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经历变革：根据 2017年中国非政府组织立法对中国公民社会

进行分析 
 
第三部门的重要性以及非营利组织对社会和经济的贡献在西方世界正在崛起。 

对这种现象的认识并不总是伴随着政策制定者和学者。 

事实上，在经济学，管理学，社会学和政治学等研究领域，这一领域的复杂性和

异质性往往被忽视，而这些领域更倾向于关注公共和私人领域。 

然而，如今，非营利组织已被广泛认为是体现社会平等和均衡发展的重要资源。

自二十世纪八十年代以来，当第一批学术研究集中在非营利组织在美国公民社会

中的作用时，第三部门在国家政策和学术研究中获得了新的突出地位。 

导致许多西方发达经济体越来越依赖非营利组织的作用的原因之一是对国家履行

其福利提供者的能力的质疑日益增加。福利提供是一件微妙而复杂的事情;它带

来的困难主要在于人口的异质性和不同利益群体的不同需求，在过去几十年世界

经济特征的快速变化的环境中。非营利组织在独立和自愿的情况下，优于国家机

构，更接近人口不同成员的实际需求，并在管理其活动方面具有更大的灵活性，

以提供社会服务。非营利组织还通过创造机会让公民在家庭或企业范围之外建立

联系和创建网络，从而分析他们创造社会资本的能力。此外，非营利组织的一个

重要特征是它们有能力培养少数群体的利益，并与决策者进行讨论和计商。非营

利部门与公共和商业机构之间的合作正变得越来越普遍，并且已证明是有益的。 

虽然非营利组织在发达国家越来越重要，而且从西方的角度出发了关于其目标和

作用的理论，但过去几十年中对中国感兴趣的巨大变化使国家受到国际影响，从

而允许非营利组织开始在一个非常不同的环境中发展。 

1979 年，中国国家从计划经济转向社会主义市场经济，不能像以前那样干涉公民

生活的方方面面。政府不再能够提供社会福利，而且需要平息政府官僚机构。 

“小政府，大社会”的概念获得了发展势头，政府的努力开始关注可以承担福利

服务的新的非政府机构形式。 

然而，向民间社会开放的道路比向外国公司和投资开放的道路要慢。虽然中国当

局意识到国际非营利组织的资源和经验对于中国第三部门的发展很重要，但并不

信任他们，并且不愿意让这类组织的空间独立运作。 

目前，非营利部门正在经历一个显著增长和翻新的时期。 2016 年已经通过了一

项关于慈善部门的新法律，或者在中国定义的公共福利法，引入了该领域的重要
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创新。然而，只有在 2017年，随着“海外非政府管理法”的颁布，才有可能更准

确地了解新一轮立法背后的战略。 

 

在第一章中，分析了中国社会组织的历史和政治背景，以了解多年来影响其增长

的因素。 

每个国家的非营利部门都融入了本国的社会，政治和经济环境。首先忽视了民间

社会和非营利部门等相关术语的历史和定义，这有助于建立围绕中国非营利组织

研究的主要框架。 

通过了解该行业如何在中国开始发展，可以更好地了解他们建立的第一部法规和

行政体系。中国民间社会发展的环境呈现出许多与众不同的特点，与其他国家相

比，影响了该部门的独特性。 

因此，确定影响中国社会组织的因素至关重要，以便了解该部门的实际规模和范

围以及新法律带来的实际影响。 

中国政府的态度塑造了行政体制，主要是关于社会组织允许的主要法律形式的四

个重要规定。 

在组织发展的第一个阶段，模糊不清的规定和缺乏总体法律既有积极的一面，也

有消极的一面。但是，可以肯定地说，许多法律缺陷构成了社会组织登记的障碍，

并导致未登记的基层组织的增长。在目前的工作中，将强调这些条例的主要缺点，

以便进一步讨论它们对该部门发展的影响。然后，将详细介绍新法规及其最重要

的创新。 “慈善法”和“海外非政府组织法”的含义对未来社会组织的生活至关

重要。他们的颁布标志着中国非营利部门历史上一个非常关键的时刻，因为它们

证明了非营利组织获得更多认可，以及它们在中国发展中应发挥的作用。 

 

在第二章中，将分析关于注册的国内非政府组织，未注册的非政府组织，外国非

政府组织和社会捐赠的最重要的数据。注册的国内非政府组织是相对容易学习的

类别，因为有更多关于它们的数据由民政部和中国国家统计局公布。因此，有可

能审视它们多年来的增长趋势，它们在非营利部门的不同领域的分布，它们在中

国领土上的地理位置以及它们在就业人员和该部门总支出方面的经济贡献。将对

志愿服务的普及程度和基金会类别进行进一步分析。 
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至于未注册的非政府组织，更难以提供准确的估计，主要是因为其性质。然而，

多年来，许多学者试图量化由于多种原因未经过注册程的组织数量。未注册组织

的数量特别重要，因为估计其远远高于注册组织的数量;此外，他们的人数被认

为是中国非营利组织中最独立的部分，其中包括未注册或以营利为目的的小型基

层组织，以避免注册流程。 2017年“海外管理法”特别影响了外国组织。 2017

年之前，只有少数人注册，只有关于在中国工作的国际机构总数的估计数。然而，

在法律通过后，对中国的国际组织产生了严重后果，影响了其运作的许多方面。

然而，即使法律对中国境外非政府组织的运作设置了越来越大的障碍，历史上第

一次有官方统计数据，可以分析这些组织的性质及其在中国的运作情况。至于捐

款，多年来他们的趋势代表了慈善事业在该国的日益普及，这一点得到了政府的

广泛鼓励。最近在线慈善平台所取得的成功进一步推动了近年来的年度捐赠数量。

在线平台具有将捐赠的可及性扩展到更广泛和更年轻的人群的有益效果。它们还

有可能为更广泛的社会组织提供更高的可见度。 

 

在第三章中，将介绍国家政策和组织发展的新趋势，以便大致了解中国公民社会

的发展方向。 

将考虑研究或前几章中出现的显著趋势。首先，对慈善事业的不同领域感兴趣的

不平等发展，主要是由于政府对与其优先事项相符的领域的强烈鼓励;其次;国际

资金的障碍增加，这些障碍因获得国家资金来源的要求降低而受到某种程度的抵

制;第三，该部门员工持续存在未经批准的标准，这妨碍了社会组织实现专业化

的能力;最后，最近获得的互联网作为增加在线捐款和鼓励更多公民参与慈善行

为的手段的重要性。 

总体而言，尽管新法律并未解决该部门的所有问题，但这些问题显然为政府对非

营利部门的愿望提供了新的视角。试图预见未来中国第三部门发展可能出现的艰

难和暂时的行动将会进行。作者认为，政府施加的压力很可能成功地影响到受到

青睐的部门，并且会使大部分注册组织适应新规定的制度;另一方面，在其他部

门工作的组织可能会尝试适应新环境，可能更接近业务领域，因为其他国家的非

政府组织在过去几年已经开始运做。 
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Introduction 
 
The importance of the third sector and of the contributions of non-profit organisations to society 

and economy is on the rise in the Western world. The awareness of this phenomenon has not 

always accompanied policy-makers and academics. In fact, the complexity and the heterogeneity 

of the sector have often been neglected in fields of study such economics, management studies, 

social and political science, which have preferred to focus on the public and private spheres instead.  

However, nowadays non-profit organisations have been widely recognised to embody an essential 

resource for the equal and balanced development of society. Ever since the 1980s, when the first 

academic studies have focussed their efforts on the role of non-profit organisations in American 

civil society, the third sector has gained new prominence in national policies and in academic 

research. 

Among the reasons that have led many developed Western economies to increasingly rely on the 

role of non-profit organisations are the rising doubts about the ability of the state to fulfil its role 

of welfare provider. Welfare provision is a delicate and complicated matter; the difficulties it 

entails mainly lie in the heterogeneity of the population and in the different needs of different 

interest groups, as well as in the rapidly changing environment that has characterised the world 

economy in the last few decades. Non-profit organisations, when independent and voluntary, have 

the advantage over state bodies of being closer to the real needs of different constituents of the 

population, and of having more flexibility in managing their activities in order to deliver social 

services. Another ability that has been attributed to non-profit organisations is that of generating 

social capital by creating opportunities for citizens to associate and form networks outside the 

spheres of the household or of business. Moreover, an important feature of non-profits is their 

capacity to foster minority groups’ interests and to negotiate with and influence policy makers. 

Cooperation between the non-profit sector and public and business institution is becoming more 

and more common, and it has proved to be beneficial. 

While non-profits have become increasingly relevant in developed countries, and theories about 

their objectives and roles have been formulated from a Western perspective, the massive changes 

that have interested China in the last few decades have opened up the country to international 

influences, consequently allowing non-profit organisations to start to develop in a very different 

environment. 

The Chinese state, shifting from a planned economy to a socialist market economy in 1979, could 

not afford to interfere with every aspect of its citizens’ life as it did before. The government was 

not in the position to provide for social welfare anymore and it needed to flatline governmental 

bureaucracy. The concept of “small government, big society” gained momentum, and 
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governmental efforts started to focus on new institutional forms of non-governmental bodies that 

could take on the provision of welfare services.  

The opening up to civil society, however, took a slower path than the opening up to foreign 

corporations and investments. While Chinese authorities were aware that the resources and 

experiences of international non-profit organisations were important for the development of the 

third sector in China, they also distrusted them and were reluctant to allow a space for this type of 

organisations to operate independently. 

Currently, the non-profit sector is undergoing a period of significant growth and renovation. A 

new law concerning the charitable sector, or, as it is defined in China, public welfare, had already 

been passed in 2016, introducing important innovations in the sector. However, only in 2017, with 

the enactment of the Overseas Ngo Management Law, it has been possible to draw a more precise 

idea of the strategy underlying this new wave of legislations. 

In the first chapter, the historical and political background of social organisations in China has 

been analysed in order to understand what factors have moulded its growth over the years.  

The non-profit sector of every country is embedded in the social, political and economic 

environment of its own country. A first overlook on the history and definition of relevant terms 

such as civil society and non-profit sector has helped establishing the main framework that 

surrounds the study of which Chinese non-profits.  

By taking a look at how the sector first began to develop in China, it is possible to better understand 

the first regulations and the administrative system they established. The environment in which 

Chinese civil society has developed presents a number of distinctive features that influenced the 

uniqueness of the sector in comparison with other countries. Therefore, it was of utter importance 

to identify the factors that mostly influenced Chinese social organisations, in order to understand 

the real size and scope of the sector and the real implications brought by the new laws.  

The attitude of the Chinese government shaped the administrative system, which was mainly 

outlined in four important regulations concerning the main legal forms allowed for social 

organisations.  

The vague provisions and the lack of an overarching law in the first period of development of 

organisations had both positive and negative aspects. However, it is safe to say that many were the 

legal flaws that constituted obstacles to the registration of social organisations and led to the 

growth of unregistered grassroots organisations. In the present work, the main shortcomings of 

those regulations will be highlighted in order to further discuss the consequences they had on the 

development of the sector. Then, the new regulations and their most important innovations will be 

presented in detail. The implications of the Charity Law and the Overseas NGO Law are crucial 
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for the life of social organisations in the future. Their promulgation marked a very critical moment 

in the history of the non-profit sector in China, as they are proof of the achievement of greater 

recognition for non-profit organisations, and of the role they are expected to play in the 

development of China. 

In the second chapter, an analysis will be provided of the most important sets of data regarding 

registered domestic NGOs, unregistered NGOs, foreign NGOs and social donations. Registered 

domestic NGOs are the category which proved relatively easier to study, because more figures 

regarding them were published by the Ministry of Civil Affairs and the National Bureau of 

Statistics of China. Thus, it has been possible to examine their growing trend over the years, their 

distribution in different fields of the non-profit sector, their geographical presence on Chinese 

territory and their economic contribution in terms of personnel employed and total expenditure on 

the sector. Further analysis will be carried out on the popularity of volunteering and on the category 

of foundations. 

As for unregistered NGOs, precise estimates are more difficult to provide, mainly because of their 

nature. However, over the years many scholars have attempted to quantify the numbers of 

organisations which, for a number of reasons, did not undergo the process of registration. The 

quantity of unregistered organisations is especially significant because it has been estimated to be 

much higher than that of registered organisations; moreover, their number, which includes small 

grassroot organisations that have been operating unregistered or as for-profits to avoid the process 

of registration, is believed to represent the most independent portion of Chinese non-profit 

organisations. Foreign organisations have been particularly affected by the 2017 Overseas 

Management Law. Before 2017, only a few were registered and only estimates were available 

concerning the total number of international institutions working in China. After the law passed, 

however, serious consequences arose for international organisations in China, which affected 

many aspects of their operations. However, even if the law imposed increased barriers to the 

operations of foreign NGOs in China, for the first time in history the official statistical data is 

available and allows to analyse the nature of these organisations and of their operations in China. 

As for donations, their trend over the years represents the increasing popularity of philanthropy in 

the country, which has been widely encouraged by the government. The recent success that online 

charitable platforms have enjoyed further boosted the number of annual donations in recent years. 

Online platforms had the beneficial effect of extending the accessibility of donations to a wider 

and younger segment of the population. They also have the potential to provide increased visibility 

to a wider array of social organisations. 
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In the third chapter, emerging tendencies in national policy and in the growth of organisation will 

be presented in order to give an approximate view of the direction in which Chinese civil society 

is moving. Considerations will be made regarding remarkable tendencies emerged from the study 

or the previous chapters. First, the unequal development which has interested different areas of 

philanthropy, which is understood to be mainly due to the strong encouragement of the government 

towards fields that align with its priority; secondly; the heightened barriers to international funding, 

which have been somehow counterbalanced by lowered requirements to access sources of national 

funding; thirdly, the persistence of unclarified standards for employees of the sector, which hamper 

the ability of social organisations to achieve professionalisation; lastly, the recently acquired 

importance of the Internet as a means to increase online donations and to encourage a larger 

number of citizens to engage in philanthropic behaviour.  

Overall, although not all the issues of the sector have been solved by the new laws, these clearly 

offered a new perspective on the aspirations of the government for the non-profit sector. The 

difficult and tentative exercise of trying to foresee a possible future scenario for the development 

of the third sector in China will be carried out. The author suggests that pressures from the 

government will likely succeed in influencing the favoured sectors. A large portion of registered 

organisations will choose to adapt to the system laid out by the new regulations and will have the 

possibility to improve their organisational capacity and level of professionalisation. However, to 

fit in the system will require them to align even more with government dictates and will cause 

them to lose a portion of their independence. On the other hand, organisations working in other 

sectors will face difficult times, due to barriers to registration and limited access to funding. 

