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Abstract
In the process of human development, apart from family, political parties and religious groups, 
industry, government and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) represent three fundamen-
tal social groupings and policy forms. In the past few years, NGOs have come to attract attention 
as a form of social community. Th is article is based on long-term empirical research into China’s 
NGOs. It embarks upon this endeavor fi rst through an explication of their defi nition and catego-
ries, as well as the social basis, central functions and property rights associated with NGO devel-
opment, positing a number of important theoretical perspectives. Utilizing this basis the author 
will conduct specifi c analysis of policy characteristics and problems associated with the develop-
ment of NGOs in China and will provide an outlook on future growth trends. 
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1. Defi nition and Categories

1.1 Defi nition

Th e term non-governmental organization (NGO) came from outside of China.1 
From investigating the origins of this word, it fi rst appeared in a crucial docu-
ment that emerged with the founding of the United Nations in 1945.2 At that 
time, the primary meaning of the term was non-offi  cial organizations that in 
executing their international duties, would maintain a neutral role, such as the 
Red Cross, Save the Children, etc. Afterwards, its offi  cial use broadened to 

1 Th e Chinese term word non-governmental organization [ fei zhengfu zuzhi] in the original 
English text is written as non-governmental organization, NGO serves as its abbreviation. 

2 In June 1945, signed by the provisions of section 71 of the Charter of the United Nations 
in the following accounts: United Nations’ Economic and Social Council authorization “for 
those who are managed by the Council and the related non-governmental organizations to make 
appropriate arrangements for consultations.”
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encompass the meaning of a social organization that exists independently of 
the government system and has certain public functions. In 1995, when Bei-
jing hosted the Fourth World Conference on Women Plenary Session, it also 
held the “World Conference on Women’s NGOs,” thereby inducting and pro-
moting the term NGO within China.3

From looking at the words that comprise this term, non-governmental 
organization implies a social grouping that exists outside of the government, 
but in regards to established popular usage, this concept does not include 
industry or other commercial social groups, family or other consanguineous 
social groups, political parties or other political social groups or missions or 
other religious social groups. In contrast to industry, family, political party, 
missions as social groups, NGOs often have a stronger public, democratic and 
open quality and are focused upon social worth. So strictly speaking, the con-
cept of NGOs means a societal group that exists outside of the government.4 

Up to now, the world has lacked a unifi ed defi nition that has commonality 
in use and in scope. Th is type of vocabulary still includes “non-commercial 
organization,” “civil society organization,” “third department,” etc. Diff erent 
countries, scholars and groups frequently use diff erent kinds of vocabulary 
and off er diff erent types of explanations of these concepts. 

According to our understanding, NGOs are social groupings that are inde-
pendent of the government system and possess a certain degree of public qual-
ities and traits, while also shouldering certain public capabilities. Th ese 
organizations derive their dynamism from every segment and layer of man-
kind’s social existence. Th eir form, scope and capabilities are endless, but 
generally all share the common properties of being non-governmental, non-
commercial, public and voluntary. Specifi cally, non-governmental organizations 
as social groups are independent of government-related organizations. Th ey are 
not established through government funding and lack a bureaucratic system 
above or below them. Th ese organizations also lack exclusive or monopolistic 

3 In 1995, the holding of the Global Conference on Women in Beijing for Chinese NGOs 
served as a landmark event. During the extensive media coverage and the use of the term “non-
governmental organizations” corresponded with the start of publications of books. Grassroots 
organizations claiming to be NGOs began to emerge and even in offi  cial documents the terms 
“non-governmental organizations” (非政府组织), “civil society organizations” (民间组织) and 
other terms began to appear. In 1998, the Ministry of Civil Aff airs offi  cially established a “Civil 
Society Organization Authority” (民间组织管理局), which ushered in the start of unifi ed man-
agement of NGOs. 

4 In this context, the concept of “public organizations” is relative to non-public organizations. 
Regarding the public, democratic and social values-oriented nature of public organizations, see 
登哈特/Deng Hate (2003) p. 221-222. Th e author will also use the term “non-government 
public sector” (非政府公共部门) to refer to non-governmental organizations. See 王名/Wang 
Ming (2001a); 王名/Wang Ming (2001b); 王名/Wang Ming (2004). 
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powers. Th eir non-commercial qualities emphasize that these social groups are 
not commercial industries or businesses. 

Th ey do not have commerce as their goal and therefore lack commercial 
structures, such as profi t dividends, etc. Th e organization’s products must not 
be held by any private entities. Th eir public nature emphasizes that these orga-
nizations in terms of investments to a greater extent rely on society and serve 
society. Th ey often absorb resources from society in every form; they rely on 
public confi dence among other social capital and in doing so provide society 
with every form of public product or service, creating a public space. Th ese 
organizations’ voluntary nature emphasizes that there does not exist a forced 
relationship between them and their participants and supporters. Instead, they 
rely to a greater extent on a voluntary, independent, spirit of dedication and 
humanism that does not seek a return. Each volunteer becomes an important 
human resource.

Regarding China’s concept of NGOs, it is necessary to emphasize the four 
following characteristics:

First, it is a relative concept. Given that the concept of NGOs is a foreign 
term, it does not defi nitively refl ect the social realities within China, where the 
primary forms of the corresponding relationships include social groups, folk 
groups, etc. Before the entry of the concept of NGOs into China, the same 
type of social group already existed, but there existed another conceptual use. 
Th e concept of NGO off ered a new perspective that allowed people to under-
take new social investigations and analyses. But this perspective did not negate 
those concepts already in place. As a result, along with the term NGO, there 
are a number of other related defi nitions that exist in parallel, for example 
social group, folk group and other local concepts. 

Second, it is an empirical concept. As it has been established by common 
usage, NGO is not a strict academic category and there will always be some 
unclear aspects in its internal and external meaning. “Non-governmental organi-
zation” fi rst and foremost expresses negation. Th at which it intends to affi  rm 
frequently requires other means of explication, meaning that the concept from 
its start has an arbitrary quality. In order to mitigate this weakness, people are 
constantly engaged in bringing up new categories, for example “non-commercial 
organization,” “civil society organization,” “community volunteer organization,” 
etc. Th ese categories and NGOs, whether in terms of internal or external mean-
ing, are largely the same and as a result NGO can be interpreted from a number 
of diff erent angles.5 Th e primary diff erence stems from the goal of their use. 

5 Non-profi t organizations or Non-profi t institutions may be abbreviated as NPO or NPI; 
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Th ird, it is a transitional concept. Given the particularities of China’s social 
transition, the combination of two kinds of policies embodied by NGOs and 
internal and external systems, encompasses new and old social groupings. In 
China, which is engaged in social transition, such civic groups are also experi-
encing drastic change. New social groups are constantly emerging, while old 
ones are undergoing reforms and successive changes. NGO as a term that has 
been inducted into the Chinese lexicon has a transitional and dual property: 
on the one hand, it is used to directly refl ect a new social group;6 on the other 
hand, it is used to refl ect a traditional social group that is undergoing transfor-
mations in an old system. 

Fourth, it is a classical concept. Th e term NGO embodies an extremely 
random and multifaceted system. Investigations and analyses of NGOs require 
consideration of their entire public nature at the macro-level, but to an even 
greater degree demand raising the issue of their individual characteristics at 
the micro-level. Especially in terms of this era of massive transformation within 
modern China, a holistic description of the entire organization and macro-
level analysis is evidently able to grasp the pulse and direction of historical 
progression. But in terms of the classical cases of individual investigation, micro-
level analyses are also obviously of importance and can lead to penetrating 
discoveries, displaying inherent properties and characteristics of China’s NGOs. 

Th us, in the scope of this article, the term NGO that we employ, on the 
one hand seeks to refl ect the non-governmental, non-commercial, public and 
mutually benefi cial nature enshrined in basic properties of these NGOs. On 
the other hand, it will strive to explicate the relative, empirical, transitional 
and classical nature of characteristics that comprise China’s transformation 
from a planned to market economy. Th ey, along with international regimes, 
have a common quality and component of “social revolution” and at the same 

Among civil society organizations, the English Civil Society Organization may be abbreviated as 
CSO; Among community volunteer organizations, such as the Community Volunteer Organiza-
tion may be abbreviated as CVO. NPO or NPI stress that such organizations and enterprises 
diff er from profi t organizations, CSO stresses that such civic organizations main character, CVO 
stressed that such organizations diff er from employment organizations. 

