one twin-pillared by government agencies and domestic capital. This 

change presents fresh opportunities and challenges to Chinese NGOs, requiring multiple 

trial-and-error adjustments in the course of organizational development. As mentioned, 

Chinese NGOs used to encounter rather coercive and hostile state actors. Now, as the 

environment has moved toward a friendlier one, many NGOs cherish the new 
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opportunities and adopt proactive strategies while retaining cautious attitudes.  

All NGOs in the sample understand that having one source of funding makes them 

vulnerable and thus have attempted to diversify their funding sources to increase revenue 

and flexibility. Even those that have maintained good, stable relationships with particular 

government agencies have actively sought new state patrons. Moreover, although the 

NGO representatives often used the term ‘in general’ in their descriptions of 

governmental behavior, as if they viewed ‘the state’ or ‘the government’ as a monolithic 

whole, in practice, they had a good grasp of the ‘fragmented state’ idea (Lieberthal and 

Lampton 1992; O’Brien and Li 2006; Mertha 2009) and exploited opportunities and 

sought support from different state agents that had various and sometimes rival interests. 

Nonetheless, managing multiple funding relationships is challenging. NGOs need 

adequate experience, connections and organizational capacity to understand the logics 

and ‘language’ of different donors, and they pursue a differentiation strategy to maintain 

favorable relationships with each. Small, young organizations are greatly disadvantaged 

in this respect.  

Given that the government and private foundations are legitimate and convenient 

alternative funding sources to one another, when facing an unpleasant working 

relationship, NGOs may adjust their resource strategies and choose to end or to reduce 

their reliance on one and turn to the other. Six NGOs in the sample had exited contractual 

relationships with government agencies for various reasons: one applied unsuccessfully 

for government funding; one wanted to keep its distance from the state, as the NGO 

workers worry about ‘assimilation by the state so that NGOs come to greatly resemble 

government agencies’ (Kang 2017); two simply felt overwhelmed and bored; two 

mentioned both the “overwhelmed” feeling and the “assimilation” concern.  
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Four of the six NGOs that turned to foundations, however, later began preparing 

to abandon foundation funding, as they increasingly felt that foundations were not an 

adequate alternative to the government and observed that neither type of funder pays 

sufficient attention and respect to NGOs’ autonomy, mission and values. The 

representatives of these organizations said, ‘Exiting the whole game requires great 

courage because the path ahead is thickly bristled with thorns’, and ‘Sometimes we doubt 

if we are simply driving ourselves up the wall.’ To compensate for the lost funding and 

to become more self-sustainable, these NGOs had two major plans. The first involved 

adopting cost-cutting and revenue-generating strategies such as mobilizing grassroots 

support (this is increasingly facilitated by many foundations and online platforms), relying on 

volunteers or pursuing profit-making social entrepreneurship. The second involved 

conducting more advocacy work, which ‘does not necessarily require external funding’ 

and ‘keeps the NGO constituents involved and mobilized’ (AbouAssi 2013, p. 596). ‘If 

our resources come from like-minded supporters, we’d certainly be freer to do things that 

could effectively serve our mission,’ said one NGO founder (Interview 31). These four 

NGOs had all previously been funded largely by foreign NGOs and international 

organizations. The founder of one of the NGOs said, ‘We miss the good old days when 

foreign donors respected our mission, ideas and ways of doing things. But , we no longer 

have such freedom.’  

Although NGOs can soberly form constantly evolving, multifaceted resource 

strategies to adapt to, maneuver through or avoid the funding game dominated by 

bureaucrats and capital, they find their options extremely limited: government 

procurement, foundation grants or self-sustaining approaches. The first two present 

similar difficulties, and self-sustaining approaches remain very daunting. Therefore, the 



 

29 

 

best NGOs can do is exploit the multilevel, multipartite nature of the state and the 

variation within the foundation sector.  