However, civil society in many countries has shown a peculiar capacity for adapting to different 

environments, and it is unlikely that these organisations will cease to exist. Their impossibility to 

rely on governmental support and funding will likely encourage them to look at the private sector 

for innovating their organisations. As NGOs in other countries have already started to do in the 

past few years, legal forms such as social enterprises and crowd funding could represent new 

solutions for resilient civil society organisations. 
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1. Historical and legal background of the Chinese non-profit sector 
  
 
1.1 The rising global importance of the non-profit sector 
 

In recent years, the non-profit sector has gained more and more importance worldwide. Its impact 

on the economy has been widely recognised, thus putting it at the centre of the policy agenda in 

many countries and making it the subject of academic teaching and research.  

A characteristic of the sector is the difficulty that one encounters in trying to define it and in 

drawing the borders that separate it from the public sector, the state, and from the private sector, 

the market. Anheier defines the non-profit sector as «the sum of private, voluntary non-profit 

organisations and associations».1 However, the lines that divide non-profits from the state and 

from business are blurred, and many organisations share a number of characteristics with the other 

sectors. 

A wide array of terms has been coined in the attempt to describe it – many of them have the 

shortcoming of highlighting only some of its aspect while neglecting some others (charity, 

philanthropy, civil society, social economy). The remaining terms, which also happen to be the 

most widely used, tend to describe what the sector is not, instead of what it actually is. ‘Non-profit 

sector’, for example focuses on the characteristic that makes organisations in the sector non-profit 

distributing. This term has contributed to the widespread ides that organisations in the field do not 

generate any kind of revenue but only rely on the revenue from charitable donations. This is not 

true for many of them, as figures show that in many countries this type of organisations depend 

extensively on government funding and on revenues generated with the selling of goods or services. 

‘Third sector’, on the other hand, designates the residual category that is not the first sector, the 

government, nor the second sector, the market. This lack of a positive definition is the result of 

many years in which scholars did not pay much attention to whatever was external to the public or 

private spheres, that is to say the government and the market. Since the space of civil society and 

the organisations that populated it started to attract more and more interest, however, no other term 

has substituted these two terms already in use.  

But what factors determined the increased recognition and interest towards the non-profit sector? 

Only in the late 1980s, the importance of non-profit organisations started to be recognized by 

scholars and political analysts, mainly in the United States. Partly due to the fact that the state 

seemed not to be able to cope with the provision of welfare anymore, the third sector came to be 

                                                
1 Helmut K. ANHEIER, Nonprofit Organizations: Theory, Management, Policy, 2nd ed., London: Routledge, 2014, p. 
4. 
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seen as a strategic solution, as an important component to be included in national policies that were 

not to put primacy on the market nor on the state. Policy recognition at local, national, and 

international level was accompanied by an increase in economic importance and non-profit 

organisations were eventually recognised as a major social force.  

Nowadays, especially in developed economies, where the sector is more developed, organisations 

exist and operate at many levels: at a local level, they are involved in community building, 

empowerment, and urban development strategies; at a national level, they mainly focus on welfare, 

health care, education; at an international level, they progressively gained a role in the international 

system of governance.2 The globalisation phenomenon which has characterised the latest decades 

has also marked the emergence of transnational non-profits, characterised by complex 

organisational structures and a cross-national presence.  

The modern field of non-profit studies originated in the US when the Commission on Private 

Philanthropy and Public Needs (active from 1973 to 1975), funded by John D. Rockefeller III, 

published Giving in America, and created a new framework of American society in which a third 

sector was added to the public and private sectors.3 

The non-profit sector and the related literature are closely linked with another concept that has 

become of major importance in social and political sciences - civil society. In order to understand 

civil society’s connection with non-profit organisations, it can be defined as the context in which 

non-profits operate; non-profits, in turn, constitute the infrastructure of civil society. Many 

definitions exist, prioritising and highlighting different aspects; however, civil society can be 

widely understood as the sum of institutions, organisations and individuals located between the 

state, the market and the family, and in which people associate voluntarily to advance common 

interests.  

The concept originated in eighteenth-century Europe, in a period in which status-based social order 

was declining and citizens needed to redefine their place in society. Often connected in academic 

literature with the notions of citizenry, citizen participation, and democracy, it gained increasing 

importance in social and political sciences. While some scholars have argued that a global civil 

society is emerging, and it is beginning to occupy the centre of political thought in opposition to 

the statist ideologies of the past century,4 it is necessary to highlight that the roots of the concept 

remain deeply connected with Western developed countries. Hence, it is important to remember 

                                                
2 Helmut K. ANHEIER, Nonprofit …, pp. 11-12. 
3 The commission was denominated the ‘Filer Commission’ after the Chairman of the Commission. It aimed at 
studying the role of the private sector in American society, and at recommending measures to increase voluntary 
giving. The published records can be found here: http://www.ulib.iupui.edu/collections/philanthropy/mss024 (last 
accessed on 6/02/19). 
4 John KEANE, Civil Society: Old Images, New Visions, Cambridge: Polity Press, 1998. 
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that the current academic idea of civil society might result incompatible with different traditions 

and environments proper of other parts of the world. This is one of the reasons why different 

understandings of the concept of civil society originated, and debates about its role in politics and 

political change are ongoing.  

Civil society has often been associated with democracy. For example, according to Alexis de 

Tocqueville, one of the earliest theorists of civil society, the lively and developed associational 

life in the United States was among the reasons for the steadiness of the American democracy, 

since it played an essential role in decentralising governance and fostering citizens’ engagement.5 

Later on, Neo-Tocquevillians described civil society as the social infrastructure for liberal 

democracy, and as the tool which would limit the excesses of the state and the market. This also 

led to interpretations according to which the high number of associations in the developed world 

was the reason for a robust democracy, and the evolving civil society in the developing world was 

bearer of political change.6 For instance, civil society in the form of non-profits and student 

organisations has been deemed an essential element in the democratisations of countries in Eastern 

Europe with the so-called colour revolutions in the early 2000s. However, it has been argued that, 

in order to bring about radical political and social change, the presence of an active civil society 

alone is not sufficient, but it has to be in synergy with a strong political society. Civil society has 

been listed as one fundamental factor for the consolidation of democracy, but it is also widely 

accepted that «not all civil society organisations have the purpose, potential or consequence of 

advancing democracy». 7 

For civil society to exist, there needs to be a state that is able to define and enforce personal rights 

and to maintain social order; the political, legal, bureaucratic and tax framework must allow civil 

society organisations to pursue their interests.8 A liberal and democratic system thus represents the 

best environment for civil society to flourish, and these conditions are more likely to be found in 

developed countries. On the other hand, totalitarian governments tend to limit, restrict and 

manipulate the space for civil associations, although they are not always able to eliminate it – and 

this is a situation more often found in developing countries. Authoritarian regimes generally exert 

strict control over non-profit associations, which are either initiated by the same government in 

the attempt to carry out its own agenda, or grassroots organisations extremely limited in their scope 

of action by the legal framework. However, even if only in developed and democratic countries 

                                                
5 Alexis de TOCQUEVILLE, Democracy in America (1835–40), New York: Harper and Row, 1969. 
6 Muthiah ALAGAPPA, Civil society and political change in Asia, Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2004. 
7 Juan J. LINZ and Alfred STEPAN, Problems of democratic transition and consolidation, Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1998. 
8 Robert POST and Nancy L. ROSENBLUM, Civil society and government. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002, 
p. 7. 
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would the state and the third sector be able to have an ideal relationship of mutual support, it is not 

to underestimate the potential for social development of civil society in different kinds of 

environment.  

Moreover, in the past few decades the phenomenon of globalisation has affected and tied together 

the world economies, but it has also influenced social and political aspects of many countries. 

Especially after the end of the Cold War, the human society has had to deal with the problems that 

the rise of globalisation has made more urgent, against which the actions of the single nations have 

proved less and less appropriate and effective. In order to deal with these issues, a number of 

international non-governmental organisations have emerged to work in fields such as human rights, 

poverty relief, labour, women, humanitarian relief, peace and security, and environmental 

protection and sustainability. Global institutions such as the United Nations have begun to create 

spaces and occasions for non-governmental organisations to come together and discuss common 

issues, and international NGOs have gained an increasingly prominent role in influencing global 

policies. Especially for an important nation like China, developing at a very fast pace, it is of utter 

importance to participate in the global debate on social issues. However, in order to do so, it needs 

to encourage the establishment and the growth of professionalised non-profit organisations with 

the ability to participate in forums and discussions at an international level. 

 

1.2 The need for civil society in China 
 
China represents one of the environments that sits further away from the Western, liberal and 

democratic countries that are said to be the ideal for the healthy development of a non-profit sector. 

However, since Deng Xiaoping started the Opening Reform in 1978, China faced problems 

regarding the provision of public welfare. 

Most of the attention in those years was focused on the economic effects of the opening of the 

once planned Chinese economy to foreign investments, and on its shift towards a socialist market 

economy. The transitional nature of China was, unsurprisingly, mainly analysed from a political 

and economic perspective. But the transition also brought major social changes. The substantial 

economic expansion led to an enormous increase of the population, and the simultaneous 

withdrawal of the state from every aspect of the life of its citizen led to a huge level of unmet needs 

of the population. 

These massive changes, which revolutionised the life of Chinese citizens on a number of different 

dimensions, led to and increased academic interest in the potential rise of a Chinese civil society 

– an interest that, for different reasons, was shared by the Chinese government.  
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Because of the wave of interest in the third sector that had been sparkled by the American “Filer” 

Commission, in the 1980s, a first group of analysts and researchers started to focus their attention 

on Chinese non-profit organisations. This first period of research had the purpose of establishing 

whether or not a state-independent civil society existed and had the potential to bring about 

political change in China. The associational space that students of Chinese civil society were 

looking for was seen as the promising precondition for a recession of the state’s power and the 

surge of democratic aspirations. The results of this first wave of research were disappointing: most 

of Chinese associations were found to be government organised or quasi-governmental, and the 

grassroots, independent organisations had to face enormous obstacles and restrictions posed by the 

unclear and limitative legal framework. They were forced to conclude that the third sector in China 

was almost non-existent, and that a democratic turn was unlikely to take place.  

Years later, a second wave of research approached the subject with a different attitude and different 

purposes. It had been understood that applying Western schemes to the Chinese condition was 

misleading and led to an inaccurate depiction of what was really happening in an extremely 

complicated society. Adopting a more open-minded approach, considered more appropriate to the 

situation, researchers attempted to describe the spaces that were created after the Opening Reform 

for citizens to interact and associate, and what forms their associations were taking – an actual 

description of the space between the state, the market and the family, and its relations with them. 

Andrew Watson, for example, refused to try and match the Chinese situation with a «particular 

paradigm»; instead, he analysed the associational forms that existed in the country to try and 

illustrate how civil society can emerge - even within a non-liberal and non-democratic environment 

- and play a role in social development.9 His study mainly focused on the forms and ways that are 

available to Chinese citizens to associate and interact, not in a strictly political sense, but in the 

context of a rapidly and deeply changing economy, society and culture. Watson also refers to the 

«associational ecosystem» described by Michael Edwards: the relationship of civil society with 

the state and the market are fluid, so that civil society organisations can be totally independent or 

become more political.10 However, because the analysis of civil society developed in the West, 

many assumptions about the nature and role of associations are biased towards Western 

perspectives. Edwards’ view, which sees non-Western associational life as different ecosystems, 

allows a pluralistic approach; and, when referred to China, it encourages to see the aspects for 

which its associational life differs from foreign models. 

                                                
9 Andrew WATSON, Civil Society in a Transitional State: The Rise of Associations in China, in Jonathan Unger (ed.), 
Associations and the Chinese State: Contested Spaces, London: Routledge, 2008, pp. 14-47, p. 15. 
10 Michael EDWARDS, Civil Society, Cambridge: Polity Press, 2004. 
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The relationship between the state and non-profit organisations is extremely complex and 

multifaceted in every country, however liberal and developed. It proves even more so in a reality 

like China, where society is highly heterogeneous and subject to continuous and rapid changes.  

In order to understand the complicated relationship between the Chinese state and non-profit 

organisations, it is of utter importance to understand some fundamental aspects of Chinese 

contemporary society. 

A unique feature of the PRC, as mentioned above, is its transitional state which originated in 1978, 

when Deng Xiaoping’s economic reform transformed the centralised planned economy into a 

socialist market economy. During the centralised planned economy (1953 – 1978), the state used 

to control every aspect of its citizens’ daily life, and to provide for all their needs. In that time, 

every individual was tied to the Communist party infrastructure by the socialist work unit (单位 , 

dānwèi) which, in addition to implementing the party’s policies, would provide education, child 

care, health care and even entertainment to its members. Moreover, the household registration (户

籍, hùjí) was implemented to control the migration of people from the countryside to the cities. 

This system created significant inequalities between urban citizens, who were entitled to welfare 

provisions, and rural citizens, who were not; however, the inequalities within each subpopulation 

were almost non-existent, and thus less likely to generate discontent. Under these circumstances, 

the government had managed to control its rather sedentary population and the allocation of 

resources. 

The market economy brought about enormous changes. The work units disappeared, and nothing 

took over their function of service providers, but the household registration system remained. 

Society became highly mobile, and the urban and rural registration contributed to increasing 

inequalities among citizens, who were now more connected and able to recognise them and to feel 

discontent. The population started to age and the gap between the values of the older and the 

younger generations widened, creating different social needs. Even if the total poverty in the 

country decreased significantly, the deepening inequalities between urban and rural, migrant and 

resident, the coast and the interior generated an extremely complex society. Consumerism and a 

highly competitive environment also began to characterise Chinese society, making it particularly 

hard for disadvantaged categories to seize opportunities. The government and its structures were 

no longer suited to deal with this broader range of interest groups. Many categories of people, such 

as migrants, the unemployed, and the disabled found themselves without the protection of the 

planned system, and in a market economy where they were not able to compete. 

In response to this new and complicated situation, a new way of thinking emerged with regards to 

social management. Liao Xun, a scholar who had contributed to the design of the new 
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administrative structure of Hainan province in 1988, thought that the state’s role was to serve the 

individuals - who in his view are the basic cells of society - and to interfere as little as possible: he 

coined the concept of ‘small government, big society’ (小政府大社会, xiǎo zhèngfǔ dà shèhuì) to 

advocate for an evolution of the functions of the government in response to the changes of 

society.11 Because it had become impossible for the state to provide for its citizens’ needs as before 

1978, it had to allow more space for social and economic organisations to be establish, for more 

autonomous social interactions to take place. The reforms in Hainan were meant as test reforms, 

to expand to the whole country in case they had been successful. Indeed, the government had 

interest in policies that would allow to reduce administrative personnel and streamline the 

administrative process. Eventually, the project was not carried forward, partly due to the reticence 

of the central government to fully support the initiative, and partly because of the issues that would 

have risen from the reforms. 