6 Th e high frequency of the domestic use of the term “new social organizations” (新社会组织) 
in recent years refers to the current social transition and the various emerging new social organi-
zations, private non-enterprise units, foundations and various types of market intermediaries, 
and social intermediary organizations. Th e word fi rst appeared in Shanghai in July 2005, the 
Shanghai Municipal Government in charge of the establishment of “two new organizations”. 
One of their most important functions is conveyed through the government's commitment to 
non-governmental organizations monitoring functions, through the so-called two new organiza-
tions, new social organizations and new economic organizations. 
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time in addressing China’s national contradictions comprise a special charac-
teristic and component, known as “social transformation.”

1.2 Types

In every domain of contemporary human social existence, no matter whether 
in the scope of a globalized society or in a country, a region or area, it is pos-
sible to fi nd every kind of NGO, with a scale ranging from a small group 
consisting of a few people to groups exceeding a million people. In terms 
of the group’s methods, activities, functional use, social infl uence, etc., these 
various aspects are countless. As such, in researching and analyzing NGOs, it 
is necessary to engage in categorization. 

In China, classifi cation of civic groups frequently relies on the form of legal 
registration, divided into three large categories, namely social organizations, 
foundations and civil non-enterprise units. Amongst these three categories 
of civic groups, they are more specifi cally divided into other categories, for 
example academic, business, professional and unifi ed categories. Foundations 
are further subdivided into public off ering and non public off ering as catego-
ries, etc. 

While NGOs are exceedingly random systems, if we are able to defi ne the 
qualities of the concept, then it will be possible to fi nd basic properties that are 
common to such groups. Starting from these basic properties, we fi nd that 
while major variances exist between diff erent NGOs, in terms of their utility 
and functions, they have rather evident categorical characteristics. We have 
observed that from the perspective of function as applied to “social infl uence” 
or to “externalities,” it is possible to divide NGOs into the following fi ve major 
categories: 

1. NGOs in the arena of civic charity and social service, may be simply 
called “civil service category non-governmental organizations.” Th e scope of 
activities of this type of NGO address civil charity, disaster relief, poverty alle-
viation, environmental protection, public health, cultural education, scientifi c 
research, science and technology expansion, rural and city development, com-
munity building, etc. Th eir commonality is that the foundation generated by 
their pursuit of civil society and social commonwealth derives from the myriad 
social issues emanating from social development and the concomitant variety 
of social needs. 

2. NGOs in the arena of protection of rights and policy sponsorship may 
be simply called “policy sponsoring category non-governmental organizations.” 
Th is type of NGOs primary characteristic is to focus on weak, marginalized 
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and easily injured groups. Th ey actively work to sponsor public policies, social 
policies and related legal systems to promote a direct impact in representing these 
groups’ interests. Th e common characteristic of this type of NGO is its pursuit of 
social justice. It produces a basis that is rooted in initiating policies, protecting 
social justice and legality towards realizing a more just society and combating the 
discrimination and social confl icts engendered by social development. 

3. NGOs in the arena of the business and market economy may be simply 
called “business economy category non-governmental organizations.” Th e pri-
mary characteristic of this NGO is market operation. As such, they serve as 
spokespersons for interest groups in the market economy and at the same time 
play an active role as market mechanisms in reducing transaction costs, etc. 
Th e shared characteristic of this type of NGO is its pursuit of common market 
interests among certain interest groups. Its traditional form as a business 
forum and business association generates the primary social basis in accor-
dance with market demands. 

4. NGOs in the arena of political participation and management may sim-
ply be called “political participation category non-governmental organizations.” 
Th e primary characteristic of this NGO is rooted in political participation.

5. NGOs in the arena of common social areas may simply be called “com-
mon social area non-governmental organizations.” Th ese primarily consist 
of academic, professional, recreational and religious groups, etc. Th is type of 
NGO frequently does not directly enter into public service, propose policies, 
and operate markets, among its social processes. Th ey often have their own 
particular area of activity and related grouping. Among these are those social 
groups directed towards public welfare, as well as social groups focused on the 
common and mutual interests. Th ese types of NGOs are very large in number. 
Th e types are diverse, but their common characteristic lies in the fact that they 
possess a relatively strong sense of self stability. 

From the perspective of the categorization of the aforementioned functional 
capabilities of “social impact” and “externality,” the focus is on the diff erences 
in characteristics of functional capabilities between the various types of NGOs. 
It is of interest that after conducting the aforementioned categorizations, we 
discovered that there is a certain degree of relatedness between the fl uidity of 
and functional utility of the information, resources and activities of various 
types of NGOs. Th at is to say that between NGOs of the same category that 
have similar functional utility, there is a high frequency of fl uidity, mutual 
communication, contact, cooperation and interaction between their informa-
tion, resources, activities, etc. 

However, in terms of NGOs that occupy diff erent categories and have 
rather pronounced diff erences in functional use, in general terms their fl uidity 
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is rather weak and they are relatively lacking in terms of mutual communica-
tion, contact, cooperation and interaction. Th is type of phenomenon supports 
our use of functional utility as a method of categorizing NGOs into the afore-
mentioned groupings. It illustrates the fact that NGOs have a certain defi ni-
tive meaning in terms of their functional utility as social groups.

2. Development and Social Base

2.1 Process of Development

NGOs predominantly arose during the latter half of the 20th century, in par-
ticular during the past 20 to 30 years they have attracted broad attention. 
However, in constituting a basic form of group system, NGOs have already 
been in existence for quite some time. Regarding their original form, whether 
in terms of China’s history or that of the United States, Europe and other 
countries, NGOs have emerged in large number. 

In China, in traditional society there have long existed civil society organi-
zations that are public in nature and function, among these are the charitable 
halls and associations involved with Oxfam and poverty alleviation, every type 
of cooperative association involved in rural communal economies and neigh-
borhood mutual aid, the poets and writers’ society that is associated with 
advocacy groups and exchange channels, the business fairs, halls and chambers 
of commerce ensconced in business technology and contracting markets, and 
the temple fairs, folk arts fairs, associations for monitoring the ripening of 
crops, local militia associations involved in every type of public function in the 
rural areas, etc.7 Even though these diff erent forms of civil society organiza-
tions appear in diametrically opposed backgrounds within traditional society, 
in terms of advocacy for good works, strengthening of interpersonal interac-
tion, realization of social coordination, provision of public services, expansion 
of public space, etc., they share a myriad of commonalities with modern day 
NGOs. In a certain sense it could be said that they are the origin of China’s 
civil society today. 

From the founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949 through the 
end of the 1970s, under the system of totalitarianism and planned economy 
developed a certain form of social group, but they were all used as links 
between the Party and its eff orts to connect with the country’s masses and 
control society, and with the Cultural Revolution everything came to a standstill. 

7 In this regard, for a more in-depth study, see 陈宝良/ Chen Baoliang (1996), 梁其姿/Liang 
Qizi (2001) and王世刚/Wang Shigang (1994).
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With the Open Door Reforms in 1979, social groups and people’s organiza-
tions8 underwent a reemergence and foundations began to reappear in 1981. 
In nearly the fi rst 10 years, especially since the late 1980s, and the reforms of 
the political system, a large number of various forms of social organizations 
and foundations have emerged. In September 1988 and October 1989, the 
State Council promulgated the “Fund Management Approach” and the “Man-
agement of Social Organizations.” 

Th ese initiatives have contributed to the establishment of a legal framework 
for the unifi ed registration management system, social organizations and man-
agement foundations. From the early 1990s, after Deng Xiaoping’s “southern 
tour” speech, with the gradual establishment of the socialist market economic 
system, all forms of chamber of commerce, trade associations and professional 
and technical associations in rural areas have gradually developed. Concur-
rently, in the fi elds of education, health, scientifi c research, culture, social wel-
fare, among a variety of others, a growing number of private social service 
agencies, later collectively referred to as “private non-enterprise units” emerged. 