Overall, the current two pillars of the funding game provide relatively stable 

financial support to many NGOs and ensure a collaborative state-civil society 

relationship, but they have the effect of helping the state supervise and steer NGOs. NGOs 

seeking funding must accommodate donors’ priority areas, methods of delivery, and 

accounting and reporting requirements and compete to prove their value. While some 

adjustments are minor and constructive to organizational development, most impede 

NGOs’ ability to care for clients and distract them from their unique mission and values 

that distinguish them from public- and private-sector organizations.  

Moreover, while there are seemingly “competitive” funding competitions, 

resources and opportunities tend to increasingly concentrate in a small number of large, 

mature and ‘mainstream’ NGOs that possess abundant experience and resources as well 

as a satisfactory track record for winning confidence from either the distrustful officials 

or demanding private foundations. Once the donors settle on certain grantees that they 

regard as reliable, new entry becomes difficult. Small, young NGOs and those working 

in controversial domains thus face an increasingly difficult situation, as they can 

challenge the established ones in the big, mature and “mainstream” NGOs in intense 

funding competition only if they have exceptionally smart, innovative ideas and an 

extraordinarily efficient modus operandi. Those seeking greater autonomy and resisting 

isomorphic tendencies face the most daunting challenges, as they may struggle in 

interactions with the government and foundations and face numerous threats to their 

survival if they abandon the funding game. Foreign funding once provided crucial support 

to such organizations, but this avenue is now almost closed.f 
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Nonetheless, the twin-pillared funding game has also resulted in a hybrid regime 

in which government dominance, business engineering and civic engagement coexist. 

The government maintains a de facto leading role in crafting social initiatives by creating 

space for foundations and NGOs to prosper and enhancing its own regulatory capacity; 

NGOs possess more legitimate channels and resources for engagement in public service 

provision, but their activities are selectively encouraged and subsumed under government 

and foundation sponsorship, scrutiny and supervision. Their development has thus been 

transformed from a grassroots-driven, wild and suppressed process to a more top-down, 

managed and institutionalized one. While the coexistence of government, foundation 

(business) and civic rationales and approaches may create tensions in the long run, it may 

also be exploited by foundations or NGOs to innovate in ways that are unexpected by 

government (Jing 2015; Gao and Tyson 2017), and thus, it may render the hierarchal 

state-society relationship more pluralistic. In addition, recent developments, such as the 

emerging trend of community foundations, a boom of philanthropic public fundraising 

and marketing channels (Zhou and Han 2018; Yu and Chen 2018), and NGOs’ efforts 

toward self-sufficient growth, may create opportunities for Chinese NGOs to be more 

responsive to indigenous, citizen-centered needs, better pursue their mission and 

demonstrate their unique values.  

Conclusion 

While much research on Chinese NGOs has already been published, this article 

contributes new material on the most recent developments and provides an analytical 

framework that integrates various changes in the environment to delineate the constantly 

winding paths of NGO development. The dynamics in the study sample show that NGO-

state relations in China reflect increasingly diverse, complex and fluid logics, which 
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echoes most recent works on Chinese NGO development (Hildebrandt 2013; Teets 2014; 

Hsu Hsu and Hasmath 2016). 

Given its exploratory nature, this study has several limitations to be addressed in 

future research. First, because this study is based on a small sample that covers only three 

geographic areas, it certainly cannot paint a full picture of interactions between NGOs, 

private foundations and government agencies, which are numerous and diverse in 

contemporary China (Hsu Hsu and Hasmath 2016). Future studies on NGOs operating in 

other locales would help test the external validity of the findings presented here. Second, 

all the NGOs examined are legally registered. Although the registration process is much 

less complex than it used to be, some NGOs still prefer not to register for various reasons. 

These organizations may face far greater difficulties than the NGOs analyzed here. These 

NGOs’ different strategies and development trajectories require further investigation. 

Third, this research focuses on grant-making private foundations, which are relatively 

rare in China. To obtain a more comprehensive picture of the growing Chinese foundation 

sector, variations within this sector require closer examination. Furthermore, it would be 

interesting to examine to what extent the growing private foundations are different from 

the traditional foundations mainly funded by the government. Fourth, this study examines 

only government purchase-of-service contracting and foundation grant schemes. Other 

government and foundation activities to support NGO development, such as government 

subsidies, social enterprise start-ups, and philanthropic fundraising platforms are 

flourishing and offer new avenues for future research. Last, but not least, a more 

systematic and in-depth exploration of the qualification and performance 

criteria/standards adopted by various NGO donors would be highly interesting. 