Nevertheless, the concept that underpinned the experimental project – the necessity to restructure 

the functions of the government and to mobilise all types of social forces to meet the needs of 

society became common place in China. Since then, the government has been trying to innovate 

its structure and to create a more cohesive legal framework to allow the development of new forms 

of organisations. The process has not been constant, nor has it been equally developed in all 

provinces and cities, but it has taken significant steps forward in raising awareness of the potential 

role of social organisation in solving the new social problems that China has been facing in the 

past few decades. 

 
1.3 The emergence of a Chinese non-profit sector  
 
Social organisations had their roots in China long before Mao’s time. According to He and Wang, 

at the beginning of the 20th century voluntary groups had begun to proliferate, and they were active 

in the field such as politics, commerce, education and culture.12 In 1911, the political change 

brought with the birth of the Republic of China gave further impetus to the development of 

associations. Business organisations began to flourish and according to the China Yearbook in 

1917, the number of chambers of commerce from 1912 to 1915 had gone from 57 to 1.242.  

Associations of intellectuals and merchants were once the ones that were more capable of 

                                                
11 For further reading on the the origin and nature of this idea, cf. Kjeld E. BRØDSGAARD, State and Society in Hainan: 
Liao Xun's Ideas on ‘Small Government, Big Society’, in Reconstructing Twentieth Century China, Kjeld E. 
Brødsgaard and David Strand (eds.), Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998, pp. 189-215. 
 
12  Cf. Shaoguang WANG and Jianyu HE, Associational revolution in China: Mapping the landscapes, «Korea 
Observer», 35 (2004) 3, pp. 485-533. 
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reformation and innovation enthusiasm.13 The communist power dismantled it and replaced it with 

its own institutions. When Mao and the communists came to power in 1949, most independent 

organisations, especially religious ones, were dismantled, while the government took control of 

some associations that had been established as non-governmental, such as the Red Cross and the 

Chinese Women’s Federation.14 Organisations like the Chinese Women Federations are part of a 

category of institutions that is a result of the events and the environment of the country in that 

period: mass organisations.  

Mass organisations were created in the 1950s as a belt between the state and particular interest 

groups, and they are still active today. They are officially subordinated to the Party and staffed 

with Party-cadres. Mass organisations could be considered as a hybrid between a government 

institution and a civil society organisation. There are eight of them and they are, to name a few 

others, the All-China Trade Union Federation and the Communist Youth League. They operate 

within the official legal framework and enact the government’s policies in their field of 

competence, while reporting on their sector’s needs. For this reason – their non-voluntary and non-

independent nature – they cannot be considered NGOs for Western standards. On the other hand, 

they do represent and safeguard the interests of the interest groups they are connected to, and some 

of the functions they assume are very similar to those of conventional non-profits. This shows that, 

even in the absence of an independent civil society, there have been spaces, even during Mao’s 

time, dedicated to advance citizens’ interest. However, until the late 1980s, there was no organ of 

the government in charge of the administration of associational affairs. This is the reason why no 

statistics on associations have ever been redacted during that period of time. 

After the Opening Reform, the Chinese government was in a difficult position regarding civil 

society. In the 1980s, as mentioned above, non-profits organisations were strongly linked – in 

history and in collective conscience - to political change and democracy. The government was 

afraid that allowing too much space to non-governmental organisations would have meant to lose 

its control over society. This caused a reticent attitude towards citizens associations in general, 

even if their establishment would have meant external provision of social services, and the 

possibility to streamline state administration. The Chinese government at that time did not have 

any experience in how to deal with third sector, nor did the citizens had the necessary knowledge 

to start organisations that could provide social services effectively on a national scale. 

                                                
13 Min MA, 官商之间：社会巨变中的近代绅商 [Between Officials and Merchants: Modern Gentry-merchants in 
Profound Social Transformation], Tianjin: Tianjin People’s Publishing House, 1995; Bing Sang, 清末新知识界的社
团与活动  [New Academic Social Organizations and their Activities During the Late Qing], Beijing: Sanlian 
Publishing House, 1995. 
14 Qiusha MA, Non-governmental organizations in contemporary China, London: Routledge, 2006. 
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On the other hand, it was not possible to ban every form of social association and eradicate civil 

society, especially on a long-term basis. It would have been impossible to enforce the ban 

efficiently, not to add extremely costly. Moreover, it was against China’s interest to prohibit the 

creation of organisations that had the potential to bring about innovation and new solutions to the 

country’s problems. 

The first experiment that the government did in the field took place in the early 1980s, when 

experimental reforms were launched in order to renew national trade associations; this led to the 

appearance of more than 100 associations. Trade associations were encouraged by Party and 

government officials and supported in their role of social intermediaries.15 

However, because after Deng’s reforms political control had become laxer, many other types of 

associations began to blossom. In particular, the flourishing of student associations played an 

essential role in the history of development of Chinese civil society, when they provided the real 

dynamic behind the 1989 Democracy Movement.16  It was the occurrence of those events that 

made the government realise that there was the need for a regulatory policy and a supervisory body, 

an official bureau with the duty to supervise the official registration on these organisations. 

During the 1980s and the 1990s, attempts at governance innovation led to the creation of 

government-organised non-governmental organisations (GONGOs). These institutions were tied 

to the government, because they had emerged from governmental departments – but they were 

semi-independent institutions. Their role was to take over activities that were once carried out by 

the government, they were a tool to achieve the reduction in size of government departments. This 

kind of institutions were made able to undertake project that could receive funds from international 

donors and NGOs, contrary to government departments. Their organisational form had the 

advantage of being able to commit to more experimental projects and to address social issues in a 

timelier way than the government bodies. Nevertheless, their denomination reveals the paradox of 

regarding a set of organisations that are established, funded and organised by the government as 

NGOs, which are generally understood to be voluntary and independent from the state or the 

market. On the contrary, these associations have not been set up voluntarily by citizens with the 

purpose to foster their interest, but they have been established top-down, with close ties to the 

party, and the system they operate in controlled by the government. This contradiction is what 

puzzled the first researchers who began to study civil society in China: while searching for 

independent, grassroot organisation, through which citizens could come together and advance their 

                                                
15 Ibid. 
16 Thomas B. GOLD, Tiananmen and Beyond: The Resurgence of Civil Society in China, «Journal of Democracy», 1 
(1990) 1, pp. 18-31. 
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interests, they realised that the vast majority of important NGOs were, in reality, an extension of 

the authority.  

According to Deng Guosheng, only in 1995 did the first bottom-up grassroots organisations begin 

to appear alongside GONGOs.17 It has been reported by multiple sources that it was during that 

year that the term “NGO” gained momentum in China, thanks to the Fourth World Conference on 

Women held in Beijing, which had, as a collateral event, the World Conference on Women’s 

NGOs forum.18 

This event allowed members of mass organisations and other social organisations to come into 

contact with foreign NGOs, to establish relationships and exchange ideas with them. Thanks to 

this opportunity, and the fact that national media extensively covered the forum, the concept of 

non-governmental organisations started to circulate in China, and rising number of grassroot 

organisations began to be established in country. 

 

1.4 The first regulations 
 
The number of associations established in the mainland started to rise following 1978. However, 

the government did not immediately take measures in order to regulate them. Only in the late 

1980s was the first wave of regulations issued. The attitude of distrust towards citizens associations, 

together with undeniable practical needs, shaped the main principles that guided these first 

regulations and – to some extent - are still guiding social management in the PRC.  

Beside the 1989 Democracy Movement mentioned above, one of the reasons that caused the 

government to act was the size and importance that some organisations, such as the China Youth 

Development Foundation, were assuming.19 The central government and local authorities began 

to issue a number of regulations, notices and documents with the purpose of governing these new 

institutions, but these documents mostly adopted an ad hoc, incremental approach with the 

objective of responding to specific issues. A feature which distinguishes the legal framework of 

this period is the lack of a global, overarching law to provide consistency and complementarity. 

Nevertheless, the guiding principles contained in those regulations embodied the administrative 

mechanisms and procedures that the social organisations had to comply with in order to obtain the 

legal, registered status. 

                                                
17 Guosheng DENG, The Hidden Rules Governing China’s Unregistered NGOs: Management and Consequences, 
«The China Review», 10 (2010) 1, pp. 183-206. 
18 Qiusha MA, Non-governmental…, p. 78. 
19 The China Youth Development Foundation, together with the Communist Youth League, started Project Hope (希
望工程, xīwàng gōngchéng) in 1989, with the aim to build schools in poorer rural regions of China and to help 
disadvantaged children receive basic education. 
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To describe the system that had been adopted, it is important to focus on two main concepts, 

‘registration by levels of government’ (分级登,记 fēnjí dēngjì) and ‘dual administration’ (双重光

里, shuāngchóng guānglǐ). The former indicates the requirement for organisations to register at the 

level of government within which their operations will take place (for example with provincial 

authorities in case they aim at operating on a provincial level). The latter refers to the need for 

every organization willing to register to do so both with the Ministry of Central Affairs and with 

a professional supervisory unit (业务主管单位, yèwù zhǔguǎn dānwèi). The Ministry of Civil 

Affairs had the duty of overseeing the process of registration and the compliance with all 

requirements, while the supervisory unit, which was meant to be an institution working in the same 

field of the social organization, had to supervise the daily operations of the organization. 

In 1988 the Measures on Foundation Administration of (基金会管理办法, jījīn huì guǎnlǐ bànfǎ) 

were released, followed in 1989 by the Regulations on Social Group Registration and 

Administration (社会团体登记管理条, shèhuì tuántǐ dēngjì guǎnlǐ tiáolì). The former posed the 

requirement for foundations to have a clear social mission and registered capital, it indicated the 

People’s Bank of China as the auditing body and the Ministry of Civil Affairs as the registration 

body.20 The latter, governing social groups, similarly required registration with the Ministry of 

Civil Affairs. The reality this second regulation aimed at governing was extremely more complex 

and difficult to standardize. In 1988 a Bureau of NGO Administration had been instituted within 

the Ministry of Civil Affairs (民政部社会团体管理司, mínzhèng bù shèhuì tuántǐ guǎnlǐ sī), 

which became the leader of the government campaign to identify and register social organisations 

already existing in the country.  

A common phrase used by the Chinese government during the years following Deng’s reform was 

‘develop first, manage later’ (小发展、后管理, xiān fāzhǎn, hòu guǎnlǐ). It referred to the attitude 

of allowing for the development of certain aspects of the country, such as the economy or, in this 

case, social organisations, and worrying about the management of issues that might emerge only 

later. As for social organisations, whose development had been chaotic due to lack of cohesion of 

the issued regulations, the measures adopted in order to create a unified system of management 

were called ‘clean-up and reorganization’, or reregistration process. They aimed at addressing 

multiple issues: the emergence of organisations with unstable element deemed dangerous for 

national security, engaged in economic activities that interfered with the state’s economic 

programs, or engaged in activities that were not consistent with their mission, and the excess of 

                                                
20 Ming WANG, The Development of Civil Organizations and the Road to Civil Society in China, in Id. (ed.), Emerging 
Civil Society in China, 1978-2008, Leiden: Brill, 2011, pp. 1-58. 
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social groups registered with overlapping services.21 These measures were adopted in 1990 and in 

1997. During the first clean-up campaign (1991-1992), 118.691 organizations applied, but only 

89.969 registrations were approved.22 After the second campaign 1998, and by 2000, the total 

number of social organisations registered nationwide dropped significantly. The second clean-up 

campaign was underway until 1999, and it was in that period of time that new regulations were 

issued. First of all, the Regulations on Social Group Registration and Administration was updated 

in 1998, and the new version was deemed much stricter than the previous one. Important issues 

that were tackled in this updated version were the clarification of the role of the supervisory units 

and the range of institutions that could take that role, and the requirement for all social 

organisations to become fully registered, while the previous version allowed some organisations 

to just lodge documents about their operations without becoming a full independent person.23 

Secondly, the new category of civil non-enterprise units (民办事业单位, mínbàn shìyè dānwèi) 

was introduced in the system, , and the Provisional Regulations on Civil Non-enterprise Units 

Registration and Administration (民办非企业单位登记管暂行条例, mínbàn fēi qǐyè dānwèi 

dēngjì guǎnlǐ zhànxíng tiáolì) were issued in 1998. The second clean-up campaign thus served as 

a means to integrate the new category into the system, and to create a better framework that would 

allow to manage social groups better. 

The revised 1998 Regulations on Social Group Registration and Administration and the 

Provisional Regulations on Civil Non-Enterprise Units further consolidated and clarified the dual 

administration system, which had already been put in place by the first version of the regulation. 

The objective of this system was to constitute a unified registration system under the authority of 

the Ministry of Civil Affairs, while at the same time leaving partial jurisdiction to the governmental 

administrative departments working in the same fields as social organisations (professional 

supervisory units). The implementation of this system was gradual, both because of political 

factors and administrative adjustments, and had huge effects on the development of civil society 

organization. While it improved the overall administrative framework, official numbers show they 

                                                
21 Ibid. 
22 Ye ZHANG, Chinese NGOs: a survey report; Foundation in China: a survey report, in Tadashi Yamamoto (ed.), 
Emerging Civil Society in the Asia Pacific Community: a 25th Anniversary Project of JCIE, Tokyo: Institute of 
Southeast Asian Studies and Japan Center for International Exchange, 1996. 
23 According to Article 3, Clauses 2 and 3 of the 1998 Regulations: «Social organizations that are checked and ratified 
by those responsible for administration of staff numbers in the institutions under the State Council and approved by 
the State Council to operate without registration». A similar rule also applies to organizations established within 
institutions and enterprises; this allowed some social organisations to legally operate without registering, thus not 
appearing in the official statistics about domestic non-profits. 
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also had negative effects on the development of non-profits that had been initially promoted by 

the government. 

As for foundations, a revised version of the 1988 Regulation was issued only in 2004. All of the 

documents and measures released up until that moment only applied to domestic organisations. 