Since the mid-1990s, to better strengthen the coordination and manage-
ment of a unifi ed system, national use was made of “civil society” to collec-
tively draw society groups, foundations and private non-enterprise units into 
three forms, with their focal point being the establishment of unifi ed registra-
tion system management. Later, civil aff airs departments at all levels also 
established non-governmental organizations registered with corresponding 
authorities. However, due to historical and institutional reasons, coupled with 
the fact that China’s existing laws set too high a threshold limit for legal regis-
tration of the majority of non-governmental organizations, thus far, China’s 
registration system and statistical accounting has been unable to grasp basic 
information pertaining to NGOs. 

According to data provided by the Ministry of Civil Aff airs, by the deadline 
at the end of 2007, civil aff airs departments at all levels registered nearly 
220,000 social organizations, 190,000 private non-enterprise units, and 

8 “People’s organizations” [renmin tuanti] as a term fi rst appeared at the founding of a new 
China, when the nation began to use the meaning of this term to convey a united front. Strictly 
speaking, this term refers to those people’s organizations that attended the Eighth National 
Committee of the CPPCC, such as the Women’s Federation, Association for Science and Tech-
nology, the All-China Youth Federation, the Communist Youth League, Trade and Industry 
Alliance, Federation of Returned Overseas Chinese, Taiwan Solidarity Union, but may be 
expanded beyond these borders. People’s organizations do not belong to the category of non-
governmental organizations, but with China’s social transition and governmental reforms, 
people’s organizations have been cast out from the old system and, particularly in the arena 
of social functions, they posses an increasing amount of characteristics of non-governmental 
organizations. 
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1369 foundations. Total non-governmental organizations reached nearly 
410,000.9 But in fact, according to our research over the years in conducting 
empirical analyses and estimate observations, the various social activities found 
within the myriad forms of NGOs have reached an overall size of approxi-
mately 300 million, of which Chinese off shore organizations in Africa total 
about 10,000 and the rest are various forms of domestic NGOs. Th ese NGOs 
are located throughout the urban and rural areas of China and are active in 
various fi elds of social life, having become common and basic social organiza-
tions within China’s current social structure. 

2.2 Social Base

Th e emergence and development of NGOs are commonly explained through 
the following two rationales: 

1.  Government failure and use of the failure of the government to perform 
as an explanation for the emergence of NGOs. 

2.  Market failures and use of the failure of the markets to perform as an 
explanation for the emergence of NGOs.

Th ese two interpretations refl ect basic realities behind the development of 
NGOs, that being that they develop in between the cracks that emerge in the 
national and market system. Regardless of whether resulting from government 
or market failure, NGOs off er the conditions and space for expansion, ensur-
ing that they are able to fi nd the resources and markets to enable survival, 
development and their gradual growth. But the above explanation remains 
unsatisfactory. In reality, given the particular fact that NGOs in various fi elds 
and levels of human society have become indispensable to modern society as 
basic organizational forms, the system has suffi  ciently developed and the mar-
ket mechanism has become sophisticated enough such that it is necessary 
to fi nd a broad social basis formulated through NGOs, existing in the back-
ground of government and market failures. 

We contend that: the existence and development of NGOs stems from a 
broadened social base, which derives from the existence of and continuous 
expansion of the public sphere and based on the active participation of its 
citizenry in this public space and public aff airs. 

9 Source: Ministry of Civil Aff airs: China’s Social Organizations Website http://www.chinanpo.
gov.cn/web/index.do. 
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Th e birth and growth of NGOs depends on the formation of a public 
sphere. In those areas where a public space already exists, as long as the national 
system has not advanced to the point of being able to provide the necessary 
level of public goods, NGOs often appear. Early NGOs, such as the Red 
Cross, emerged when two or more belligerents engage in a state of war, in 
order to provide public services for the battlefi eld casualties through medical 
aid. Such groups remain subject to limitations and it is diffi  cult to provide for 
the national interests of everyone, yet international humanitarianism under 
the banner of the Red Cross vacated the necessary space between the belliger-
ent parties, allowing it to supersede the national interests of all parties and to 
provide medical assistance to the public, namely those injured on the battle-
fi eld. In the late 20th century, poverty, environmental degradation, human 
rights issues and numerous other global problems are also commonly present. 
Because governments are unable to eff ectively provide public goods or ser-
vices, strong demands continue to grow within society leading to the emer-
gence of group after group that are committed to the provision of public 
services in the arenas of social justice. 

Th e public sphere as used by Habermas10 is a term that has come into pop-
ularity and is imbued with the meaning of the area between the country and 
the society in which autonomous civic participation and aff airs of civil society 
occur. According to Habermas’s explanation, the public space is rooted in the 
part of human society that is already in existence. In terms of the existence of 
public demand, public media and the public value of social space, citizenry 
possessing its own awareness of its independent character and sovereignty 
engages in active participation in and has an infl uence on public aff airs. Th is 
condition constitutes the cornerstone of expanding the society’s public sphere 
and as well as the various forms of NGOs that are perceived as “vehicles for 
mechanization of the public sphere.”11

In cases where the State machinery has not yet been fully developed within 
traditional society, or when the State machinery becomes ineff ective due to 
war, famine, disaster or other reasons, NGOs often appear at the periphery of 
or outside of the national system. In ancient China, rural grass-roots commu-

10 Habermas’ representative work “Restructuring of the Public Sphere” discusses the system 
of the bourgeois public sphere. See Habermas (1999).

11 Habermas provides the following defi nition of civil society: “In any case, ‘civil society’ is the 
core mechanism built on a voluntary basis with non-state and non-economic organizations in its 
composition. Such organizations including churches, cultural organizations and institutes, inde-
pendent media, sports and recreation associations, debate clubs, public forums and public asso-
ciations, in addition to professional groups, political parties, trade unions and other organizations.” 
Habermas (1999) p. 29.



 Wang M., Liu Q. / Th e China Nonprofi t Review 1 (2009) 5-35 15

nities emerged, with mutual aid associations becoming active in the chaos 
caused by war and charitable aid organizations arising to deal with famine. In 
the United States, prior to the Civil War a large number of civilian fi re bri-
gades, storage groups, etc. arose through the interaction of independent citi-
zenry to provide a variety of forms of public service functions, thereby building 
a range of forms for “vehicles for mechanization of the public sphere.” 

In modern society, although State mechanisms have achieved a considerable 
degree of maturity, in accordance with the continuous development and 
infi ltration of the market economy, with the social and political system 
increasingly moving toward democracy, openness and pluralism and with the 
international system of peace as ushered in by the development trend of glo-
balization, from the grassroots to the national community and even at regional 
and global levels, mankind’s public sphere has been undergoing continuous 
development, with an expansion of public governance and a growing trend 
towards diversifi cation. 

Various forms of NGOs not only appear in the public sphere located at the 
edge of the national system, but more and more are emerging between the 
State and society, between countries, as well as within the national system and 
within the global spectrum. Th ey operate through charitable donations to 
absorb a large number of resources and to mobilize a wide range of voluntary 
participation in various forms of social welfare activities, forming a system 
diff erent from the national market system and the increasingly large civil soci-
ety system. 

Civil society as a “vehicle for mechanization of the public sphere” has a core 
based in the independent character of and sovereign awareness of its citizenry 
and their active participation in civic aff airs. In other words, a free, indepen-
dent and sovereign character of public awareness and participation among its 
citizenry serves as the cornerstone of existence and development of civil soci-
ety. Th e urban public sectors during the European bourgeois revolutionary 
period and the Protestants and free migrants that opened up the New World 
in the Americas represent basic forces of civil society. In modern society, con-
tinuous increases and improvements in democracy and the rule of law, civil 
liberties and rights have increasingly been subject to full protection. 