Despite these limitations, this study’s findings may indicate some development 

trends that are gaining prevalence in China. Additional case studies are needed to test and 
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revise the preliminary findings presented here. I hope that the present study may spark 

new questions and broader efforts to account for the drastically changing policy and 

institutional environment and its impact on Chinese NGO development. 
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a ‘Non-governmental organization’ is used in this article to mean social organizations that are 

organized by citizens and that are active in the civic sphere. Although this definition is loose 

and there is no consensus on what constitutes an NGO in China, this article avoids the debate 

and focuses instead on how policy changes affect the broad group of local civic 

organizations, regardless of their distance from the government. Private foundations are also 

NGOs, but they are considered a separate group here, given their distinct resources, mission 

and practices. 

b In the demand-led model, NGOs have a relatively equal partnership with their donors and enjoy 

great autonomy. Their accountability ‘is either downward toward constituents or internal 

toward organizational mission and values.’ Conversely, in the supply-led model, donors set 

specific goals and NGOs simply implement them; NGOs are thus accountable primarily 

upwards, to donors. See AbouAssi (2013) and Noakes and Teets (2018). 

c The numbers provide rough information of the size of the pool from which the study sample of 

this research was selected, but some caveats should be noted: According to the official 

Chinese definition, “people-run non-enterprise units” (minban feiqiye danwei) are defined 

as “social organizations which are established by enterprises, institutions, associations or 

other civic entities as well as individual citizens using non-state assets and conduct not-for-

profit social service activities” (see the State Council authorized “Interim Regulations on 

Registration Administration of Private Non-enterprise Units” taking effect on October 25, 

1998). These include not only the NGOs dedicated for advocacy or social service delivery 

– a group on which this study focuses – but also the privately-run and non-for-profit schools, 

hospitals, museums and scientific research institutes which are beyond the discussion of this 

research. Similarly, the “foundation” as mentioned in the officially-reported data refers to 

“the non-profit legal person established by making use of the property donated by natural 

persons, legal persons, or other organizations with the purpose of pursuing welfare 

undertakings” (see the “Regulation on Foundation Administration” stipulated by the State 

Council, which took effect on August 3, 2004). Here, it is difficult to disentangle 

government-funded foundations from private foundations, and only the latter group is the 

focus of this study. 

d See http://www.chinadevelopmentbrief.org.cn/news-18960.html. 

e See http://www.seefoundation.org.cn/clj/newsdetail.aspx?id=1409.  

f  Registered INGOs may continue their collaboration with local government agencies and 

grassroots groups, but INGO activities are greatly restricted by The Foreign NGO 

Management Law of 2017. 

 

                                                 

http://www.chinadevelopmentbrief.org.cn/news-18960.html
http://www.seefoundation.org.cn/clj/newsdetail.aspx?id=1409


 

34 

 

                                                                                                                                               

References 

AbouAssi, K. (2013). Hands in the pockets of mercurial donors: NGO response to shifting 

funding priorities. Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly, 42(3), 584-602. 

Balboa, C. M. (2017). Mission interference: How competition confounds accountability 

for environmental nongovernmental organizations. Review of Policy Research 34(1): 

110–31. 

Bush, S. S. (2015). The Taming of Democracy Assistance: Why Democracy Promotion 

Does Not Confront Dictators. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  

Cho, M. Y. (2017), ‘Unveiling neoliberal dynamics: government purchase (goumai) of 

social work services in Shenzhen’s urban periphery’, The China Quarterly 230, 269–

288. 

Deng, G. (2015). The influence of elite philanthropy on NGO development in China. 

Asian Studies Review, 39(4), 554-570. 