This document represented a breakthrough in the history of Chinese civil society, as it was the first 

one to incorporate rules regarding foreign foundations operating in China. Quite interestingly, 

foreign foundations had begun to operate in the mainland years before. However, they had had to 

do in a legal limbo, where no laws existed referring to them or their operations in China, and no 

governmental body was in charge of their supervision. Prominent organisations like the Ford 

Foundation had been able to negotiate directly with government bodies in order to establish a 

collaboration: the Ford Foundation was the first foreign foundation to start operating in China in 

1979 (it opened its first office in 1988). Good relationship with the government were essential for 

social organisations at that time, and they are still one of the main factors determining NGOs 

success in China. The foreign organisations which tried to establish operations in China later on 

followed the Ford Foundation’s example, and the government followed the same path for dealing 

with their presence on Chinese territory, adopting, once again, and ad hoc approach, and evaluating 

each case independently.  

Until 2004, the Provisional Regulations for Foreign Chambers of Commerce of 1989 (外国商会

管理暂行规定, wàiguó shānghuì guǎnlǐ zhàn háng guīdìng) was the only document dealing with 

foreign organisations working on Chinese territory. However, chambers of commerce were only a 

really small part of the foreign institutions that actually established operations in China, especially 

after the 1995 4th World Conference on Women held in Beijing and the related NGO Forum. 

The 2004 Regulation on Foundation Administration established important new rules for domestic 

and foreign foundations. First of all, it created two distinguished categories of domestic 

foundations: public fundraising and non-public fundraising foundations. While foundations in the 

former category were allowed to raise donations from the public, the others had to rely on other 

sources of revenue. This provision clearly affected the development of public donations in the 

country. Secondly, as far as foreign foundations were concerned, the law stipulated that they had 

to undergo a registration process similar to the one that applied to domestic organisations, which 

entailed finding a professional supervisory unit and registering with the ministry of civil affairs in 

order to register a representative office in China. However, foreign organisations that did not wish 

to register a representative office did not have to submit documents and did not have a supervisory 

body. All foreign foundations in China were prohibited from public fundraising and from 

accepting donations in China.  



 19 

 

1.5 Constraints on civil society 
 
The legal framework established by the Chinese government over the years – until 2016 – has 

attracted criticism concerning the constraint that the system was putting on the development of 

civil society. The aspects that concerned critics were many and involved a number of different 

aspects of the nature of the regulations, the registration process and of the management of social 

organisations. 

When considering the overall legal framework, it has been argued that it lacked completeness and 

clarity. The main documents that represented the legal basis governing the third sector were mainly 

executive documents, never approved by the People’s congress; some of the rules derived from 

internal documents, unpublished speeches of high officials and other documents that NGOs might 

not have been aware of.24 The lack of clarity concerns many aspects of non-profits. For example, 

the regulations define in a vague manner how it is determined that associations provide social 

benefits or meet social needs.25 The loose formulation of the provisions, according to critics, leaves 

ample room for the authorities to interpret regulations. 

Moreover, the requirement – instituted in 1998 – that every organisation with three or more CCP 

members establish a party branch within its structure did not specify the amount of authority of 

party branches over organisations’ activities. A further consideration is that different 

administrative systems of areas in which NGOs are likely to operate do not provide any 

complementary regulation. These fields might be, for example, health, finance, or justice, and this 

deficiency of the legal framework might cause some organisations not to be recognized or 

authorized to operate, thus preventing them from providing services that would benefit society and 

the country.  

Most of the concerns in academic literature on Chinese civil society are related to the registration 

process, which presents many issues for social organisations willing to register. First of all, the 

requirements that have to be met by the organisation pose the first big issue encountered especially 

by small, rural, grassroots associations. In a country like China, whose society presents multiple 

dimensions of inequality, in which geographic location makes a real difference in life opportunities, 

in which urbanization is causing rural areas to be more and more isolated, the development of 

grassroots organisations such as rural associations could really make a difference. However, the 

regulations demand a minimum of 50 members, a minimum of working capital of 100.000 yuan 

for an association registered at a national level and of 30.000 yuan at local level, a formal structure 

                                                
24 Qiusha MA, Non-governmental…, p. 6. 
25 Andrew WATSON, Civil Society…, p. 42. 
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and fixed assets that are clearly difficult to obtain for smaller organisations. Secondly, a direct 

consequence of the principle of ‘registration by level of government’ constituted a further obstacle 

for registration. Because only one organisation was allowed to work in a specific field at each 

administrative level, many organisations were denied registration because GONGOs were already 

registered in the same field. According to Saich, this will ensure a continued sectoral monopoly of 

some GONGOs.26 Thirdly, the necessity to register with a supervisory unit posed arguably one of 

the biggest obstacles for NGOs, causing the registration process to be long and difficult. Deng 

stated that failure to secure sponsorship has been the reason that caused the majority of 

organisations to not become registered.27 

The requirement to register with a professional supervisory units (业务主管单位, yèwù zhǔguǎn 

dānwèi) is crucial for NGOs: failing to find a supervisory unit – operating in the same sector and 

willing to vouch for the organization and supervise its daily management – would result in the 

impossibility to register and to obtain a legal – tax-exempt – status. On the other hand, to find and 

register with a supervisory unit entails the constant supervision of an external organ in charge of 

monitoring any activity, the organization’s compliance with internal and external rules, annual 

reports and evaluations. The requirement that the supervisory unit operates in the same field as the 

NGOs causes difficulties to cross-sector organisations, forcing them to either focus on one 

principal sector or not to register. Furthermore, as Watson argues, the sharing of responsibilities 

between the Ministry of civil affairs and the supervisory body has resulted, in practice, in lax 

supervision.28 On the other hand, from the point of view of organisations eligible to become 

supervisory units, this role could be extremely burdensome. Institutions could either not be willing 

to bear the responsibility (political and legal) for the activities of another organisation, or not feel 

the pressure and need to become one: as Simon argues, the regulations do not require the 

organisations to respond to non-profits’ applications, and the vague requirements concerning the 

documents to be filed for registration would be a further reason accounting for this problem.29 

Potentially, all the obstacles issued above can be used in order to deny registration to unwanted 

organisations, or to organisations that are deemed a threat for the stability of society. However, 

this ample power of authorities over civil society might cause an uneven development. It is a 

known fact that the Chinese government encourages mostly NGOs working in the fields of service 

provision, such as health, education, poverty relief, while areas that are considered more politically 

                                                
26 Tony SAICH, Negotiating the state: the development of social organizations in China, «The China Quarterly», 161 
(2000), pp. 124-141. 
27 Guosheng DENG, The Hidden Rules…, pp. 183-206. 
28 Andrew WATSON, Civil Society…, p. 43. 
29 Karla W. SIMON, Civil society in China, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013, p. 242. 
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sensitive, such as advocacy, are strictly controlled. The discretion that the government is allowed 

by the regulations is clearly a factor in the underdevelopment of some areas of the third sector. 

It is important to underline, however, that not all constraints on Chinese civil society originated in 

the legal framework within which it developed. There are some other factors, both internal and 

external to the organisations. Among the internal factors, there is what Watson refers to as ‘lack 

of internal capacity’, due to their relatively recent history. Many organisations do not have what 

non-profits in Western countries have come to rely the most to gain public trust: organizational 

transparency and clear management processes. Moreover, the smaller they are, the less fundraising 

capacity they have to allow them to properly carry out their projects. The deficiency in grassroot 

NGOs professional capacity and the lack of foreign-language proficiency has also kept them 

isolated from the global NGO discourse, a discourse that only GONGOs have been able to join. 

This lack of experience and know-how has been addresses by a growing number of training 

projects and information outlets. Both the Chinese government, larger Chinese non-profits and 

international NGOs have had an important role in this effort to facilitate the development of the 

Chinese third sector. 

Another considerable constraint on the growth of non-profits is their difficulty in attracting and 

retaining workforce. In order to fully develop, non-profits have to be able to rely on paid staff as 

much as on volunteers. However, there are not many incentives for Chinese qualified staff to work 

in the sector, because of the absence of a welfare system for the sector and the lower wages.30 

Looking at external factors, the underdeveloped system of domestic philanthropy and the lack of 

public trust in charitable associations has most likely affected the growth of the sector. Chinese 

philanthropy lacked legal incentives, and, for historical reasons, it has always been lower than the 

international average.  

The widespread lack of public trust is also rooted in the history of the country. Citizens are used 

to think as the government as the main provider for all kinds of social needs, and they tend to be 

cautious towards NGOs. Adding to that, a number of scandals emerged in recent years concerning 

misplacement of funds by some major charities such as the Red Cross of China, and they had a 

strong negative impact on the donations for the two consecutive years. This is one of the reasons 

why Chinese NGOs need to learn how to improve their accountability and transparency, topics 

that have been the principal objectives of Western charities for a few years now. The interaction 

with international NGOs has helped Chinese organisations in this sense, by putting them in contact 

with best practices and with relevant training; however, their coexistence in the Chinese 

environment has also caused INGOs to become direct competitors of Chinese NGOs for what 

                                                
30 Andrew WATSON, Civil Society…, p. 43. 



 22 

concerns the attraction of staff, and they might also have imposed their influence and by 

collaborating at projects and providing funding, causing Chinese NGOs to become too dependent 

on their help. 

  

1.6 Classification of social organisations in China  
 
The diversity within the landscape of Chinese social organisations is such that different 

classifications are possible, depending on what kind of discriminant factors one wishes to consider. 

Andrew Watson adopted and interesting method to classify social organisation, based on different 

categories’ closeness and dependency from the government. Other classifications can be based on 

the areas in which organisations operate, their field of work, or else on their size or location. 

However, the classification that proves more relevant to this study is the administrative, legal 

classification of organisations. 

The Bureau of NGO Administration, the governmental body within the Ministry of Civil Affairs 

which is in charge of supervising and managing the registration of social organisations, recognizes 

three different categories of social groups, which are social organisations (社团组织, shètuán 

zǔzhī), civil non-enterprise units (民间非营利企业, mínjiān fēi yínglì qǐyè), and foundations (基

金会, jījīn huì). These are the categories represented in official statistics. Civil non-enterprise units 

were incorporated in the statistics of the Ministry of Civil Affairs in 1998, while foundations were 

only included in 2003. It is important to remember that many organisations that operate like non-

profits are registered with the Industry and Commerce Bureau; others are allowed to exist within 

other officially recognized bodies such as institutions and enterprises. 

1998 Regulations, having introduced different categories of social organisations, also provided – 

for the first time – definitions of the term ‘social organisation’ and ‘civil non-enterprise units’. The 

regulations quote: «Social organizations are non-profit organizations that are voluntarily founded 

by Chinese citizens for their common will and operated according to their charters». The document 

also specifies that they cannot engage in for-profit activities.31 The defining characteristic of social 

organisations, according to, is that they are membership-based, and they are centred around 

“people and their social relationships”.32 Because of their longer history, social organisations 

present a more varied and heterogeneous composition compared to civil non-enterprise units and 

foundations, thus making them harder to regulate according to common standards. 

                                                
31 Chinese State Council, The regulations for registration and management of social organizations, People’s Daily, 
October 26: 3, 1998. 
32 Ming WANG, The Development…, pp. 1-58. 
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A requirement that only applies to social organisations and, quite surprisingly, not to civil non-

enterprise units, is the possession of corporate status, that is to say, «an organization’s formalness, 

establishment and legal responsibility».33 According to the government taking responsibility for 

their legal actions is a way to improve the social image of organisations; however, this proves to 

be a further obstacle for small organisations to register. 

Civil non-enterprise units are defined as «social entities that are organized by enterprises, non-

commercial institutions, and other social forces with non-state funds that engage in not-for-profit 

social services».34 The category was created in order to provide a legal status to income making-

institutions that provided social services. Thus, the direct provision of social services is the focus 

for this kind of associations, and it also is what differentiates them from the other types of civil 

organisations. 

Foundations are financial groups that are defined by a main focus on finance and public interest 

relationships. The regulations divide this type of civil organisation into two main categories: public 

fundraising foundations, allowed to engage in fundraising activities and to accept private donations, 

and non-public fundraising foundations, which are generally funded by financial gifts from 

philanthropists or corporations. 

These three categories are the ones that are officially required to register. However, many civil 

society organisations decide to not undergo the registration process, or simply cannot because they 

do not meet the requirements. Despite the issue of the Interim Measures for Banning Illegal Non-

Government Organizations in 2000, aimed at limiting the growth of non-profits, the government 

has mostly been following the three no policy (no recognition, no banning, no intervention) 

described by Deng.35 The 2000 ban followed the incidents regarding Falun Gong in 1999; some 

critics suggested that it was issued with the aim of creating a tool to facilitate the government in 

dealing with problematic organisations, and to influence the behaviour of organisations towards a 

more cautious approach. Moreover, Deng argues that Civil Affairs Department would face a 

greater challenge if they officially recognised unregistered organisations, as they would bear 

political responsibility in case of breach of regulations. These unregistered organisations probably 

enjoy more independence from the government, however, they face obvious challenges as they are 

not allowed simple actions as opening a bank account, which makes it extremely hard for them to 

receive funds or accept donations.  

 

                                                
33 Qiusha MA, Non-governmental…, p. 79. 
34 Chinese State Council, The temporary regulations for registration and management for non-governmental and non-
commercial enterprises, People’s Daily, October 26: 3, 1998. 
35 Guosheng DENG, The Hidden Rules…, pp. 183-206. 
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1.7 The recent legislative development 
 
Since the late 2000s, the Chinese government has started to put considerable effort into the 

improvement of its regulatory capacity regarding civil society organisations. This effort has led to 

a general revision of the legal framework. Local governments had been carrying out experimental 

reforms in areas related to the third sector during the previous years which were meant to inform 

and advise the new laws.  

The 12th Five Year Plan (2011-2015) presented as a focus point the concept of ‘social management 

innovation’, understood as the ability of the state to coordinate with non-profits and non-state 

actors to achieve common goals. With the beginning of the Xi Jinping administration, the phrase 

‘social management innovation’ was substituted by ‘social governance’ which was seen as 

emphasising a more even cooperation between the state and civil society organisations.36 Since it 

began, the Xi administration has embarked in a series of major vigorous campaigns on a national 

level: together with the fight against corruption and the encouragement of ideological orthodoxy 

in state agencies, what has proven to be extremely relevant for civil society is a campaign 

promoting the rule-of-law, aimed at emphasising China’s regulatory capacity and greater 

adherence to  the rules. For the third sector, which notoriously lacked comprehensive laws and 

was still observing executive regulations that could be considered obsolete, the emphasis on the 

rule-of-law could have been a chance to solve many of the legal problems of the sector and a way 

to boost its long-needed development. 