With socio-economic development and wealth accumulation on the rise, a 
growing number of people fi nd themselves with more leisure time and money 
that can be used for social and public aff airs. With rapid advances in transpor-
tation and communications technology, especially in the realm of information 
technology, various forms of media have become highly developed, leading 
to breakthroughs in terms of the space and existence in which human social 
interaction and communication are conducted. Th e erosion of restrictions, in 
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particular on the development of the Internet, and provision of a variety of 
network platforms, for a growing number of people has allowed for more 
extensive, rapid, free and autonomous participation in various social and pub-
lic services that has led to unprecedented possibilities. 

In this sense, modern society is the most extensive and convenient form of 
civic participation and is the society most prone to social development and 
maturation among NGOs. Furthermore, due to these characteristics, modern 
society can continue to emerge from growing civic awareness, public spirit and 
public responsibility for human advances. Th eir commitment to social and 
public services allows for active civic leaders to expand their pioneering activi-
ties into a variety of public spaces, thereby engendering civil society and devel-
opment as the core driving forces. 

Since the Open Door Reforms, Chinese society has undergone enormous 
changes, such as the development of a market economy, promotion of govern-
ment reforms, building of a harmonious society, to fundamentally change 
the face of the Chinese society. Material wealth of the community has greatly 
enriched people’s living conditions, while concurrently ushering in signifi cant 
improvements in the entire society of public goods and services. Demands for 
the rapid growth of peoples’ spiritual, cultural, social and political life have 
contributed to a comprehensive expansion of the public sphere, leading to a 
tremendous growth in the independent character and sovereign awareness of 
its citizens. Th is phenomenon in turn has led to an enthusiasm for social par-
ticipation in civic aff airs, which is at an all-time high. 

In such circumstances, accompanied by the social transformation that is occur-
ring in Chinese society at all levels and in various fi elds, an increasing amount of 
public space has emerged to absorb the growing convergence of these resources. 
Th is trend has also been accompanied by a growth in the number of citizens 
participating, an increase in the amount of media focus, an augmentation of civic 
awareness and public spirit, and public responsibility for encouraging the expan-
sion of active advanced citizenry, such that the public space is constantly expand-
ing and growing, increasing the number and variety of NGOs. 

Environmental protection is just one representative of a public sphere. 
From the early 1990s, there emerged a group of citizens focused on environ-
mental protection. Among these, a number have emerged from the old system 
of social elites, including demobilized military offi  cials and entrepreneurs, as 
well as university professors, journalists and some of those returning from 
study abroad. Youth have also expressed an even greater degree of interest in a 
large number of public welfare undertakings and environmental protection. 
Th eir commitment to this endeavor has taken the form of the establishment 
of various NGOs directed at carrying out environmental protection activities 
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in the community. In this manner, youth have become active to express their 
will and practice their ideals. 

In 1991, 1994 and 1996 respectively, a reporter, professor and scholar study-
ing abroad returned to launch three environmental NGOs in Liaoning Prov-
ince and Beijing, which later became well-known Chinese non-governmental 
organizations. According to our research, in the fi eld of environmental protec-
tion in China, of the 14,000 various types of NGOs in operation, more than 
2,000 are dedicated to environmental protection. 

Th e existence of and development of public space as embodied in NGOs 
demonstrates the great demand for environmental protection in the entire 
community. Th is has resulted in a strong degree of consensus and common 
values surrounding protecting the environment and adopting these NGOs. A 
great deal of social resources and a large number of volunteers have been 
mobilized to facilitate the integration of these NGOs. Th eir cooperation with 
the government, enterprises and in the various activities undertaken by the 
community as a whole continue to off er public goods and services that benefi t 
the goal of protecting the environment. 

Th us, in recent years, China’s various NGOs have undergone vigorous 
development, with their social basis on the one hand accompanied by social 
transformation and government reform that has led to a signifi cant amount of 
space created by understandable “government failure.” On the other hand, 
these trends have been accompanied by reform and an opening up that has led 
to a signifi cant amount of opportunities in the development of the market 
economy, created by understandable “market failures.” At the same time, soci-
ety as a whole has been increasing its requirements for public goods and pub-
lic services. A large number of independent in character, sovereignty aware, 
public service spirited and civic responsibility conscious citizens have pro-
moted continuous expansion and growth at all levels of the public sphere, 
resulting in the creation of a wide variety of NGOs. 

3. Primary Functions

Non-governmental organizations infl uence society through their functions. 
Despite the considerable variance between the size, areas, scope, nature and 
other aspects of various NGOs, in terms of function, each one has its own 
focus and importance or even sometimes demonstrates an oppositional role. 
Nonetheless, we are still able to summarize from their own activities and social 
existence, four basic civic functions, namely resource mobilization, public 
services, social governance and policy advocacy. 
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3.1 Mobilization of Resources

NGOs possess the function of mobilizing civic resources. Th is function is 
evident in two areas. On the one hand, NGOs through various charitable and 
nonprofi t fund-raising activities raise money by attracting various social 
and charitable donations to mobilize resources. On the other hand, NGOs 
from all corners of society mobilize volunteers to participate in charitable 
activities or public welfare benefi ts for mutual aid, so as to mobilize voluntary 
service resources. While some NGOs specialize in fund-raising or volunteer 
service activities, such as “United Way International” (UWI) and “Voluntary 
Service Overseas” (VSO), the majority of non-governmental organizations 
not to raise funds or conduct volunteer services as their main activities. 

But it is possible to posit that for nearly every NGO resource mobilization 
is one of its basic functions. Th rough resource mobilization, the NGO com-
munity expresses its purpose and philosophy, as well as its commitment to 
social and public interests (charity) or within a certain range of common inter-
ests (benefi ts). In gaining the community’s response and trust, NGOs are 
focused on gathering resources from the community property (donations) and 
human resources (volunteers) for various social welfare activities or mutually 
benefi cial activities. 

NGOs function in resource mobilization is refl ected by their focus on 
the public interest or in the spirit of public interest through altruism that is 
manifested through a voluntary act. Th is voluntary resource mobilization 
is diff erent from that between the government and taxpayers relations that is 
mandatory, but also diff ers from the exchange that occurs between producer 
and consumers. But members of the community in the establishment of a 
NGO initiated by the public interest or for the concept of its benefi t maintain 
a relationship of “trust” as the basis of social recognition. Th ese bases of trust, 
voluntarism and public welfare, support and agency relations, in a sense may 
be interpreted as distinct from State tax revenue and market exchanges that 
exist as other resource allocation mechanisms.12 

NGOs based on this form are diff erent from government and enterprises 
based on property and a unique system of property rights. Th is will be 
addressed in the fourth part of this discussion. Here we wish to emphasize that 

12 Recently a more popular view is that charitable donations should be interpreted as “the 
third distribution.” Th is paper does not entirely agree with this proposal, because charitable 
donations signifi cance lies not in the nature of the distribution, but in their ability to go beyond 
private market relations to provide for social welfare. However, in terms of allocation of resources, 
donations and volunteer service do provide diff erent state tax revenue and new models of market 
exchange.
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regardless of whether manifested in property, in the material form of dona-
tions, or for the voluntary service of human resources, all of these elements 
constitute the civic basis of the existence and development of NGOs. It is 
precisely because a large number of volunteers are present from the commu-
nity and are free from public benefi ts or resources, which decide the NGO 
community must engage in the provision of various forms of public services.

3.2 Public Service

Another function of NGOs is to provide public services for the community. 
Th is function is predominantly manifested in the following three aspects: 
First, in accordance with its commitment towards the purposes of public wel-
fare organizations and the community, NGOs mobilize social resources for all 
forms of public services. For example, as mentioned earlier, NGOs in a certain 
sense may be understood as a vehicle for the allocation of resources for public 
aff airs. Th e public is expected to respond to some kinds of public service needs 
through donations or volunteer services in the form of “purchase” or supply 
arrangements. By going through the format of NGOs, they may, in this man-
ner, form such a system as to meet the community’s demand for public ser-
vices. If NGOs’ mobilization of resources are understood as “input” and the 
activities that they perform are recognized as “output,” then the process of 
providing public services to the society may be seen as their social commit-
ment to implementation of the process of civic resource mobilization. 