DiMaggio, P. J. and Powell, W.W. (1983). The Iron Cage revisited: Institutional 

isomorphism and collective rationality in organizational fields.” American 

Sociological Review, 48, 147–160. 

Fisher, K.R., Li, J.  and Fan, L. (2012). Barriers to the supply of non-government 

disability services in China. Journal of Social Policy. 41(1),161–182 

Gao, H., & Tyson, A. (2017). Administrative reform and the transfer of authority to social 

organizations in China. The China Quarterly, 232, 1050-1069. 

Gåsemyr, H. J. (2017). Navigation, circumvention and brokerage: the tricks of the trade 

of developing NGOs in China. The China Quarterly, 229, 86-106. 

George, A. L., & Bennett, A. (2005). Case studies and theory development in the social 

 



 

35 

 

                                                                                                                                               

sciences. MIT Press. 

Hanafi, S., & Tabar, L. (2003). The Intifada and the aid industry: The impact of the new 

liberal agenda on the Palestinian NGOs. Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa 

and the Middle East, 23(1), 205-214. 

Hasmath, R. & Hsu, J. (2014). Isomorphic pressures, epistemic communities and state-

NGO collaboration in China. The China Quarterly. 220, 936–954. 

Hassid, J., & Jeffreys, E. (2015). Doing good or doing nothing? Celebrity, media and 

philanthropy in China. Third World Quarterly, 36(1), 75-93. 

He, A. J., & Huang, G. (2015). Fighting for Migrant Labor Rights in the World’s Factory: 

legitimacy, resource constraints and strategies of grassroots migrant labor NGOs in 

South China. Journal of Contemporary China, 24(93), 471-492. 

Heurlin, C. (2010). Governing civil society: The political logic of NGO–state relations 

under dictatorship. VOLUNTAS: International Journal of Voluntary and Nonprofit 

Organizations, 21, 220–239. 

Hildebrandt, T. (2011). The political economy of social organization registration in 

China. The China Quarterly, 208, 970–989. 

Hildebrandt, T. (2013). Social organizations and the authoritarian state in China. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Howell, J. (2004). New directions in civil society: organizing around marginalized 

interests, in Jude Howell, ed., Governance in China. Lanham, MD: Rowman & 

Littlefield, 143–171. 

Howell, J. (2015). Shall we dance? Welfarist incorporation and the politics of state–

labour NGO relations. The China Quarterly, 223, 702-723. 

 



 

36 

 

                                                                                                                                               

Hsu, C. L., & Jiang, Y. (2015). An institutional approach to Chinese NGOs: State alliance 

versus state avoidance resource strategies. The China Quarterly, 221, 100–122. 

Hsu, J. Y., Hsu, C. L., & Hasmath, R. (2017). NGO strategies in an authoritarian context, 

and their implications for citizenship: The case of the People’s Republic of China. 

Voluntas: International Journal of Voluntary and Nonprofit Organizations, 28(3), 

1157-1179. 

Hu, M., & Guo, C. (2016, June). Fundraising policy reform and its impact on nonprofits 

in china: A view from the trenches. In Nonprofit Policy Forum (Vol. 7, No. 2, pp. 

213-236). De Gruyter. 

Jakimów, M. (2017). Resistance through Accommodation: A Citizenship Approach to 

Migrant Worker NGOs in China. Journal of Contemporary China, 26(108), 915-

930. 

Jing, Y. (2008). Outsourcing in China: An exploratory assessment. Public Administration 

and Development, 28(2), 119-128. 

Jing, Y. (2018). Dual Identity and Social Organizations’ Participation in Contracting in 

Shanghai. Journal of Contemporary China, 27(110), 180-192. 

Jing, Y., & Gong, T. (2012). Managed social innovation: The case of government-

sponsored venture philanthropy in Shanghai. Australian Journal of Public 

Administration, 71(2), 233-245. 

Kang, Y. (2017). 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), 1648-1672. 

Kang, X. and Han, H. (2008). Graduated controls: the state-society relationship in 

 



 

37 

 

                                                                                                                                               

contemporary China. Modern China. 34(1), 36–55. 