However, a general trend has emerged which concerned critics and academics: an increased, 

focused support of certain elements of civil society in areas that are extremely important to the 

government, mainly related to service provision, science and technology and poverty alleviation, 

while other, more sensitive areas are facing even stricter control and legal obstacles. It is 

undeniable, however, that the reforms that have been promulgated since 2016 (in what is a still 

ongoing process) constitute what has been defined a regulatory ‘Great Leap Forward’ and 

represent a hugely significant development in the history on non-profit organisations in the PRC. 

The most important legislative changes are embodied in the Charity Law of the People’s Republic 

of China (中华人民共和国慈善法, zhōnghuá rénmín gònghéguó císhàn fǎ) that has been passed 

in March 2016 and became effective on the 1st of September 2016, and in the Law of the People’s 

Republic of China on Administration of Activities of Overseas Nongovernmental Organizations 

in the Mainland of China (中华人民共和国境外非政府组织境内活动管理法, zhōnghuá rénmín 
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gònghéguó jìngwài fēi zhèngfǔ zǔzhī jìngnèi huódòng guǎnlǐ fǎ), which went into effect on the 1st 

of January 2017. Adding to those, in August 2018 the Ministry of Civil Affairs published for public 

comment a draft of a regulation that, if passed, will replace the three regulations that have been 

the core of the regulatory system for Chinese civil society: the 1998 Regulations on Social Groups 

registration and Administration, the 1998 Provisional Regulations on Civil Non-‐‑enterprise Units 

Registration and Management and the 2004 Regulations on Foundations Administration; this new 

regulation will be the Regulation on Social Organisations Registration and Administration (社会

组织登记管理条例, shèhuì zǔzhī dēngjì guǎnlǐ tiáolì). 

The 2016 Charity Law has been general positively received, as it has improved many aspects for 

the work of domestic NGOs working in philanthropic and charitable spaces. The law’s main focus 

points are the definition of charity in China, also called ‘public welfare’ (公益事业, gōngyì 

shìyè) 37 , the regulation of charitable organisations and charitable trusts, the management of 

fundraising and donations – including online donations, and promotes greater transparency by 

setting requirements for information disclosure. 

First of all, one of the main innovation it brought is the introduction of the charitable organisation 

status (慈善组织, císhàn zǔzhī) for the three types of social organisations, provided that they are 

lawfully established and that they carry out charitable activities without a profit-making purpose.38 

These organisations can either apply for the charitable status when they register or after they have 

registered with the national or local Civil Affairs Department. The benefits of obtaining the status 

of charitable organisations are additional tax benefits and the possibility to apply for public 

fundraising credentials. 

Secondly, it includes provisions regarding charitable trusts (慈善信托, císhàn xìntuō). A charitable 

trust is a financial arrangement that allows donors to appoint a trustee (either a charitable 

organisation or a trust company) and set aside assets for the trustee to manage for a specific 

charitable purpose. The establishment of this kinds of trusts does not require the donors to register 

as social organisations first. Charitable trusts had already been recognised in 2001 by the Trust 

Law, which, however, did not specify operational details, which body would act as a supervisory 

authority, nor clear tax provisions. The 2016 Charity Law, by including charity trusts, aims at 

                                                
37 As a document redacted by the INCL (International Center for Not-for-profit Law) reports, «Article 3 of the Charity 
Law defines charity or public welfare as nonprofit activities carried out on a voluntary basis by natural persons, legal 
persons, or other entities, using such means as donating assets or providing […] services. The types of services 
provided have to pertain to the areas of poverty alleviation, social service for disadvantaged groups such as the elderly 
and the disabled, disaster relief, promotion of education, science, culture, health and sports, environmental protection, 
and other activities compliant with provisions of the law». 
38 Cf. Article 8 of the 2016 Charity Law. 
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encouraging their establishment as a powerful tool for advancing sustainable development in the 

charity. 

Moreover, it includes tax incentives for qualifying organisations and allows NGOs that have been 

registered for two year and possess all the requirements to apply for a public fundraising status. 

These provisions are aimed at boosting the contributions of social donations, and at making 

donations available to a bigger number of organisations. 

Lastly, it includes provisions regarding online donations, a sector that has proved to have the 

potential to change the Chinese charitable landscape. Online donations are considered public 

fundraising. The law also requires organisations to file documentation about the donations they 

receive, and it sets standard that the online fundraising platforms have to meet in order to improve 

transparency and to make information about fundraising available for assessment. 

It is interesting to note that the Charity Law also states the need to «educate a new generation of 

talents in charity management through tertiary education and research institutions», showing 

concern for the professionalization of staff working in the sector.39 

The 2017 Overseas NGO Law is the first law regulating activities of overseas NGOs in the PRC. 

It has been, arguably, the most controversial among recent regulations because it is seen as too 

strict and limitative on foreign non-profits activities. It is important to remember that, before these 

regulations were promulgated, the number of foreign organisations registered with the Ministry of 

Civil Affairs was extremely low, and a very high number of institutions was working in a legal 

limbo like unregistered domestic organisations. No official data were available to understand the 

actual impact of these organisations on the development of Chinese civil society, nor on the 

country’s economy. This is, in fact, the first comprehensive law that allows foreign institutions to 

obtain a legal status, and it regulates all funding, collaboration and activity carried out by 

organisations established outside mainland China. 

Both benefits and shortcomings could be highlighted regarding this law, and probably only time 

will reveal the entirety of its effects on civil society. 

Major concerns have been expressed regarding the institution of a ‘dual administration system’ 

that resembles the one that applies to domestic organisations. The differences with the registration 

process for domestic social organisations, however, are significant: the Ministry of Public Security 

(the Chinese police) has been appointed as registration authority. While in the past the Ministry of 

Civil Affairs had supervised both the registration of domestic and foreign organisations, the choice 

of the Ministry of Public Security suggests a more restrictive environment, in which foreign 
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organisations have become a matter of national security. In addition, a foreign NGO willing to 

register has to first find a professional supervisory unit willing to sponsor and monitor its activities 

in China. Professional supervisory units are generally designated government agencies under the 

State Council, and they play an essential role of supervisors. To facilitate the registration of foreign 

NGOs, however, lists of potential supervisory units have been published by the ministry of Public 

Security and by some local governments both in English and Chinese.  

The law specifies the requirements that an organisation has to meet in order to register a 

representative office, and the materials it has to provide. A very important provision is that the 

time limit for a supervisory unit to approve the registration of a foreign organisation is sixty days, 

which limits the duration of the process and concretely requires the supervisory unit to respond to 

applications. It is not specified, however, what a foreign NGO should do in case it does not find 

an appropriate supervisory unit. While a registered organisation is allowed to carry out activities 

in other locations than the one where it has registered if multiple locations are specified in its 

registration documents, it cannot set up branches in other locations. 

Another focal area which critics of the law have focused on is the barriers it raises on the 

cooperation of foreign institutions with Chinese organisation, while before its implementation the 

legal obstacles to international contact were relatively few.  Since January 2017, only two channels 

are given to social organisations established outside of mainland China (including Taiwan, Hong 

Kong and Macau) to carry out operations: one is to register a representative office with the ministry 

of Public Security and the sponsorship of a professional supervisory unit; the other is to carry out 

temporary activities: in order to do so, the foreign organisation needs a Chinese partner, and it has 

to file documentation about the activities they want to carry out for the approval of the Ministry of 

Public Security. Temporary activities have to respect a time limit of one year. The effects of this 

provision will be increased obstacles for grassroot Chinese NGOs to access foreign funding, as the 

law states that foreign organisations that do not register through one of these channels “are not 

allowed to carry out activities either openly or covertly, or to authorize, fund, or covertly authorize 

any Chinese work unit (dānwèi) or individual to carry out activities”.40 

Moreover, the Overseas NGO Law states that foreign NGOs are not allowed to carry out public 

fundraising activities on Chinese territory, even if it does not explicitly prohibit them to accept 

unsolicited donations. 

Many aspects of this law point towards a desire of the government to tighten its control over 

foreign funding, which they believe hides nefarious intentions of the Western donors. It is 

                                                
40  Cf. China Philanthropy Law Report, «International Center for Not-for-Profit Law», 03/17. URL: 
http://www.icnl.org/research/Philanthropy/FAQ%20-%20Overseas%20NGO%20Law%20final.pdf (last accessed on 
16/02/18). 
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interesting to note that while this law seems to aim at undermining the ability of Chinese NGOs to 

obtain foreign funding, the Charity Law actually lowers the barriers for domestic donations, 

suggesting a maneuver of the government that aims at lowering foreign influences and at tapping 

into the increasing economic resources of its own population. 

Despite the uncertainties concerning activities of foreign organisations after the coming into effect 

of the law, also due to the fragmented issuing of executive measures, the number of overseas NGOs 

undergoing the registration process is steadily increasing. This proves that the legitimization of the 

Overseas NGOs’ status in China was an issue many of them wanted to solve, and their formal 

registration establishes a concrete and official channel of communication between them and the 

government. 

The 2018 draft of the Regulations on Social Groups Registration and Administration has been 

published for comments in August 2018, and since then the Ministry of Civil Affairs has not 

released news about it. The three regulations that have constituted the heart of the legal framework 

regulating social organisations had been issued in 1998 and 2004. The sector that they applied to 

is one that is subjected to rapid and constant changes, and many critics and commentators had been 

complaining about the fact that these outdated regulations had not been revised for ten-fifteen 

years. After the passage of the Charity Law and the Overseas NGO Law, revisions of the three old 

regulations were published for comments. Only after two years was the new draft of a unified 

version published for comments. The draft has attracted quite a few criticism and controversy, due 

to its importance and to the complex and sensitive nature of the sector it aims at regulating. 

 The draft puts forward innovations that have already undergone a trial period as they have been 

implemented by various local governments before being included in this version of the regulations. 

One of the most promising points addressed is the lowering of barriers to registration for four 

categories of social organisations, which will no longer be required to be sponsored by a 

professional supervisory unit. These categories include trade associations and chambers of 

commerce, science and technology associations, public benefit and charitable organisations, and 

urban and rural community organizations.  

The regulations seem to pay closer attention to the promotion of transparency of social 

organisations, by imposing a unified annual reporting system and by requiring social organisations 

to post their information through authorized channels. However, the regulation also places stricter 

requirements on the founders and leaders of social organisations, whose eligibility will be subject 

to evaluation by the party building department; it indicates as the basic requirements for social 

organisations their sole engagement in non-profit activities and to establish Communist Part of 

China organisations within their structure. While this last requirement was not included in the past 
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regulations, it has only been made explicit in these regulations as it had already been put forward 

in practice in previous years.  

Overall, this new wave of registration shows aspects that can be beneficial and detrimental to civil 

society. One thing that cannot be denied is how this major governmental effort in passing more 

comprehensive laws for the third sector shows a desire and an aspiration to see it grow and develop. 

These new laws also have the merit to reinforce the role of the non-profit sector and philanthropy 

in the public sphere, and to highlight its importance in the development of every aspect of the 

country’s life.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 



 30 

2. An overview on the size and scope of the Chinese non-profit sector 
 

Since the 1980s, many scholars have tried to analyse the trends and the development of China’s 

civil society and non-profit sector. In a first phase, they have done so mostly by comparing it with 

the Western world and trying to make it fit into definitions and theories that had originated in the 

West. However, after a few years, it became clear that the Chinese third sector has unique features 

that originated during its peculiar history, and that overseeing this fact could lead to an only partial 

understanding of Chinese associational life. Leaving aside the desire to find a completely state-

independent civil society in a transitional, authoritarian state, it has become a common goal of the 

researchers to try and describe the forms in which Chinese citizens interact and associate, their 

motives for doing so and, more generally, the size of the third sector in China and the direction 

towards which it was headed. 

If some parts of this kind of analysis can be carried out by referring to theories and abstract thinking, 

it is undeniable that what is really needed for the study of this often-neglected sector is the 

gathering and study of data. Data can be extremely revealing of the situation of organisations in a 

country because they are impartial and easy to compare with other countries of periods. However, 

given China’s ambivalence towards Civil society, which has been supported in its development 

but at the same time kept under strict control, the release of official data has been limited and 

patchy. It is however worth gathering different sets of data, both from official and unofficial 

sources, in order to draw a better idea of a sector that is gaining more and more importance, as 

showed by the recent flow of laws and regulations that marked the biggest and arguably the most 

important reform of the sector since last century. 

The aim of this chapter is to try and capture a snapshot of the numbers of civil society in China by 

presenting them in the form of tabs and graphs, to analyse past and future trends of social 

organisations in and to attempt to take stock of the situation two years after the significant 

regulatory development which started in 2016. Four main sets of data will be examined: the first 

one concerns registered domestic NGOs, a category for which a great amount of information is 

available, and focuses on historic trends, various types of organisational form and the quantity of 

organisations working in a certain fields and provinces; the second one focusses on foreign NGOs 

working in China, which have operated without registration until 2016 and are now able to register 

a foreign office or temporary activities; the third one concerns the numbers of unregistered NGOs 

which have been estimated by different scholars with different approaches, and the last one regards 

philanthropy and donations in China. 
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2.1 Registered domestic NGOs 
 
The first wave of legislation concerning domestic NPOs in China dates back to the late 1980s when 

the State Council promulgated the first regulation governing social organisations and entrusted the 

Ministry of Civil Affairs (MCA) with the sole authority of supervising the administrative processes 

of registration of said organisations. Since then, the MCA has been keeping a record of the 

numbers of organisations registered and publishes yearly reports on the development of social 

services. In these reports, one paragraph is dedicated to social organisations. From the MCA’s 

official data, it is possible to retrieve the total number of social organisations and the number of 

social associations, civil non-enterprise institutions and foundations for every year since 1988. 

However, the drafting of these documents has changed and evolved during the years, resulting in 

sometimes patchy information when it comes to analysing the development of social organisations 

through time. For more recent years it has been possible to integrate information from yearly 

reports with data published on the website of the National Bureau of Statistics of the People’s 

Republic of China. However, for the year 2017, precise data has not yet been published by the 

National Bureau of Statistics, so rounded numbers from the MCA’s yearly report have been used 

instead. 

Table 1 sums up the data about the total number of social organisations, and it includes detailed 

numbers of social associations, civil non-enterprise institutions and foundations. The first 

observable and relevant feature of this set of data is related to the regulations and reporting 

system’s evolution in time: for the first ten years, from 1988 to 1998, the only recognised type of 

organisation were social associations, while public non-enterprise units and foundations were only 

introduced in 1999 and 2003, respectively. 