Second, NGOs, when dealing with any variety of social problems through 
the provision of and expansion of the public service space, maintain and 
enhance social and public interests. Any society in its development and evolu-
tion process may face internal or external confl ict or social problems, such as 
killings brought on by war, the chaos brought on by earthquake, or famine 
brought on by disaster, etc. When social problems arise, public interest bears 
the brunt of the damage. NGOs because of their spontaneous, voluntary, 
grassroots and non-profi t characteristics, can better tackle all kinds of social 
problems and make up for the government and market failures. By expanding 
the public sphere and constructing a social welfare service system, they con-
tinue to enhance their professional capabilities, thus maintaining and enhanc-
ing the community’s public interest. 

Th ird, NGOs through accepting government commission or participating 
in government procurement join the public service system, expanding the 
space for public services and improving its effi  ciency. At the same time, they 
assist with the formation of relations between complementarity, cooperation, 
interaction and common development. In modern society, on the one hand, 
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the government’s functions and the manner by which it functions increases 
the amount of restrictions and leads to “limited government” or “small gov-
ernment.” On the other hand, social services targeting the public’s growing 
demand for diversifi cation, increases in number and quality, and will also lead 
to the government contributing a greater amount of resources and public ser-
vices, thus increasingly becoming a “service-oriented government.” As such, 
the fi eld of public services commissioned by the government and government 
procurement are increasingly developed. 

Non-governmental organizations because of their nonprofi t, voluntary and 
other characteristics have become an ideal partner of the government in the 
fi eld of public service. By accepting government commission and participat-
ing in government procurement, NGOs on the one hand to absorb some 
public funds for public services, and on the other hand the government accepts 
the corresponding evaluation and supervision and has the chance to make the 
most of its own attributes. As such, NGOs are able to assist with the forma-
tion of public services in the relevant fi eld of power and establish a partnership 
for complementary, cooperative, interactive and common development. 

Public service functions are the civic essence of NGOs, which are based on 
the cornerstones of community, exposure to public space and access to social 
credibility. As a result, NGOs are often referred to as “community organiza-
tions” and as the “non-government public sector.” Numerous kinds of NGOs 
to a varying degree fulfi ll the function of public service, thereby perpetuating 
their existence and development. In terms of public service functions, NGOs 
and governments maintain a degree of homogeneity. In a sense, they compete 
with each other and pose alternatives for one another. For example, in some 
areas NGOs and the government both provide pension, medical and educa-
tion services, such that not only does competition occur between the two, but 
this relationship also off ers diff erent policy options and alternatives. 

However, public services off ered by NGOs are not the same as those off ered 
by the government. On the one hand, the government provides public services 
in some areas in which it is diffi  cult for NGOs to intervene, such as military, 
police, diplomatic and other fi elds that must be recipients of appropriate ser-
vices provided by the government. On the other hand, in its provision of 
public services, NGOs often possess a strong emphasis on voluntarism, com-
petitiveness, participation and public good, which are diffi  cult to fi nd in the 
government’s conduct of public services. 

3.3 Social Governance

Non-governmental organizations actively promote coordinated social and com-
munity participation in governance functions. Th is role is mainly manifested in 
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the following three aspects: First, NGOs are spontaneous forms of organization 
arising from the citizenry and constitute a direct system of arrangement that 
allows citizens to express their will, protect their civil rights and safeguard their 
livelihood. In modern society, similar to the material requirements of clothing, 
food, shelter and transport, the right to freedom of association is also one of the 
basic needs of citizens. Citizens through the independent exercise of the right 
of association, allow expression of their common interests and aspirations to 
become collective will and action through their participation in the various 
social and public aff airs. Th e right of expression and participation in the social 
and public space will have a positive impact on the community process. NGOs 
provide the organizational form, whereby citizens exercise the right of associa-
tion to express their demands in accordance with their interests, engage in civic 
participation and expand the public sphere to protect the system. 

Second, NGOs engage in voluntarism, altruism, mutual assistance, charity 
and the like to achieve interpersonal communication between various people, 
between people and society and between man and nature. Th ese structures 
facilitate understanding, dialogue and interaction by serving as a bridge 
between the various contradictions and confl icts that emerge between people, 
such as between people of diff erent groups and interest groups, between peo-
ple and society and between man and nature. NGOs, regardless of location, 
are one of the common forms that in garnering people’s support, propel the 
society forward and achieve interpersonal relationships and social harmony. 
In urban communities, a variety of social community clusters can frequently 
change people’s societal role and through a vast variety of activities can create 
a harmonious atmosphere. 

Th ird, NGOs through social mobilization and community participation 
are able to help their members achieve social values or a wider public interest 
value. Th e public interest upon which NGOs focus often carries society or 
mankind’s universal values. For example, current global attention upon envi-
ronmental protection not only exceeds personal and group interests, in a sense 
it has also superseded interests of the State increasingly becoming a universal 
pursuit of mankind, attaining the status of a world view and public ideology. 
Th is is the spiritual foundation that underpins the existence of and develop-
ment of environmental NGOs. Th rough organized social mobilization and 
civic participation, environmental NGOs provide a platform for many mem-
bers of society to achieve this kind of social welfare. Th ey also contribute a vast 
space in which societal members are able to display their talent and civic ded-
ication to make a contribution to the community and to the environment. It 
is precisely because of this fact that environmental NGOs anywhere in the 
world can unite groups of social elites, becoming the stage and spirit behind 
such causes. 
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Social governance embodies the social nature and civic identity of NGOs. 
Th is is one of the principle diff erences in characteristics between NGOs, gov-
ernments and enterprises. NGOs are not above the community, instead they 
derive their power from civil rule, nor are they alienated within the market 
through economic pursuits of profi t maximization. Th ey originate from soci-
ety, from the citizens, from the right of association and the exercise of basic 
civil rights. Th ey off er civic organizations a way to express their wishes and 
aspirations of participating in various social aff airs. As such, in one of the most 
fundamental ways, they contribute to the formation of civic autonomy within 
a public space. NGOs around the world are often referred to as “civil society” 
and “grass-roots organizations,” “self-government organizations,” “volunteer 
organizations,” “people’s organizations,” etc. because they are rooted in the 
civil space and play a role in social governance functions. 

3.4 Policy Advocacy 

NGOs also have a role in impacting legislation and policy advocacy. Th ese 
functions are mainly manifested in the following three aspects: First, NGOs 
take as their primary role the promotion of social welfare, with active partici-
pation in relevant legislative and public policy formulation processes. In the 
United States, Britain, Germany, Japan, the Philippines and India, among 
many of the world’s countries and regions, the legislative and executive author-
ities at all levels of public policy formulation processes, have provided mecha-
nisms that to varying degrees regulate expression and participation. In the 
United Nations’ system, from the 1970s NGOs became a major force involved 
in global decision-making and infl uence. Th e United Nations’ Economic and 
Social Council established a special NGO consultative status to empower 
non-governmental UN organizations in the decision-making process. Th ese 
various meeting and institutional mechanisms have unceasingly strengthened 
NGOs to participate in the global decision-making system and to build a 
partnership between NGOs and the United Nations. 

Second, NGOs serve as spokesmen for specifi c groups, particularly vulner-
able groups, and act as policy advocates expressing their aspirations and inter-
ests. NGOs often represent the interests of certain groups by exerting their 
infl uence to represent them in the form of policy demands. Some NGOs, 
such as chambers of commerce, trade associations, trade unions, farmers and 
veterans associations in the United States, Britain, Japan, Germany and other 
countries, exert an important impact not only in legislation and policies, but 
also in serving as checks and balances in the game relations between them. Th e 
promotion of legislation or policies benefi ts the direction of development 
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undertaken by these interest groups. Nonprofi t NGOs pay more attention to 
vulnerable, marginalized and easily injured groups in society. Advocating for 
the interests of these groups has a direct impact on public policy, social policy 
and relevant laws and regulations. Eff orts made in legislation and the public 
policy process contributes to the pursuit of broader social justice. 