Knutsen, W. L. (2017). Retaining the Benefits of Government–Nonprofit Contracting 

Relationship: Opposites Attract or Clash?. VOLUNTAS: International Journal of 

Voluntary and Nonprofit Organizations, 28(4), 1373-1398. 

Lai, W., Zhu, J., Tao, L., & Spires, A. J. (2015). Bounded by the state: Government 

priorities and the development of private philanthropic foundations in China. The 

China Quarterly, 224, 1083-1092. 

Lieberthal, K. & Lampton, D. (eds.). (1992). Bureaucracy, Politics, and Decision Making 

in Post-Mao China. Berkeley: University of California Press. 

Ma, Q. (2006). Non-governmental organizations in contemporary China: Paving the way 

to civil society? New York: Routledge. 

Mertha, A. (2009). “Fragmented authoritarianism 2.0”: political pluralization in the 

Chinese policy process. The China Quarterly, 200, 995-1012. 

Ni, N., Chen, Q., Ding, S., & Wu, Z. (2017). Professionalization and cost efficiency of 

fundraising in charitable organizations: The case of charitable foundations in China. 

VOLUNTAS: International Journal of Voluntary and Nonprofit 

Organizations, 28(2), 773-797. 

Noakes, S., & Teets, J. C. (2018) Learning Under Authoritarianism: Strategic Adaptations 

Within International Foundations and NGOs in China. VOLUNTAS: International 

Journal of Voluntary and Nonprofit Organizations. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11266-

017-9939-9 

O’Brien K. & Li, L. (2006). Rightful Resistance in Rural China. New York: Cambridge 

University Press. 

 



 

38 

 

                                                                                                                                               

Rahman, S. (2006). Development, democracy and the NGO sector: theory and evidence 

from Bangladesh. Journal of Developing Societies, 22(4), 451-473. 

Saich, A. (2008). Providing public goods in transitional China. New York: Palgrave 

Macmillan. 

Schwartz, J. (2004). Environmental NGOs in China: Roles and limits. Pacific Affairs, 

77(1), 28–49. 

Schwartz, J. & Shieh, S. ed. (2010). State and Society Responses to Social Welfare Needs 

in China. London: Routledge. 

Shieh, S. (2017). Same bed, different dreams? The divergent pathways of foundations 

and grassroots NGOs in China. VOLUNTAS: International Journal of Voluntary and 

Nonprofit Organizations, 28(4), 1785-1811. 

Spires, A. J. (2011). Contingent symbiosis and civil society in an authoritarian state: 

Understanding the survival of China’s grassroots NGOs. American Journal of 

Sociology, 117(1), 1-45. 

Stroup, S. S. and Wong, W. H. (2017). The Authority Trap: Strategic Choices of 

International NGOs. Ithaca: Cornell University Press. 

Teets, J. C. (2012). Reforming service delivery in China: The emergence of a social 

innovation model. Journal of Chinese Political Science, 17(1), 15-32. 

Teets, J. C. (2013). Let many civil societies bloom: The rise of consultative 

authoritarianism in China. The China Quarterly, 213, 19–39. 

Teets, J. C. (2014). Civil society under authoritarianism: The China model. New York: 

Cambridge University Press. 

Teets. J. C. (2017). The rise of foundations. Chinoiresie, available at 

 



 

39 

 

                                                                                                                                               

http://www.chinoiresie.info/the-rise-of-foundations-hope-for-grassroots-civil-

society-in-china/ (accessed 20 November 2017). 

Unger, J. & Chan, A. (2015). State Corporatism and Business Associations in China: A 

Comparison with Earlier Emerging Economies of East Asia. International Journal 

of Emerging Markets. 10 (2), 178-193. 

Yang, D. L. (2004). Remaking the Chinese leviathan: Market transition and the politics 

of governance in China. Stanford: Stanford University Press. 

Yang, G. (2005). Environmental NGOs and institutional dynamics in China. The China 

Quarterly, 181, 46-66. 