A more visual and hopefully useful representation of these data can be found in Figure 1, which 

shows the increases and decreases of the total number of organisations, and in Figure 2, where the 

particular trend for the three different types of organisation is displayed. Figure 1 allows the 

observation of the upward and downward trends throughout the years, which can be analysed in 

the light of the causal connection with the swings between release and restriction in NPOs policy 

promoted by the Chinese government. 

 

 
 
 
 



 32 

Table 1- Number of social organisations in China (1988 – 2017). 

 

YEAR SOCIAL 
ASSOCIATIONS 

PUBLIC NON-
ENTERPRISE 
UNITS 

FOUNDATIONS TOTAL 

1988 4.446 - - 4.446 

1989 4.544 - - 4.544 

1990 10.855 - - 10.855 

1991 82.814 - - 82.814 

1992 154.502 - - 154.502 

1993 167.506 - - 167.506 

1994 174.060 - - 174.060 

1995 180.583 - - 180.583 

1996 184.821 - - 184.821 

1997 181.318 - - 181.318 

1998 165.600 - - 165.600 

1999 136.764 5.901 - 142.665 

2000 130.668 22.654 - 153.322 

2001 128.805 82.134 - 210.939 

2002 133.297 111.212 - 244.509 

2003 141.167 124.491 954 266.612 

2004 153.359 135.181 892 289.432 

2005 171.150 147.637 975 319.762 

2006 191.946 161.303 1.144 354.393 

2007 211.661 173.915 1.340 386.916 

2008 229.681 182.382 1.597 413.660 

2009 238.747 190.479 1.843 431.069 

2010 245.256 198.175 2.202 445.633 

2011 254.969 204.388 2.614 461.971 

2012 271.131 225.108 3.029 499.268 

2013 289.026 254.670 3.549 547.245 

2014 309.736 292.195 4.117 606.048 

2015 328.500 329.141 4.784 662.425 

2016 335.932 360.914 5.559 702.405 

2017 354.794 400.438 6.307 761.539 
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The number of social associations increased exponentially from 1990 to 1992, after the first set of 

regulations came into effect and a number of organisations began to overcome the initial obstacle 

of the registration process. However, it is important to note that, according to the first estimates, 

the number of organisations that were operating in China before 1988 were even larger;
1  in comparison, the number of registered associations in 1992 was still smaller, even if 

paradigmatic of the explosive growth of civil organisations. 

From 1992 to 1996, there has been a slow but steady increase in the number of registrations. In 

1995, the Fourth World Conference on Women was held in Beijing together with the World 

Conference on Women’s NGOs forum.  

 

 
Figure 1- Trend of the total number of social organisations in China (1988-2017). 

 

This event has been extensively covered by Chinese media, thus introducing the concept of NGOs 

and giving new impetus to the establishment of new associations, especially bottom-up, grassroots 

organisations. 

However, the positive trend reversed in 1996, when Jiang Zemin, the General Secretary of the 

Communist Party of China from 1989 to 2002, called for stricter rules concerning social 

organisations. In 1997 the MCA issued, for the second time, a document announcing the clean-up 

and the reorganisation of social groups that lasted until 1999 (the first reorganisation had been 

carried out in 1990). In 1998, the amendment of the 1988 Regulation on the Registration and 

Administration of Associations gave new strength to the dual administration system by clarifying 

                                                
1 Cf. Ming WANG, The Development…, pp. 1-58; Shaoguang Wang and Jianyu He, Associational…, pp. 485-533. 
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the role of the supervisory units, and at the same time raised the initial amount of funds required 

for a social organisation to register. Additionally, a Notice issued in 1998 required that all 

registered social groups set up a CCP base-level organisation2, and in the same year Regulations 

on Social Group Registration and Administration 《社会团体登记管理条例》 and the 

Provisional Regulations on Civil Non-Enterprise Unit Registration 

《民办非企业单位登记暂行条例》 were issued. 3  In 1999 the number of registered social 

organisation reached a low of 142.665 units, almost 23% less than in 1996, and only in 2001 the 

number of registered groups reached and overtook the 1996 peak. 

From 2001 to 2008 the numbers grew almost steadily. It is important to remember that it was 

during this period that civil non-enterprise institutions and foundations were introduced in the legal 

framework, and their sectors’ development definitely contributed to the steady growth in this 

period. By comparing the same period in Figure 2, it is evident that the number of civil non-

enterprise institutions rose quickly and substantially once the related regulation was issued in 1998, 

contributing to the increase of registered institutions that would not have been so significant had 

social organisations been the only type of association considered. 

 

 
Figure 2 – Trends regarding the number of social associations, civil non-enterprise units and foundations in China 
(1988-2017) 

                                                
2 Notice Concerning Establishing Party Organisations in Social Groups（关于在社会团体中建立党组织的通知, 
guānyú zài shèhuì tuántǐ zhōng jiànlì dǎng zǔzhī de tōngzhī）. 
3 For a detailed timeline of regulations and events significant for the development of social organisations in China 
see Ming WANG (ed.), Emerging Civil Society in China, 1978-2008, Leiden: Brill, 2011. 
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In 2008, the government’s control stepped up and the social associations’ growth slowed down. 

China was undergoing a period of tensions caused by many politically sensitive factors: the 2008 

Olympic Games in Beijing, the 60th anniversary of the founding of the People’s Republic of China 

in 2009, the preparation for the 2010 Shanghai World Exhibition. This kind of events, which put 

the PRC under the eye and the scrutiny of the whole world, are known to cause a tightening of the 

government’s control over society.4 If between 2003 and 2007 the average growth of the registered 

social organisations registered was of 8,77%, in the period from 2008 and 2011 it was of 4,33%, 

practically a half of the growth rate of the previous five years. 

Nevertheless, the International Centre for Not-for-Profit Law reported in the Chinese section of its 

NGO Law Monitor project that from 2009 to 2013 a number of local governments across China 

tried to innovate their management of civil society by facilitating the registration process, 

contracting social services to civil society organisations, regulating the sector in a more transparent 

and efficient way and supporting civil society projects and associations.5 

The 12th Five Year Plan (2011-2015), approved in March 2011 by the National People’s Congress, 

stated as the last one of its points for policy direction: 

 
Strengthen and innovate social management. Increase the ability of social management, innovate the 

system, accelerate the construction of service government, focus to solve the original, basic and 

foundational problems which impacts the social harmony and stability, maintain the stable, orderly and 

vitality of society.6 

 
The term ‘social management’, that refers to the ability of the government to manage and 

coordinate with civil society actors to address common goals, has been substituted by ‘social 

governance’ in the November 2013 Third Plenum Decision of the 18th Central Committee, eight 

months after Xi Jinping became president of China. The replacement of the term ‘management’ 

with the term ‘governance’ has been seen as a sign of the government intention of emphasising a 

collaboration with social organisations, rather than implying a tight, top-down control. Even 

though during Xi’s administration there have been a number of clampdowns on civil society that 

would suggest that the government’s change in attitude has not been as profound as expected7, it 

                                                
4 John W. TAI, Building Civil Society in Authoritarian China: Importance of Leadership Connections for Establishing 
Effective Nongovernmental Organizations in a Non-Democracy, Cham-Heidelberg-New York-Dordrecht-London: 
Springer-Verlag, 2015. 
5 Civic Freedom Monitor: China, URL: http://www.icnl.org/research/monitor/china.html (last accessed on 5/12/18). 
6 As translated by the Delegation of the European Union in China. URL: 
https://cbi.typepad.com/china_direct/2011/05/chinas-twelfth-five-new-plan-the-full-english-version.html (last 
accessed on 5/12/18). 
7  China’s pathetic crackdown on civil society, «The Washington Post», 22/04/2015 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/chinas-pathetic-lockdown/2015/04/22/bddf8fdc-e548-11e4-905f-



 36 

is undeniable that since 2011 the number of registered social organisations has seen a constant, 

solid growth. 

By looking at Figure 2, it is also possible to make a few other observations: since 2011 both the 

number of social organisations and of civil non-enterprise units rose steadily, but in 2015 civil 

non-enterprise units reached for the first time the same number of social organisations, and 

eventually overtook it. There are currently more civil non-enterprise units than social organisations. 

Foundations remain a very small number if compared with the other two types of organisations (in 

2017 they were less than 1% of the total amount of social organisations). In fact, this feature is not 

only true for China: in 2013 in the US there were only about 87.000 grant-making foundations 

while non-profit organisations registered with the IRS were over 1.4 million, which means 

foundations where approximately 6% of the total of non-profit organisations.8 

The data and figures presented above are useful in order to give a general overview of both the 

size of the domestic, registered non-profit sector in China, and of the change it underwent over the 

years. However, when describing and analysing civil society in other countries, scholars have 

recurred to many more perspectives. For example, Anheier uses ten dimensions to describe the Us 

non-profit sector. Two of them were, in fact, size of the sector and change through the years. The 

remaining were: scale of economic contribution, composition, main sources of revenue, 

foundations, individual giving, volunteering, workforce and membership.9 

Even though some of the data Anheier mentions and analyses regarding the US non-profit sector 

have never even been collected about the Chinese non-profit sector, some of them (economic 

contribution, composition, volunteering and foundations) are available and presented below, 

together with an analysis of the geographical distribution of NGOs in Chinese provinces. 

 

2.1.1 Economic contribution 

According to the MCA’s annual report, in the decade between 2007 and 2017 the number of 

personnel working in non-profit organisations grew of about 47%, almost doubling. With 

8.647.000 people employed in 2017 it reached slightly more than the 1% of the total of employed 

people in the same year.10 Another useful indicator - mentioned by Anheier - is the amount of 

                                                
cc896d379a32_story.html?utm_term=.18a2652c9ded; Human Rights Watch: China 2015, URL: 
https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2016/country-chapters/china-and-tibet (last accessed on 6/12/2018). 
8 The Nonprofit Sector in Brief 2015: Public Charities, Giving, and Volunteering, URL:  
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/nonprofit-sector-brief-2015-public-charities-giving-and-volunteering 
(last accessed on 16/02/18). 
9 Helmut K. ANHEIER, Nonprofit Organizations: Theory, Management, Policy, 2nd ed., London: Routledge, 2014. 
10 Data retrieved from the website of the National Bureau of Statistics China, URL: 
http://data.stats.gov.cn/easyquery.htm?cn=C01&zb=A0P0101&sj=2017 (last accessed on 16/02/18). 
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earnings paid to the employees of the non-profit sector; it would help determine how desirable it 

is for an employee to work for a social organisation compared with a company in the for-profit 

sector, and how likely these organisations are to retain personnel. By studying these data in other 

countries (e.g. the US), it has been found that salaries in the non-profit sector can significantly 

vary across fields and that the highest wage differential between non-profits and for-profits is 

found in management occupations, but the same thing is not true when looking at office or 

administrative jobs (Anheier 2014; 112). Unfortunately, data about the non-profit workers’ salaries 

in China have not been found. However, in the Public Welfare Donation Law that came into effect 

in 1999, there is a rule on remuneration that applies to all charities (Art. 23): 

 
Public welfare social organisations should rigorously practice economy and reduce management 

costs; employees' salaries and office expenses should be derived from interest on donations and 

other income and be commensurate with standards specified by the government.11 

 
Moreover, the Notice of the Ministry of Finance and the State Administration of Taxation of 2007 

includes the rule that SOs and foundations receiving tax-deductible donations must have «an 

organizational structure not aimed at profits for private persons».12 Based on these sources, it could 

be inferred that the salaries in the non-profit sector are probably lower than those in the private 

sector. 

2015 was the last year for which the MCA released the data regarding NGOs’ accumulated income 

(292.9 billion yuan which, is 2015, that at the time were worth about 47 billion US dollars), total 

expenditure (238.38 billion yuan 

– about 38 billion US dollars) 

and total fixed assets (231.11 

billion yuan – about 37 billion 

US dollars). 13 

This kind of economic data have 

not been included in the reports 

of 2016 and 2017. By comparing 

the total expenditure of the social 

                                                
11 People's Republic of China Public Welfare Donation Law, URL: 
 http://www.icnl.org/research/library/files/China/PubWelfareDonation.pdf (last accessed on 16/02/18). 
12 Thomas von HIPPEL and Klaus J. HOPT, Nonprofit organizations in the People's Republic of China, In Id. (Eds.), 
Comparative Corporate Governance of Non-Profit Organizations, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010. 
URL: http://unpan1.un.org/intradoc/groups/public/documents/apcity/unpan050165.pdf (last accessed on 16/02/18). 
13 Statistical Bulletin of the People's Republic of China on the 2015 National Economic and Social Development, 
URL: http://www.stats.gov.cn/english/PressRelease/201602/t20160229_1324019.html (last accessed on 16/02/18). 
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organisations’ sector with the PRC’s GDP in 2015 (about 69.910 billion yuan) 14, it is possible to 

say that the non-profit sector accounted for less than the 0.5% of the national GDP. However, it is 

not clear if some fields account for bigger portions of the sector’s expenditures, so it proves 

impossible to estimate how incisive the non-profit contribution is in different areas compared to 

the public and private sector. 

 

2.1.2 Composition 

As mentioned above, the MCA’s reports about Chinese civil society are especially focused on 

general data, such as the total number of organisation and some economic values. Even though 

they do not provide details nor a thorough analysis, the annual reports’ section dedicated to social 

organisations also includes information regarding the number of every type of organisation in each 

sector. 

The sectors that are generally taken into consideration are business services, scientific and 

technological research, education, health, social services, culture, sports, environmental protection, 

legal services, religion, agricultural and rural development, occupation and employment 

organisation. By looking at Figure 4, it is possible to determine which are the sectors with the 

majority of social organisations and civil non-enterprise units. Foundations have been excluded by 

this representation because they will be seen in more details below. It is interesting to note that 

foundations have not been classified by the MCA by sector, but according to their public or non-

public fundraising status. 

One thing that is essential to note is that records are missing for what concerns: 

- civil non-enterprise units in legal services from 2011 to 2015 (even if that does not affect the 

numbers in Figures 4 and 5); 

- civil non-enterprise units in agricultural and rural development since 2011; 

- civil non-enterprise units in occupation and development organisation since 2011; 

- social organisations in branches of international organisations since 2015. 

However, although approximate, the pie charts below can still be considered representative of the 

composition of the non-profit sector because there is reason to believe the missing numbers were 

not significant enough to change the situation depicted. 