Th ird, NGOs through media and public opinion focus on the implementa-
tion of legislation and public policy, as well as the results of advocacy and 
policy as they impact public welfare. Some NGOs, often through media and 
public opinion have even formed pressure groups to infl uence public policy 
and relevant legislation. In the interest of maximizing benefi ts, these groups 
supervise implementation and eff ects to make them more public welfare-
oriented or more conducive to relevant interest groups. Some NGOs engage 
in public participation by directly intervening in the policy implementation 
process, by becoming monitors of or even becoming involved in implementa-
tion of the policy to exert a positive impact on its outcome. 

Th eir role in policy advocacy refl ects the infl uence of NGOs on the social 
and political process. Th e NGO community is formed in the public space, 
through the mobilization of resources, public services and social governance to 
exert a certain degree of public power, from which they impact the legislative 
process and public policy. Various types of NGOs possess diff ering levels 
of policy and advocacy functions, with some only aff ecting a community, an 
area, or a policy, such as Amnesty International, Greenpeace and other com-
parable international NGOs. Th eir policy advocacy functions remain in the 
scope of global public policy. At the same time, the functions of NGOs policy 
advocacy in modern civic administration have posed a challenge to the gov-
ernment. As such, they have demanded the establishment of a cooperative 
partnership between government and NGOs to achieve the common goals of 
the community.13 

Th rough these aforementioned functions, NGOs perpetuate their existence 
and development within the society, exerting a positive role in social life. It 
is notable that not all NGOs possess these functions, nor is it the case that 
they have no other functions aside from these. We want to emphasize that 
resource mobilization, public service, social governance and policy advocacy 
are basic social functions that serve as characteristics distinguishing NGOs 
from other social organizations. Modern society’s development and progress 

13 UN Secretary General Kofi  Annan in an 1999 UN General Assembly report made the fol-
lowing assessment: Th e United Nations has entered an unprecedented era of partnership, civil 
society’s infl uence is everywhere. In this day and age, NGOs, international organizations and the 
government will come more closely together in pursuit of the greatest common goal.
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provides increasingly favorable conditions for the full realization of NGOs 
functioning, making their status and role more and more prominent. It is in 
this sense we assert that after family, business and government, NGOs are 
major innovations in the system of mankind’s social existence. 

In China, as an explanation of one facet of why the overall development 
of NGOs has been insuffi  cient, the existing system has played a role in the 
formation of certain obstacles hindering NGO development. However, with 
the continuous deepening of reform and opening up and with further social 
transformation, government reform and improvements in the socialist market 
economy, the aforementioned functions of NGOs have already begun to be 
felt to diff ering degrees. In terms of resource mobilization, the “China Charity 
Federation,” “China Youth Development Foundation,” “China Welfare Fund 
for the Handicapped” and other professional fund-raising institutions have 
engaged in large-scale projects to mobilize public money. Also, the “Solar Vil-
lage” and the “Farmer’s Daughter” and many other grassroots organizations 
have undertaken a variety of fl exible and innovative ways to mobilize com-
munity donations. Concurrently, in addition to the growing scale charitable 
donations from entrepreneurs, public charity has become widely supported by 
the community. 

At the same time, voluntary services featuring young volunteers and com-
munity volunteers is also booming, with an increasing number of volunteers 
joining various NGOs in social welfare activities and playing an active role. In 
terms of public services, poverty alleviation and development, environmental 
protection, public health, AIDS relief, pension and other public services have 
led to an accumulation of various forms of NGOs. In recent years, the central 
and regional governments have begun to explore the fi eld of promoting public 
service commissioned by the government or through government procure-
ment. Partnership between government and non-governmental organizations 
in the realm of public service is taking shape. Regarding social governance, 
community cluster organizations fl ourishing in urban communities are begin-
ning reconstruction of interpersonal relations. Th e rise of rural grassroots 
organizations, in particular the development of rural cooperative organiza-
tions of farmers, has increased social participation towards building a new 
type of market relations. 

Chambers of commerce and industry associations for the development and 
strengthening of relevant interest groups further provide a system for social 
participation and expression of interests. In terms of policy advocacy, not only 
have many private think tanks been directed towards issuance of positive leg-
islative and policy proposals, some of the major public works such as the Nuji-
ang Dam Project and relocation of the Old Summer Palace frequently become 
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the purview of NGOs. By focusing media attention and mobilizing public 
opinion, they are able to exert a wide range of social pressures and bring to 
light clear policy advocacy. In the midst of this policy game, NGOs are able to 
express and highlight the aspirations and rights of vulnerable groups. 

4. Primary Characteristics of NGOs

In China, under the existing laws and regulations for NGOs, the primary three 
civic forms are social organizations, foundations and private non-enterprise 
units. Civic groups are based on certain social relationships and formed as 
membership organizations. Th eir particular characteristic is that people serve 
as the basic unit of social relations. Foundations are based on certain property 
relations and the formation of organizational consortiums. Th ey are character-
ized by relations based on property rights. Private non-enterprise units refer to 
those groups set up by private investors of various social service agencies and 
their social organizations. Th eir primary diff erence with community groups 
and foundations is these units direct provision of social service agencies. Th ese 
three forms of non-governmental organizations must be legally registered, 
most of which then become independent legal entities. Relevant regulations 
decide their non-profi t attributes.

In practice, the three forms of civil society organizations are usually divided 
into two major categories of national and local. National social organizations 
and foundations generally place the words “China,” “Chinese” and “National” 
among others before their name. In conducting nationwide activities NGOs 
must be registered with the State Council civil aff airs management depart-
ment. For national private non-enterprise units, while not requiring the use of 
“China,” “Chinese” or “National” before their name, their scope of activities 
and administrative registration must occur at the national level. Local civil 
society organizations usually have the region’s appellation in its name and are 
limited to the scope of activities in local government and the local civil aff airs 
department registration and management. Due to the management system, 
local civil society organizations are based in the lowest management level in 
the District People’s Government. 

In addition to the three legally registered non-governmental organizations, 
in China’s vast rural and urban society, there are still a large number of NGOs 
focused on public welfare, benefi ts or mutually benefi cial activities. 

Th e second and third parts of this paper discuss the fl ourishing of Chinese 
NGOs as social foundations. Compared to the rest of the world in many 
countries and regions, China’s NGOs have the same or similar basis for their 
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development and function. But they also have many unique aspects. From 
observation and analysis of the characteristics of property rights and gover-
nance structures, China’s NGOs face numerous outstanding issues. Th ese 
problems refl ect China’s non-governmental organizations at this stage in the 
development of the overall system, structure, environment and their abilities 
to survive in the face of obstacles and diffi  culties. 

4.1 Lack of Social Resources and Weak Public Property Rights Base

In general, charitable donations serve as one of the most important social 
resources available to NGOs. Th e amount of charitable donations and the 
number of NGOs relative to the proportion of funds to a considerable extent 
is determined by the NGOs and their commitment to activities and functions 
in the public service nature of social welfare. In China, generally speaking, 
under-funded non-governmental organizations were generally faced with 
outstanding problems. From 1999, 2001 and 2004, China carried out three 
large-scale surveys of foundations, associations, private non-enterprise units, 
and grass-roots organizations active in environmental protection, poverty 
alleviation, social welfare, community development, AIDS Relief, and other 
major areas, fi nding the most prominent problem to undoubtedly be insuffi  -
cient funds. 

Within the NGOs’ operating capital component, the proportion of chari-
table donations ranks at only 10-15 percent and contributions are mainly 
concentrated in a small number of foundations. Th e vast majority of non-
governmental organizations did not even have fund-raising experience. In 
environmental protection, AIDS relief, poverty alleviation and other fi elds, a 
few of the more active organizations can obtain funding from outside agencies 
to provide indirect donations. Overall, the absence of precise statistics makes 
it diffi  cult to acquire accurate data. According to civil aff airs departments, 
from relevant data provided by the foundations and fund-raising organiza-
tions combined with that off ered by overseas-funded organizations, it is esti-
mated that every year charitable donations in various forms contributed a total 
of about 200 billion Yuan. Th is fi gure constitutes only a quarter in scale of the 
British equivalent, but only equates to 1/200 of a nation known for its charity 
structure, the United States. 