Yu, J., & Zhou, J. (2013). Local Governance and Business Associations in Wenzhou: A 

model for the road to civil society in China? Journal of Contemporary China, 22(81), 

394-408. 

Yu, X. (2016). Social Entrepreneurship in China’s Non-profit Sector. China Perspectives, 

(3), 53. 

Yuen, S. (2018). Negotiating Service Activism in China: The Impact of NGOs’ 

Institutional Embeddedness in the Local State. Journal of Contemporary China, 

27(111), 406-422. 

Zhang, Y. (2015)A. Dependent interdependence: The complicated dance of government–

nonprofit relations in China. VOLUNTAS: International Journal of Voluntary and 

Nonprofit Organizations, 26(6), 2395-2423. 

Zhang, Y. (2015)B. New law allows NGOs to pursue legal action against environmental 

offenders. Global Times, available at: 

http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/902744.shtml (accessed 8 April 2018). 

http://www.chinoiresie.info/the-rise-of-foundations-hope-for-grassroots-civil-society-in-china/
http://www.chinoiresie.info/the-rise-of-foundations-hope-for-grassroots-civil-society-in-china/
http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/902744.shtml


1 

 

What Does China’s Twin-Pillared NGO Funding Game Entail?  

Growing Diversity and Increasing Isomorphism  

 

Figures 

Fig. 1 Comparing Government and Foundation Funding Games 
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Fig. 2: NGO Sample 

 

Registration Year 1999 2003 2004 2006 2008 2009 2010 2012 2013 2014 

Number of NGOs in the sample 1 2 1 2 3 2 1 1 1 1 

 

Location Shanghai Beijing Sichuan 

Number of NGOs in the sample 5 4 6 

 

Working Area 

Post-disaster  

intervention Community Elderly Youth Disabled Women 

Number of NGOs in the sample 3 4 4 3 2 2 

 Anti-drug Environment Migrants Labor Disease  

Number of NGOs in the sample 1 2 1 1 2  

 

Size (number of full-time staff) 5-9 10-14 15-19 20- 

Number of NGOs in the sample 7 3 2 3 

 

 

 



Appendix 1:  Interviewee List 

 

Sichuan, May 2016 

1. NGO SC-1 (community, elderly) founder, Chengdu  

2. Scholar A 

3. NGO SC-2 (post-disaster intervention, elderly) staff, Dujiang-yan 

4. NGO SC-2 (post-disaster intervention, elderly) founder, Dujiangyan 

5. NGO SC-3 (disabled) founder, Dujiangyan 

6. Official, City A Civil Affairs Bureau 

7. Official, City B Governor 

8. Chair, Social Organization Association 

 

Sichuan, May 2017 

9. Representative A of the D Foundation 

10. NGO SC-4 (post-disaster intervention, youth) founder, Guang-yuan   

11. NGO SC-1 (community, elderly) founder, Chengdu  

12. NGO SC-5 (post-disaster intervention, women) founder, Cheng-du  

13. NGO SC-2 (post-disaster intervention, elderly) staff, Dujiang-yan 

14. NGO SC-6 (community, elderly) manager, Dujiangyan 

15. NGO SC-3 (disabled) founder, Dujiangyan 

16. Scholar B 

17. Official, City A Civil Affairs Bureau 

18. Official, City C Governor 

 

Beijing, May-June 2017 

19. NGO BJ-1 (disease) founder 

20. NGO BJ-2 (environment) founder  

21. NGO BJ-2 (environment) staff  

22. Scholar C 

23. NGO BJ-3 (disease) founder 
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24. NGO BJ-3 (disease) staff 

25. Staff at the Ai You Foundation 

26. Scholar D 

27. Representative B of the D Foundation 

28. NGO BJ-4 (community, elderly) staff 

29. Representative of E Foundation 

30. District-level official 

 

Shanghai, August 2017 

31. NGO SH-1 (environment) founder 

32. NGO SH-2 (women, community) staff 

33. NGO SH-3 (anti-drug, youth) staff 

34. NGO SH-4 (migrants, labor, youth) founder 

35. Scholar E 

36. Founder of the X Foundation 

37. Representative of the B Foundation 

38. NGO SH-5 (disabled) founder 

39. NGO SH-5 (disabled) manager 

40. Founder of C Foundation 

41. District-level official A 

 