 

                                                
14 GDP calculated with expenditures approach.  
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Even though the sheer 

number of 

organisations does not 

allow to 

unequivocally 

identify which sectors 

detain the economic 

dominance within the 

Chinese civil society, 

it is however safe to 

say that education 

occupies by far the 

biggest portion of the 

graph (30%). Other 

sectors that have gained a considerable share are social services (15%), culture (8%) and 

agricultural and rural development. Conversely, sectors such as religion and legal services, which 

are considered sensitive by the government and may fall under the category of ‘possible threat of 

national security’ barely take up 1% of the total. What can be found surprising is the scarce number 

of environmental organisations. It is unexpected because, in the history of the sector in China, 

environmental protection is an important field, and one of those which gained a place of honour 

in academic narrative because they were able to influence government policies (so much so that 

they earned their own acronym, ENGOs). 15 Their history is related to a number of environmental 

causes that received a lot of attention because they were considered victories for civil society, 

tangible examples of the ability of Chinese citizens to mobilise and work together for a worthy 

cause. Notable campaigns are the one against the Nu River Dam (Lei 200916) and the ‘I monitor 

the air for my country’ campaign.17 Other estimates suggest even lower numbers of ENGOs: for 

example, in the 2008 Environment Blue Book by the All-China Federation, the number of 

environmental NGOs in mainland China, Hong Kong, Macao and Taiwan is said to be 3.539, while 

                                                
15 More about the topic can be found in Jonathan SCHWARTZ, Environmental NGOs in China: Roles and Limits, 
«Pacific Affairs», 77 (2004) 1, pp. 28-49; Guobin YANG, Environmental NGOs and Institutional Dynamics in China,  
 «The China Quarterly», 181 (2005), pp. 46-66; Caroline M. COOPER, 'This is Our Way In': The Civil Society of 
Environmental NGOs in South-West China, «Government and Opposition», 41 (2006) 1, pp. 109-136. 
16 Lei XIE, (2011), China's Environmental Activism in the Age of Globalization. «Asian Politics & Policy», 3 (2011), 
pp. 207-224. 
17 Carolyn HSU, NGOs in china: what’s the state of nonstate actors today? The Brookings Institution, Washington, 
D.C., 6/12/2016, URL: https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/20161206_china_ngo_transcript.pdf 
(last accessed on 16/02/18). 
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in the MCA’s yearly report for the same year counted 7.624 organisations (6.716 social 

organisations and 908 civil non-enterprise units). 18   Nevertheless, it has not been found in 

academic literature a comparison of the relatively few ENGOs with the number of NGOs in other 

sectors. One thing that could be noted about ENGOs, however, is that their success can often be 

traces back to a good relationship of its leader or management with the government involved 

(central or local). It is possible to suppose that a lack of understanding with the authorities, the 

NGOs’ staff incompetence and inadequate tools, or an openly disapproving approach, as opposed 

to a cooperative attitude, could have affected ENGOs development and growth in some regions. 

As will be seen below, the main industries of some regions such as Hebei and the metropolitan 

area of Tianjin, which are known to generate extremely high levels of pollution and environmental 

issues, are also the ones that are more reluctant in working with NGOs. The reason for this could 

be the sensitivity of the matter for those governments (they do not want their main industries to be 

blamed for pollution, a topic that has caused protests in the past), but also the inability of ENGOs 

of gaining the authorities’ trust and to work proactively with them to find common solutions.19 

Additional observations 

can be made by 

comparing Figure 4 with 

Figure 5, which 

represents the situation in 

2007. Education was 

already accounting for 

the majority of 

organisations (26%), but 

the numbers were more 

balanced among sectors. 

Since 2007, business 

services, social services, 

culture and sport all grew 

from 1 to 2 percentage points, while scientific and technological research, health, legal services, 

                                                
18 All-China Environment Federation, 中国环保民间组织发展情况报告 [2008 Report of the Environmental NGOs 
in China], URL: http://www.acef.com.cn/news/lhhdt/2009/0526/9394.html  (last accessed on 16/02/19). 
19 Shawn SHIEH and Guosheng DENG, An Emerging Civil Society: The Impact of the 2008 Sichuan Earthquake on 
Grassroots Associations in China, «The China Journal», 65 (2011), pp. 181-194. 
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agricultural and rural development, occupation and employment organisation all decreased by 1 

or 2 percent. 

The most interesting cases are scientific and technological research and health. As for the former, 

it could be argued that the government was already investing heavily in the field in 2007, and that 

the trend has only been growing; this might have led to a less urgent need for a non-profit 

involvement in the field. As for the latter, it is indeed very interesting and worth analysing. This 

is because – firstly – health is one of the major fields for non-profit sectors in multiple countries; 

while it is not surprising that education is more important in China, considered the importance 

Chinese culture attaches to it and how high level of educations are associated with success, it is at 

least curious that it is not found among the top three sectors in 2017. Secondly, the trend of 

organisations in the health sector is the only one that has seen a decrease since 2007, with a 

negative peak in 2012, from which it has never fully recovered. 

Some figures regarding the trends in specific sectors are displayed below, so as to better understand 

how they evolved in the time span of ten years, and to visualise how some sectors have clearly 

preferred social organisations over civil non-enterprise units and vice versa. 

An interesting graph, showing the sector with 

the highest growth rate, is the one 

representing the development of the 

education sector, which has clearly found 

favourable conditions to grow, mainly in the 

form of civil-non-enterprise units. It can be 

seen how the growth of the above-mentioned 

type of organisation soared since 2012, while 

the number of social organisations in the field does not show major variations. 

 As for Figure 7, it illustrates the evolution of 

the second biggest sector of non-profits in 

China – social services. Although the 

numbers of organisations in this sector are 

definitely smaller compared with the field of 

education, NGOs in social witnessed a 

constant, solid growth since 2007. Contrary to 

what happened in the education field, social 

organisations and civil non-enterprise units’ 
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Figure 6 – Social associations and civil-non enterprise 
units in the field of education (2007-2017). 
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number are more balanced (they were almost even in 2015). 

As for culture and sports, third and fourth 

biggest sectors (Figures 8 and 9), they both 

registered a biggest number of social 

organisations, but in both cases the civil non-

enterprise units are steadily increasing as 

well. The sports sector saw a considerable 

decrease in 2009 which was promptly 

overturned the following year.  

This might be due to the stricter controls of 

the government due to the Olympic games 

and the other sensitive events already 

mentioned above. 

However, the remaining sectors did not see 

such a balanced growth. For example, the 

growth of organisations in the field of 

scientific and technologic research has been 

very small (in 2017 there were barely 5.000 

organizations more than in 2007); however, 

this is due to an increase of civil non-

enterprise units and a decrease of social 

organisations in the field. 

 As for the fields of business services, 

environmental protection, legal services, 

religion, agricultural and rural development, 

occupation and employment organisation, and 

the Chinese branches of international 

organisations, they all saw a prevalence of Figure 10– Social associations and civil non-enterprise 
units in the field of business services (2007-2017). 
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social organisations and a very slow if not non-existent growth (business services excluded, as can 

be seen in Figure 10). 

 Last sector – and most singular trend – to be 

examined is health. Figure 11 shows a clear 

prevalence of civil non-enterprise units over 

social organisations, but it also highlights a 

downward trend started in 2008 which reversed 

in 2013 without going back to the pre-2008 

numbers. It is interesting to note that, while the 

general trend of civil non-enterprise units 

(Figure 2) has always been upwards, this is the 

only sector in which there is a visible decline. 

 

 

2.1.3 Geographic distribution 

 

 
Figure 12 – Geographic distribution of social organisations across different provinces of China. 

Figure 11 – Social associations and civil non-enterprise 
units in the field of health (2007-2017). 
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China is a huge country. It is common knowledge that there is a deep and fundamental difference 

among Chinese provinces, in terms of development, distribution of wealth, and local policies. It is 

a situation of which the central government is well aware, and which it is trying to solve by 

promoting the ideal of a harmonious society. The concept of harmonious society has been 

developed as a slogan, as a national shared goal with the aim of directing the efforts of government 

and citizens together towards the creation of a fairer, inclusive nation. This is why, when talking 

about China, it is always important to look at how some aspects have developed in the different 

provinces. It is true also for social organisations, and this is why an overview of how registered 

NGOs are spread across the nation is presented below. 

As this Figure shows, the wide majority of provinces with more than 40.000 registered NGOs are 

on the Eastern coast of China (Shandong, Jiangsu, Zhejiang, Guangdong); the only dislocated 

province with more than 40.000 NGOs is Sichuan. The only province with less than 1.000 NGOs 

is Tibet, while Jiangsu has more than 87.000, about 144 times more. 

This is a striking difference that exemplifies the gap between the East and the West of the country, 

as well as the tighter control exercised over politically sensitive areas. In the following table x 

displayed below, it is possible to observe, for each province, the absolute number of social 

organisations and the correlation between that number and the total population in 2017. 

 

PROVINCE 
TOTAL SOCIAL 

ORGANISATIONS 

TOTAL 

POPULATION 

INHABITANTS FOR 

SOCIAL 

ORGANISATION 

Beijing 12.164 21.710.000 1.785 

Tianjin 5.048 15.570.000 3.084 

Hebei 21.928 75.200.000 3.429 

Shanxi 13.652 37.020.000 2.712 

Inner Mongolia 15.116 25.290.000 1.673 

Liaoning 22.946 43.690.000 1.904 

Jilin 11.112 27.170.000 2.445 

Heilongjiang 15.839 37.890.000 2.392 

Shanghai 14.929 24.180.000 1.620 

Jiangsu 87.024 80.290.000 923 

Zhejiang 51.368 56.570.000 1.101 

Anhui 28.067 62.550.000 2.229 
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Fujian 27.959 39.110.000 1.399 

Jiangxi 22.610 46.220.000 2.044 

Shandong 48.727 100.060.000 2.053 

Henan 33.378 95.590.000 2.864 

Hubei 29.469 59.020.000 2.003 

Hunan 33.611 68.600.000 2.041 

Guangdong 63.784 111.690.000 1.751 

Guangxi 24.567 48.850.000 1.988 

Hainan 6.873 9.260.000 1.347 

Chongqing 16.824 30.750.000 1.828 

Sichuan 42.282 83.020.000 1.963 

Guizhou 12.700 35.800.000 2.819 

Yunnan 23.184 48.010.000 2.071 

Tibet 604 3.370.000 5.579 

Shaanxi 24.725 38.350.000 1.551 

Gansu 27.079 26.260.000 970 

Qinghai 5.291 5.980.000 1.130 

Ningxia 6.548 6.820.000 1.042 

Xinjiang 9.819 24.450.000 4.49020 

 

Table 2 – Number of social organisations in different provinces of China and number of inhabitants for social 
organisation. 

 

As a general trend, the number of inhabitants for every social organisation tend to be between 

1.000 and 2.900. However, a few regions do not fall into this category. In fact, in Jiangsu and 

Gansu there is a higher number of NGOs per inhabitants (one every 923 and 970 inhabitants, 

respectively). The high number of organisations registered in Jiangsu does not make this finding 

surprising, whereas it is interesting to note that in Gansu, although the sheer number of 

organisations does not stand out, their concentration is higher than in other western provinces such 

as Sichuan. 

Conversely, Tianjin, Hebei, Tibet and Xinjiang have lower concentration of NGOs when put in 

correlation with their total population. Again, while it is not unexpected for Tibet and Xinjiang 

                                                
20  China Statistical Yearbook 2018, URL: http://www.stats.gov.cn/tjsj/ndsj/2018/indexeh.htm (last accessed on 
16/02/18). 
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(kept under strict control by the government), it raises some questions to note that Tianjin and 

Hebei have a low concentration of NGOs. 

This situation could be a consequence of the different laws and regulations existing at local level, 

of obstacles encountered in the registration. What these two regions have in common, as 

anticipated above, is a high concentration of energy-hungry and polluting industries: concrete, 

coal-fired power, and in particular steelmaking. Also, these industries are likely to employ migrant 

workers. Extremely high pollution and migrant workers are considered sensitive topics – allowing 

the registration of social organisations, which could sparkle protests on these matters, is a risk the 

authorities would probably be glad to avoid. In an article written in 2014, Zhang Liao, an 

environmental activist, criticised the upfront, direct criticism of NGOs towards the government 

and advocated for a more cooperative approach.21  It is therefore possible that NGOs in the 

abovementioned areas have not yet found the right dimension and the best tools to engage with the 

local governments in order to form a positive and beneficial cooperation, thus sparkling prejudice 

in the governing bodies. 

Understanding the incentives and obstacles that different NGOs enjoy in different provinces would 

be fundamental to support and push for the development of civil society in China. Probably, not 

only would the strengthening of civil society be beneficial to those regions that have not 

economically developed as fast as the Eastern, coastal areas, but well-developed NGOs would also 

be able to offer insights and solutions to social problems that are increasing the social and 

economic divide in China. 

 

2.1.4 Foundations 

In China in 2017 there were 6.307 registered foundations, of which 1.678 are registered as public 

fundraising foundations and 4.629 as non-public fundraising foundations. 

Foundations have been considered as one typology of social organisations up until the 2004 

regulations. As can be said for many typologies of social organisations, the increases and decreases 

in their number has been strongly influenced by the party’s attitude towards them. This is also true 

in the case of foundations. The first foundations only appeared in China after the Reform and 

Opening, contrary to other kinds of social organisations that had been present in the country since 

earlier periods. Their establishment was part of government efforts to try and attract private 

resources to China 

                                                
21  NGO criticism in China is ‘making things worse’, «China Dialogue», 5/11/2014 
https://www.chinadialogue.net/article/show/single/en/7424-NGO-criticism-in-China-is-making-things-worse- (last 
accessed 16/02/18). 
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In the late 1980s, five foundations had been set up; they became 66 by 1996. According to Ma 

Qiusha, who took into consideration reports by the National Bureau of Statistics, foundations had 

become more than 1.800 nationwide, but due to the reregistration process, there were only 1.268 

left in 2003. However, the website of the National Bureau of Statistics states that the number of 

foundations in 2003 was 954 22, and this is also the number that has been reported in Table 1. This 

happens frequently when comparing articles written by researchers and official data recently 

retrieved, and it helps in understanding why the task of students of Chinese NGOs is so difficult. 

However, despite the discrepancies in numbers, it is worth highlighting the reregistration process 

as a tool for the government to keep under close control this kind of organisations, but also to 

regard the failed reregistration of many institutions as a signal of their inadequacy to the 

environment. Chinese foundations were different from Western foundations in the fact that most 

of them received one-time funds from the government which covered the expenses of setting up 

their operations. After this, they were expected to cover the expenses for their operations with 

fund-raising. Having to rely on their own projects for funds highly limited the impact that they 

could have on society and they became more similar to program-operating organizations than to 

grant-making foundations, and their success became highly dependable on strong leadership and 

their ability to generate public support.23 

Up until the new flow of regulations came into effect, foundations were divided in public 

fundraising and non-public fundraising (or private) foundations. Even when looking at MOCA’s 

yearly reports, while for social associations and civil non-enterprise units the numbers are shown 

of how many organisations were active each year in different fields, foundations are only 

categorised in public and private foundations. In 2007, public foundations were 904 and private 

foundations were 436. In 2017, public foundations were 1.678 and private foundations were 4.629. 