Public funds from the government are also extremely limited. As mentioned 
above, government subsidies and tax breaks for NGOs engaged in public wel-
fare activities represent an important social resource. Globally, in many coun-
tries and regions, government provided public funds account for approximately 
30 percent of the various NGOs’ operating capital. Our research fi ndings have 
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shown that apart from a handful of people’s organizations and the support of 
a few key NGOs, the vast majority of non-governmental organizations did 
not receive public funds from government channels. A questionnaire survey to 
refl ect the public government portion of the funds only amounts to 10-15 
percent. At the same time, public welfare undertakings of the tax benefi ts 
system have not yet been implemented and the vast majority of NGOs have 
not yet been recipients of the appropriate level of access to tax relief. 

Related to this situation, the ability and scale of NGO mobilization of 
resources for volunteer services are very limited. Unique to China, youth vol-
unteers mobilize and organize the system from top to bottom, predominantly 
through the Communist Youth League. Th us, urban community volunteers 
are mainly unifi ed and coordinated from neighborhood committees. Despite 
the urgent need for volunteers to participate in the vast number of non-
governmental public service agencies, the number of volunteers is very lim-
ited, and there remains a lack of the necessary corresponding mechanisms to 
absorb, manage and motivate volunteers. 

As a result, NGOs face serious shortages of social resources when it comes 
to social welfare and benefi ts. Th e main part of operation funds can only rely 
on the market. Human resources rely mainly on employment. China, thus 
enabling its NGOs in resource endowment and profi t-making businesses have 
resulted in a diminished diff erence with commercial industries, such that the 
public property base upon which they rely has become quite fragile. 

4.2 Dual Management Restrictions and Adverse Environment of Laws and Policies 

NGOs bear the burden of certain responsibilities of social organizations and, 
by their existence, are protected by laws and regulations. Within this legal 
framework, they enjoy corresponding preferential policies and accept supervi-
sion of relevant government departments. Many countries in the world have 
related laws and regulations on NGOs and their behavior, so as to enact regu-
lations and supervision. And contrary to most of the world’s countries, China’s 
current NGO management consists of implementation of a dual management 
system. From the supervision and management functions served by registra-
tion and management authorities to the professional units in charge of the 
exercise of civil society organizations, these measures strictly limit legalization 
of NGO registration. 

Th e focus of this management system is to limit development and decen-
tralized responsibility. On the one hand, this is achieved through a double 
threshold limit to the access of NGOs to legal status, thus limiting their activ-
ities and development. On the other hand, this is achieved through various 
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government departments (or units authorized by the government) that are 
responsible for decentralization of the dual system. Th ey are dispersed due to 
the potential political risks associated with NGO activities. Under this system, 
all levels of the civil registration system serve as unifi ed focal points for civil 
society organizations to subject themselves to monitoring and management of 
the government’s departments and corresponding functions through relevant 
laws and regulations to ensure the clarity of all authorized levels of govern-
ment. However, while uniformly focused, relevant laws and regulations also 
stipulate that administrative professional units of civil society organizations 
perform a supervisory management function. 

In this way, at the same administrative level, there are two supervisory and 
management departments responsible for NGOs: one is involved in reunifi ca-
tion of the registration and management mechanisms and the other is in 
charge of decentralized professional units. Although there remains frequent 
communication and coordination between the two types of management in 
both law and practice, however, sections of diff erent government departments 
are not entirely consistent in their implementation of administrative functions 
and representation of interests. Added to this fact is that various administra-
tive professional units in their institutional structure conduct staffi  ng on an 
uneven basis, with relatively great diff erences in monitoring capabilities. Th is 
results in diff erences in legal enforcement and implementation of policies, 
thus causing civil society organizations to face dual supervisory management 
and diff erent treatment. Th is leads to a number of these organizations being 
frequently faced with supervision and management of various departments 
and policies that are subject to diff erent treatment. 

Regardless of whether registered as an administrative authority or as an 
administrative professional unit, the core function of such mechanisms is the 
examination and approval of civil society organizations as related to applica-
tions for registration. In terms of who approves these civil society organiza-
tions there is an inherent political risk. However, dual management at its 
essence has led to decentralized management and evasion of responsibility 
within the system. Regardless of whether or not approval comes, two diff erent 
departments are responsible for supervision and management. 

Th e dual management system in this context as a practical simplifi cation 
becomes a mechanism for the separation of powers through shared responsi-
bility. No matter whether registration authority or an administrative profes-
sional unit, the primary goal is to reduce the political risk and avoid responsibility. 
Th e development of civil society organizations thus serves as a secondary 
objective. Just as relevant laws and regulations designating the scope of an 
administrative professional unit do not clearly defi ne its obligations, as far as 
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civil society organizations are concerned, fi nding an administrative profes-
sional unit that is willing to assume responsibility becomes the fi rst condition 
to be met for registration. 

However, the conditions slated to the administrative professional unit’s 
approval of a civil society organization not only must determine whether its 
professional scope is related, but even more importantly whether the civil soci-
ety organization can be circumscribed successfully within a controlled scope. 
It must also be determined as to whether the civil society organization will 
bring excessive risks or responsibilities and whether or not the development of 
this organization will increase the departmental interests of the administrative 
professional unit. In meeting these conditions, it is diffi  cult to avoid the inter-
ference of administrative professional units in civil society organizations. In 
practice, this was displayed though the work of party building of civil society 
organizations and the leadership administrative professional unit, such that 
for many civil society organizations the responsible persons in charge of pro-
fessional units are can be concurrently assigned and appointed. 

Dual management systems arose in the last century during the late 1980s; 
the civil aff airs departments in social organizations of centralized management 
in practice became a type of system arrangement. Afterwards, one after another, 
social organizations were promulgated. Private non-enterprise units and foun-
dations under the relevant laws and regulations strengthened and developed, 
slowly becoming the basic system managing China’s civil organizations. Th is 
type of management system at its core will lead to confrontation between NGOs 
and the government. Th e primary goal of government management of NGOs 
is to limit their development to avoid possible political risks. Th e manifesta-
tion of this phase is in the adoption of restrictions imposed by dual approval. 
In this system, registration of civil society organizations meets with a double 
threshold. Before crossing the legal registration across the threshold, all civil 
society organizations must have received approval by the administrative pro-
fessional units.

In this manner, through the dual responsibility system imposed by dual 
management, a double examination and approval system for all civil society 
organizations was established, creating obstacles to legal status. Th e result is 
that the threshold for acquiring legal status is set too high, so an increasing 
number of non-governmental organizations turn to industrial and commer-
cial registration, garner the support of other party and government depart-
ments in a variety of disguised legal forms, or take the risk of not having 
registered at all. According to our survey estimates, currently under the dual 
management system those NGOs that have not registered their activities 
amount to approximately 10 times those that have legally registered. 



30 Wang M., Liu Q. / Th e China Nonprofi t Review 1 (2009) 5-35

Th e emergence of a large number of NGOs that have bypassed existing laws 
and regulations greatly reduces their eff ectiveness. Th is is not only because the 
various forms of NGOs will lack the proper restraint and supervisory role, but 
also because it demonstrates a diminishing respect for laws and encourages the 
formation of lawless citizen groups, ushering a dangerous phenomenon. Con-
currently, in such a case in which legal legitimacy lacks assurances, various 
forms of social legitimacy will appear through the support of alternative chan-
nels, such as departments, media, leadership and celebrity.

Th erefore, a dual management system formed on the basis of the existing 
environment of laws and policies is not overall conducive to China’s NGO 
development. Over emphasis on registration approval, while restricting the 
legalization of NGOs, at the same time ignores the need for development of 
supervision and management. On the one hand this has led to a large number 
of NGOs being refused legal registration and standing outside the threshold. 
On the other hand, for those legitimate civil society organizations that are 
allowed to register, in the face of myriad issues, they lack the necessary policy 
support and guidance, thereby leading to extreme limitations on their actions 
through regulatory constraints.