Shanghai, October 2017 

42. NGO SH-2 (women, community) manager 

43. Scholar F 

44. District-level official B 

45. Former Civil Affairs Bureau official 

 

46.       Focus group with NGO representatives, Sichuan, May 2016 

47.       Focus group with NGO representatives, Shanghai, August 2017 

 



Appendix 2:  Interview Protocols 

 

Interview questions (individual and focus-group interviews with NGO representatives) 

 

1. Could you tell me your organization’s recent experience of applying for government 

purchase-of-service contracting / private foundation grants?  

[Probe] 

-Could you tell me more details about your applied projects in terms of their durations, 

target populations, contents and budgets? 

-Did your application succeed?  

       -If “yes”, what do you believe is the “secret of success” (chenggong mijue)? 

       -If “no”, do you know what might have caused its failure? 

 

2. What do you think are the differences between government agencies and private 

foundations in their selection of grantees? 

[Probe] 

-Are there any similar criteria or concerns between the two donors? 

 

3. After receiving funding from government agencies / private foundations, could you tell me 

how the projects were managed, supervised and assessed by the donors?  

[Probe] 

-Differences and similarities in objective, standard, format, frequency of 

checks/reports, awards and penalties, etc. 

-What do you consider the most difficult or challenging part of the requirements?  

-What will happen if your organization fails to meet the donor requirements? 

 

4. Has your organization ever tried to expand or replicate some projects funded by 

government / private foundations to a different site?  

[Probe] (If “yes”) 

-What drove your organization to do so? 

-Did your organization receive any support from the donors in the process? 

-Would you consider such attempts beneficial to your organization development, and 

why?  
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[Probe] (If “no”) 

-Why not? 

 

5. Is your organization’s collaboration with the government / private foundation donors 

generally smooth and pleasant? Will it make continuous endeavors to obtain such funding? 

[Probe] (If “yes”) 

-What efforts has your organization made to sustain this collaboration? How 

challenging is the task? 

-Is there any plan to diversify the funding source, and why? 

[Probe] (If “no”) 

-What are the challenges in this collaboration? 

-Is there any plan to change or diversify the funding source, and why? 

 

6. What is your overall evaluation of the impact of government purchase-of-service 

contracting / private foundation grant on your organization’s development?  

 

Interview Questions (Foundation representatives / Government officials) 

 

1. What do you think are the differences between government agencies and private 

foundations in their selection of grantees? 

[Probe] 

-Are there any similar criteria or concerns? 

-What do you believe is the “secret to success”? What are the common causes of 

failure? 

 

2. After the NGO obtains funding from your organization, could you tell me how the projects 

are managed, supervised and assessed?  

[Probe] 

-Differences and similarities in objective, standard, format, frequency of 

checks/reports, awards and penalties, etc. from government purchase-of-service 

contracting? 

-What do you consider the most difficult or challenging part of the requirements?  

-What will happen if an organization fails to meet your requirements? 



 

4. Does your organization encourage and support your grantees to expand or replicate their 

funded projects to different sites?  

[Probe] (If “yes”) 

-What is the rationale for doing that? 

-How do you support the NGOs in this process? 

-What challenges for the NGOs do you foresee in this process?  

[Probe] (If “no”) 

-Why not? 

 

5. Is your organization’s collaboration with the NGOs generally smooth and pleasant? What 

efforts do you make to attract the NGOs to continuously endeavor to obtain your funding? 

[Probe] (If “yes”) 

-Do you think some of your grantees will make attempts to diversify their funding 

source? What is your opinion on that? 

[Probe] (If “no”) 

-What are the challenges in this collaboration? 

-Do you think some of your grantees will make attempts to diversify their funding 

source? What is your opinion on that? 

 

6. What is your overall evaluation of the impact of government purchase-of-service 

contracting / private foundation grant on the development of grassroots NGOs?  

 


