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Background

Global trend: democratic backsliding and shrinking civic space across
regions.

Vietnam: long-standing authoritarian resilience with renewed
tightening post-2016.

Most studies focus on rights-based NGOs; few systematically compare
CSO types.
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Theoretical Puzzle

Authoritarian repression affects CSOs unevenly across organisational
types.

CSOs differ in legal status, state recognition, funding structures, and
perceived threat.

Yet many display convergent adaptive logics when space closes.
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Research Questions

1 How do CSOs and INGOs adapt under tightening authoritarian
control?

2 What adaptive strategies are shared across CSO types?

3 What strategies remain distinct due to legal status and threat
perception?
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Contributions

Moves beyond focus on oppositional or rights-based CSOs.

Provides four-way comparison: VNGOs, CBOs, dissidents, INGOs.

Highlights both convergence and divergence in adaptation.
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Historical Trajectory

Pre-1986: highly state-controlled civil society; limited associational
life.

1990s–2016: partial opening; proliferation of NGOs and community
groups.

Post-2016: political shift leads to contraction of civic space.
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Closing Civic Space

Stronger policing of foreign funding and external linkages.

Increased arrests of NGO leaders, environmental activists, and
democracy advocates.

Digital surveillance institutionalised under the Cybersecurity Law.
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Restrictive Regulations

Decree 80/2020: treats non-ODA aid as state revenue, imposing new
approvals.

Decree 56/2020: restricts ODA to investment components.

Decree 58/2022: narrows INGO operational eligibility.

Draft decree on associations: expands Party oversight mechanisms.
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Challenges Identified by CSOs

Sudden funding collapse caused by new approval requirements.

Administrative burdens and long delays in provincial and ministerial
clearance.

Recruitment difficulties and volunteer decline due to fear.

Emotional burnout; organisational downsizing or closure.
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Data Collection

41 qualitative interviews (Jan–Aug 2024).

Participants: VNGOs, CBOs, democracy groups, INGOs.

Interviews via Zoom, Signal, and in-person for sensitive cases.
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Shared Logic: Convergence

Heightened state monitoring pressures all CSO types to adopt similar
survival logics.

Organisations prioritise “staying safe” over organisational growth.

Programmatic ambitions are scaled back to maintain minimal
operations.

Despite different identities, many groups converge on risk-avoidance
behaviours.

‘The moment you grow too fast, the State sees you. And that is dangerous.’

Introduction Vietnam Context Methodology Findings Conclusion 11 / 24



Strategic Reframing

Sensitive agendas reframed using technical, developmental, or neutral
vocabulary.

Rights-based language replaced by state-approved framing (e.g.,
livelihoods, resilience).

INGOs label advocacy as research, evidence briefs, or technical
assistance.

Reframing allows CSOs to satisfy donors while remaining politically
acceptable.

‘We never say rights anymore – that word alone can block everything.’
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Tactical Minimization

Organisations adopt low-visibility practices to reduce attention.

Move to smaller, closed-door events with limited public
communication.

Reduction of online presence due to digital surveillance.

Dissidents use encrypted communication and micro-cell organising
structures.

‘Even a harmless workshop can trigger a home visit.’
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Partnership Reconfiguration

VNGOs seek closer ties with ministries and increase reliance on CSR
funding.

CBOs depend on universities, pagodas, and community networks for
legitimacy.

Dissident groups shift outward: diaspora, INGOs, UN mechanisms.

INGOs align more tightly with state priorities to maintain approvals.

‘We survive because the pagoda hosts us. Otherwise we would shut down.’
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Transparency Differences

VNGOs adopt maximum transparency to avoid suspicion and meet
audit requirements.

CBOs provide minimal, event-level reporting to local authorities.

Dissidents rely on secrecy and anonymity due to high individual risk.

INGOs carry heavy compliance burdens, producing extensive
documentation.

‘Transparency is the only protection we have.’
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Identity Shifts

VNGOs increasingly re-register as social enterprises or consultancy
firms.

CBOs choose to remain informal to avoid bureaucratic obligations.

Dissidents abandon formal structures, relying on fluid, peer-based
networks.

INGOs reduce public-facing identity and decentralise their operational
model.

‘We re-registered as a business. It is the only way to continue.’
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Exile-Based Adaptation (Dissidents)

Many activists relocate abroad to ensure personal safety.

International advocacy becomes central (UN bodies, EU, US
Congress).

Diaspora communities provide funding, legitimacy, and protective
visibility.

Cross-border networks compensate for domestic repression.

‘Inside Vietnam we whisper. Outside, we can finally speak.’
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INGOs: Structural Constraints

Project approval slowed due to multi-ministry vetting and security
screening.

Staff hires and partnerships subject to political approval.

Programmes must closely mirror state language and priorities.

INGOs balance donor expectations with cautious implementation.

‘The ministry decides the wording, not the donor.’
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CBOs: Hyperlocal Quiet Work

CBOs operate at neighbourhood-level to stay under administrative
radar.

Depend heavily on trust-based volunteerism rather than donors.

Pagodas and universities serve as protective institutional umbrellas.

Avoid scaling up due to fear of district- or province-level attention.

‘We keep things small. Small is safe.’
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Burnout and Fear

Volunteers withdraw due to fear of surveillance or workplace
repercussions.

Staff experience burnout from constant self-censorship and
over-compliance.

Many organisations lose core personnel, weakening institutional
memory.

Psychological stress becomes a structural barrier to long-term
activism.

‘People disappear quietly, without saying goodbye.’
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Resource Scarcity

Donor hesitancy due to regulatory uncertainty.

Domestic fundraising collapses after high-profile charity scandals.

INGOs increasingly redirect resources to lower-risk countries.

CSOs struggle to retain full-time staff, leading to fragmentation.

‘Funding dried up overnight – no one wants to touch Vietnam now.’
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Fragmentation of Civic Space

Multi-stakeholder coalitions weaken as groups avoid collective
visibility.

Established networks dissolve, leaving organisations isolated.

Collaboration shifts toward micro-scale, apolitical activities.

Fragmentation reduces potential for coordinated policy engagement.

‘The networks we built for 10 years dissolved in 6 months.’
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Conclusion

Legal status and perceived political threat shape adaptive strategies.

CSOs converge in risk-avoidance but diverge in long-term
organisational pathways.

Civil society does not disappear; it transforms under pressure.

Introduction Vietnam Context Methodology Findings Conclusion 23 / 24



Thank You

Questions?
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