4.3 Lack of Professional Capacity and Diffi  culty Integrating Multiple Forces 

Comparing China’s NGOs in relation to other countries in the world, and 
regional organizations of its kind their lack of respective capabilities becomes 
pronounced, Coupled with an adverse environment of laws and policies they 
were set back because of their brief development history and lack of social 
resources. Whether discussing NGOs engaged in resource mobilization or in 
carrying out public services, they are committed to promoting social gover-
nance or policy advocacy, and their core competitiveness stems from long-
term accumulation of and continually enhanced professional capacity. Many 
well-known NGOs, such as the International Red Cross, World Vision, 
Amnesty International, Greenpeace, etc. have in their relevant fi elds assembled 
a large number of outstanding professionals, have accumulated rich experi-
ence and are characterized by their professional, multi-level, multi-capacity 
large social mobilization and service network. 

Comparatively speaking, China’s NGOs generally exhibit defi ciencies in 
talented professionals, resource mobilization capacity, organizational manage-
ment, coordination of interactive capabilities and crisis response capacity. Par-
ticularly in areas with a range of public services related to their professional 
ability there are even larger gaps. Investigation shows that in societies and 
foundations more than 90% of employees have not received professional 
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training. Frequently the pay is too low because many organizations can 
not aff ord to employ full-time employees and as such many rely on a small 
number of part-time staff  to maintain operations. In providing services, in 
recent years some local governments that are in the course of reform have 
explored public services through government procurement tenders, but such 
NGOs that have the ability to participate in the tender of services remain 
few in number. 

Not only are NGOs individually lacking in professional capacity, but there 
is also a lack of communication, interaction and integration of forces between 
these organizations and the various market forces at all levels of government 
and media. In the face of economic development and various social problems, 
diff erent NGOs and market forces often represent diff erent interest groups, 
varied spheres of interest, a number of social policies, and realization of the 
overall interests of society. Th ese forces are mutually contesting, interacting 
and in reaching contradiction or confl ict tend towards compromise or the 
power of integration to eventually reach a balanced result. 

In recent years, despite the emergence of NGOs playing a coordinated role 
in such joint action cases as opposition to the Nujiang Dam Project, generally 
speaking the situation in most cases still tends towards organizations fi ghting 
their own battles. Rarely do these organizations coalesce in joint operations or 
cooperation in initiating projects. In addition to the government or the offi  cial 
body promoting top-down large-scale projects, cross-cutting fi elds, inter-
departmental and trans-regional activities in pursuit of public interests are not 
common. In some areas, some NGOs in order to attain one or two projects 
will fi ght and attack one another. Some non-governmental organizations also 
have fi erce internal disputes and even internal confl icts. In a certain sense, 
because of the lack of an all encompassing third sector and the virtuous cycle 
of social welfare culture, the development of Chinese NGOs remains chaotic. 

4.4 Weak Social Supervision and Pressures of Market Mechanisms on Public 
Interests

Non-governmental organizations because of their nature of public ownership 
and commitment to public responsibility accept stricter supervision by soci-
ety. However, in China, due to the dual management system that emphasizes 
governmental supervision and management, social supervision has long been 
neglected. But under the system of dual management, the government has not 
carried out eff ective supervision. Th is has caused civil society organizations 
to in fact exist in a vacuum under a lack of supervision. On the one hand, 
this situation has led to a variety of misappropriations of public property and 
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“public corruption” cases that are frequently exposed to the public. On the 
other hand, this situation dealt a blow to the enthusiasm for and contributions 
to public welfare organizations, reducing the reliability of social justice. 

To reverse this situation, in 2004 the State Council promulgated the “Reg-
ulations Foundation.” Th is introduced for the fi rst time administrative rules 
and regulations regarding social supervision, as well as guidelines for founda-
tion operation and supervision. Under this design a more scientifi c form 
of community supervision principles and the corresponding institutional 
arrangements emerged, such as principles of openness and transparency, regu-
lating the composition, member limits and basic responsibilities of the Foun-
dation Board. 

However, for hundreds of thousands of social organizations and private 
non-enterprise units, especially for large numbers of unregistered NGOs, the 
problem of inadequate community supervision is still far from being resolved. 
In some social groups, their council may range in scale from hundreds to even 
thousands of people and yet even after having been established for a few years 
these groups have not once held a governing council meeting. Instead, the 
highly centralized decision-making power remains in the hands of a small 
number of full-time managers. Some private non-enterprise units from the 
start act as service entities formed through investment. 

As such, the decision-makers are the investors and their genuine and eff ec-
tive provision of social services is rare, as they are desperately in pursuit of high 
charges and fees, high-income and high returns. In some industrial and com-
mercial registration and unregistered grass-roots organizations, family-run 
businesses are also frequently brought about by arbitrary, narrow and selfi sh 
interests, hindering the healthy development of these organizations. Whether 
within the community as a whole, or in a certain area, these organizations do 
not build on the public reporting mechanism for public property protection, 
encounter the public indirectly through the media and lack intervention from 
the social supervision process.

Because they are lacking in eff ective administrative and societal supervision 
and face limited social resources through charitable donations, many non-
governmental organizations have sought a profi t-oriented market develop-
ment path. Some social groups conduct large-scale convention and exhibition 
activities, such as charging for training classes, commercial courses and so on 
to seek exorbitant profi ts. Others use the strength of government-operated 
associations and foundations through collection of high quota expenses, intel-
ligence authentication, qualifi cations exams and test inspections. 

Some voluntary schools managed by the people’s hospital or by cultural 
facilities seek high-end charges on service items for the upper classes, facilitat-
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ing in eff ect a market economy of high profi t growth. Some foundations and 
mass organizations even fl aunt the public welfare banner to exploit the city 
and countryside. Th eir eff orts to amass wealth by heavy taxation and other 
ploys have led to the overall discrediting of such civic organizations.

5. Opportunities and Challenges

With its existing diffi  culties and problems, the current environment that sur-
rounds legal policies in particular is in urgent need of improvement. However, 
from the perspective of development and particularly that which is focused on 
historical evolution as a vertical process, it is evident that at the start of the 
21st century China has undergone unprecedented development. When expe-
riencing the momentum of such rapid social change, Chinese NGOs have 
faced important development opportunities and challenges. In sum, these 
opportunities and challenges include the following eight areas: 

First, the unswerving promotion of reform will provide more space for the 
development of Chinese NGOs.

Second, sustained and stable economic growth lays a foundation for general 
associative activities. Th e concomitant polarization between rich and poor and 
social problems in social justice demand the provision of opportunities by NGOs. 

Th ird, with revisions to and improvements in existing laws and regulations, 
a legal and external environment is gradually taking shape. 

Fourth, with the maturation of the market economy, various market forces 
will also promote the formation of civil society in China. 

Fifth, the globalization of China’s NGO development has also brought 
opportunities and challenges. 

Sixth, in the market economy and in the process of social pluralism, civil 
liberties, autonomy, self-government and voluntary service training and awak-
ening of consciousness have compelled increasing citizen participation.

Seventh, economic and social development is leading to increasingly sig-
nifi cant social stratifi cation and, as such, diff erent social strata and interest 
groups will promote the formation of associations and NGO development. 

Eighth, developments in Internet and mobile phone messages universalize 
reforms in social relations and will have a major impact on the development 
of the interaction between non-governmental organizations.

Additionally, in a more extensive and long-term sense, all types of trends, 
including the ageing of the population, cultural diversity, integration of urban 
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and rural areas in China are also to varying degrees providing opportunities 
and challenges to NGOs and civil society.

In short, in forming a new kind of social organization and serving as an 
important innovation in group systems, the development of non-governmen-
tal organizations in Chinese society remains in its initial stages. Th eir internal 
structure and capacity-building systems are still inadequate. Th ere also remain 
shortcomings in the environment surrounding external legal policy and in the 
social system of support. However, from a development perspective, China’s 
NGOs have historically been presented with major development opportuni-
ties and as such a large number of factors and conditions will help NGOs to 
play an increasingly central role in China’s present and future economic and 
social development. 

We have reason to believe that China’s NGOs, when confronted with such 
a series of major opportunities for development and growth, will mobilize 
more social resources, will enable better provision of public services and will 
make a broader and deeper commitment to social governance. Th rough active 
and eff ective policy advocacy and through social impact of their public deci-
sion-making processes, non-governmental organizations are destined to 
become an increasingly important force in building a harmonious society. 
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