In ten years, private foundations went from being around half of the number of public foundations 

to being almost three times more. These two typologies, that have been distinguished by the 2004 

Regulations on the Administration of Foundations, differ in the fact that public foundations have 

the authorisation to engage in public fundraising, while private foundations cannot and generally 

have to rely on gifts from corporations. Public foundations are especially GONGOs which enjoy 

direct government support, and only a small number of independent institutions manage to obtain 

this status. On the other hand, private foundations developed so significantly in the last ten years 

                                                
22 Data retrieved from the website of the National Bureau of Statistics China, URL:  
http://data.stats.gov.cn/easyquery.htm?cn=C01&zb=A0P0101&sj=2003 (last visited on 14/01/18). 
23 Qiusha Ma, Non-governmental…, p. 94. 
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thanks to the increasing number of wealthy entrepreneurs and to the tax laws that tried to encourage 

individual giving. 

The number of foundations is clearly much smaller than that of other organisations. Although this 

is true also in other countries – such as the US – where foundations play a very important role in 

the provision of services and the number and amount of donations each year are high, in China the 

gap is so big that in 2017, foundations were about 1% of the number of social associations and 

civil non-enterprise units. The reason for this can be found in the fact that the concept of 

foundations was not common in China before the Reform and Opening, and that the legislation 

was more focused on maintaining control over foundations than on allowing them the necessary 

space to grow and prosper.  

Under the new regulation of the 2016 Charity Law, major changes came about in the management 

of foundations. First of all, the public and private foundation distinction is not as rigid as before: 

now a foundation which has had the charity status for at least two years can apply to obtain a public 

fundraising status. This implies that institutions with the organizational ability necessary to run 

meaningful projects will be no longer restrained by the ‘private foundation’ status. However, by 

looking at the numbers of both types of foundations since 2016, the only significant alteration has 

been a decrease in the number of public foundations in 2017, while private foundations are steadily 

increasing.  

It is important to note another change brought by the 2017 Overseas NGO Law: the increased 

barriers for domestic NGOs to access foreign founding, which pose an obstacle for the cooperation 

with international NGOs. The latter are now required to file with the Ministry of Public Security 

for every interaction and donation with a Chinese organization. Commentators have suggested that 

these measures will especially damage small, grassroots Chinese organisations. 

The combination of the Charity Law, which lowered the barriers to domestic fundraising, and the 

Overseas NGO Law, whose aim is to heighten the control over foreign funding, suggest an 

aspiration of the government to make foundations, and more generally civil society, less exposed 

to foreign influence and more dependent on national resources. 

 

2.1.5 Volunteering 

In the World Giving Index Report 2018, China ranked forth for ‘number of people volunteering 

time’ (after India, the US and Indonesia) with 84 million people - against the 67 million people in 
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2016.24 This is clearly due to the large Chinese population. In fact, by looking at the volunteering 

world ranking for 2017, china ranked 133 out of 144 countries – showing that the number of people 

volunteering remains a small portion of the whole population. Compared with the 2016 survey, 

China’s score improved of only 1%, meaning the proportion of people who volunteered only 

slightly increased.25 

However, the sheer number of people volunteering their time is not sufficient to have a clear view 

of the volunteering environment in China. According to the 2013 China Charity Donations Report, 

the converted value of various types of volunteering activities was about 2.2 billion yuan.26 

According to the 2014 report, the number of volunteering hours had been 1.934 billion, equivalent 

to a value of about 19.34 billion yuan.27 According to a report by China Development Brief28, in 

2015 there were approximately 100 million people volunteering their time, about 7% of the total 

population – 94.88 millions of whom were actually active, an increase of 5.4% from the previous 

year. The net value of volunteers’ contributions totaled almost 60 billion yuan (an increase of 15.7 

billion yuan, 29% more than the previous year). This estimate is probably based on a different data 

set than the China Charity Donations Report, considering that the difference between the above-

mentioned 19.34 billion Yuan in 2014 and the 60 billion yuan in 2015 would imply a growth way 

more significant than that suggested by the China Development Brief’s article. Overall, it is 

undeniable that the volunteering sector witnessed a significant growth in the past few years and 

that it is increasing the third sector’s significance on domestic economy and welfare and service 

provision. 

 
2.2 Foreign NGOs 
 
Since 1978, year of Deng’s Opening Reform, China started to progressively open its doors to the 

outside world. Becoming gradually accessible to foreign investments and resources, the country 

                                                
24  Charities Aid Foundation, CAF World Giving Index 2018, Kent: CAF, 2018. URL: 
https://www.cafonline.org/docs/default-source/about-us-
publications/caf_wgi2018_report_webnopw_2379a_261018.pdf (last accessed 16/02/19). 
25  Charities Aid Foundation, CAF World Giving Index 2016, Kent: CAF, 2016. URL: 
https://www.cafonline.org/docs/default-source/about-us-publications/1950a_wgi_2016_report_web_v2_241016.pdf 
(last accessed on 16/02/19). 
26 《2013 年度中国慈善捐助报告》在深圳发布 [The 2013 China Charity Donation Report was released in 
Shenzhen], «Weibo», 22/09/14, URL: https://www.weibo.com/p/2304186609263a0102v29g (last accessed on 
16/02/19). 
27 中国慈善捐助报告发布 2014年捐赠总额再破千亿 [China's charitable donation report released in 2014: the total 
amount of donation exceeded 100 billion yuan], «Weibo», 19/09/15, URL:  
https://www.weibo.com/p/1001603888749757994024 (last accessed on 16/02/19). 
28 Outlining the Development of the Chinese Charity Sector in 2015, «China Development Brief», 31/08/16, URL: 
http://www.chinadevelopmentbrief.cn/articles/outlining-the-development-of-the-chinese-charity-sector-in-2015/ 
(last accessed on 16/02/19). 
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rapidly began to see the rise of industrialisation and urbanisation, and it became part of the process 

of globalisation. However, these were not the only changes brought about by the reforms.  

When the State started to withdraw from every aspect of the life of its citizens, it stopped being 

able to provide for all their needs; at the same time, it allowed individuals to acquire resources and 

it gave them the freedom to associate and use those resources to provide for common needs. This 

is what created new spaces for civil society, where citizen could come together and set up 

organisations that where in between the state, the market and the household, and were aimed at 

providing for social needs. 

However, at first, there were no laws regulating such associations. When the state began to 

understand that a legal framework was needed in order to start controlling civil society, the 

regulations that were promulgated established a dual system management that created several 

obstacles to lawful registrations for NGOs. The difficulties caused by bureaucracy triggered a 

process for which, instead of registering with the MCA to become ‘legal’ NGOs, many 

associations opted for the ‘illegal’ unregistered status or registered as business. Following the lead 

of domestic unregistered NGOs, foreign organisations that wanted to enter and operate in China 

started doing so without registering. The legal environment at that time was even more challenging 

for the first foreign NGOs in China than for domestic organisations: there were no rules or 

regulations that recognised their existence, and no official government agency was in charge of 

their registration. The Ford Foundation was the first INGO to formally obtain special operational 

status in 1988, when it opened its first office in China.29 

The Ford Foundation is considered a pioneer foreign NGO in China. Its relationship with the RPC 

started in the 60s, when it helped establishing the first centres for Chinese Studies in American 

universities. By the time of the “opening and reform” period, in the late 1970s, it played an 

important role in establishing a connection between the US and China. In 1979, it officially started 

its operations on Chinese territory with a program of direct funding for academic and professional 

exchanges between institutions in China and their counterparts in the US. Its first office in China 

opened in 1988, in partnership with the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences. 

After these events, which can be considered a turning point in the history of INGOs, the 

government began to gradually follow the same path for the registration of other foreign 

organisations, mostly evaluating them case by case. Some sources say that only in 1996 a larger 

                                                
29  Our Registration Story: the Ford Foundation, «China Development Brief», 21/08/17, URL: 
http://www.chinadevelopmentbrief.cn/articles/our-registration-story-the-ford-foundation/ (last accessed on 16/02/19); 
Shawn SHIEH, and Signe KNUTSON, , Special Report: The Roles and Challenges of International NGOs in China’s 
Development, «China Development Brief», 16/10/12, URL: 
http://www.chinadevelopmentbrief.cn/publications/special-report-the-roles-and-challenges-of-international-ngos-in-
chinas-development/ (last accessed on 16/02/19). 
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number of foreign NGOs began their operations in China.30 The significance of that year lays in 

the United Nations 4th World Conference on Women held in Beijing in 1995, an event that had a 

great impact on Chinese civil society; after that, the term NGO entered public discourse and the 

political environment became increasingly favourable to NGOs. However, due to their 

unregistered status at that time, it is hard to retrieve reliable estimates of their numbers and growth. 

With the exception of the Provisional Regulations for Foreign Chambers of Commerce of 198931, 

and the 2004 Regulations on the Management of Foundations (基金会管理条, jījīn huì guǎnlǐ 

tiáolì), the Chinese government did not develop a clear regulatory system for INGOs until the 2017 

Management of Foreign NGO Law.  

The 1989 Regulations were an important first step; however, because chambers of commerce 

represented only a small part of international social organisations, they did not result in significant 

change for civil society as a whole: many associations working in foreign countries are not 

associated with business, but rather with public welfare and charitable activities. This meant that 

all the NGOs that were interested in carrying out charitable work in China had to do so outside of 

the legal framework, unable to gain a legal status but with no laws outlawing them, either. 

In 2004, the Foundation Regulation was promulgated. For the first time, foreign foundations were 

recognised and included in the legal framework. 

However, even after the 2004 Foundation Regulations, which came into effect on June 1st, only 

11 foreign foundations had registered by 2007,32 and they became 29 by the end of 2015. 33 

As for the estimates of the total number of foreign NGOs that have been operating in China without 

formally registering with the Ministry of Civil Affairs, Deng Guosheng reports some of the 

numbers that have been calculated by other scholars. 

 
According to Nancy Yuan, there were 700 foreign foundations, 70 advocacy agencies, 200 charities and 150 

faith-based foreign NGOs in China by 2000. According to China Development Brief, approximately 500 

INGOs have established offices and carried out activities in China, and hundreds of foreign NGOs have 

conducted work in China through other channels. A rough estimate suggests that the annual expenditure of 

foreign NGOs in China is nearly US$ 200 million. According to Han Junkui, the number of foreign NGOs 

that are active in China is at least 1.000, and the official estimate is approximately 2.000. If such estimates 

are even partly, accurate, the number of foreign NGOs active in China is probably between 1,000 and 2,000.34 

                                                
30 Guosheng DENG, The Hidden Rules…, pp. 183-206. 
31 The Provisional Regulations for the Management of Foreign Chambers of Commerce ( 外国商会管理暂行规定 
waiguo shanghui guanli zanxing guiding). 
32 Guosheng DENG, The Hidden Rules…, pp. 183-206. 
33 Ministry of Civil Affairs, 2015年社会服务发展统计公报, [2015 Social Services Development Statistics Bulletin] 
(in Chinese), 2016,  URL: http://www.chinanpo.gov.cn/2201/97085/index.html (last accessed on 16/02/19). 
34 Guosheng DENG, The Hidden Rules…, pp. 190. 
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Nancy Yuan was the vice president of the Asia Foundation and in her contribution to the 2003 

round table for the Congressional-Executive Commission on China she also reported that, 

according to China Development Brief, «China is receiving well over $100 million each year in 

project funding directly from or channelled through over 500 international NGOs and foundations. 

Gifts in kind, such as hundreds of thousands of books and equipment, add substantially to that 

total».35 

According to an article written by Cheng Fen for the Gongyi Shibao (公益时报, gōngyì shíbào), 

in early 2005 the China Development Brief released a report introducing 211 INGOs that were 

carrying out projects in mainland China, but CDB’s founder, Nick Young, talked about 300 INGOs 

that had set up offices in China and hundreds of organisations that had carried out projects in the 

mainland through various channels; rough estimates indicated that INGOs’ yearly expenditures in 

the mainland amount to around US$200 millions. Later in 2005, an updated report was issued 

stating that 500 INGOs were setting up offices and activities in China. According to the data 

provided by Professor Wang Ming (2011), director of the NGO Research Centre of the Tsinghua 

University, the number of overseas Chinese associations was between 3.000 and 6.500, including 

2.000 grant-making associations, 1,000 project-based organizations, 2.500 trade associations and 

more than 1.000 religious groups. 36 

In 2005, China Development Brief published the first directory of INGOs in China. While this 

directory cannot be considered 

comprehensive and complete, it does 

however allow to understand when more 

than 200 INGOs entered China, what field 

they were working in and their country of 

origin. In a special report published by CDB 

in 2011, this is the analysis that was 

published: the numbers of the new INGOs 

entering China varied significantly in the 

five-year periods considered: after the 1995 United Nations 4th World Conference on Women in 

                                                
35  Nancy YUAN, To Serve the People: NGOs and the Development of Civil Society in China: Statement at the 
Roundtable before the Congressional Executive Commission on China, Washington DC: U.S. Government Printing 
Office, 2003, URL:  
https://www.cecc.gov/sites/chinacommission.house.gov/files/documents/roundtables/2003/CECC%20Roundtable%
20Testimony%20-%20Nancy%20Yuan%20-%203.24.03.pdf¨(last accessed on 16/02/19). 
36 Fen CHENG, 走近国际 NGO：数千家机构正悄然进入中国 [Approaching international NGOs: Thousands of 
institutions are quietly entering China], «Sina», 28/09/2005, URL: http://news.sina.com.cn/c/2005-09-
28/15177889970.shtml (last accessed on 16/02/19). 

ENTRY YEAR NUMBER GROWTH (%)
Before 1978 7 3.2
1978 - 1980 8 3.7
1981 - 1986 16 7.3
1986 - 1991 24 11.9
1991 - 1996 38 16.6
1996 - 2001 78 35.3
2001 - 2006 35 15.8
2006 - 2011 15 7.2

Table 3 - Number of new INGOs registered in China (1978-
2011). 
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Beijing, the growth peaked with 78 new organisations setting up operations and projects; however, 

after 2001, the growth index decreased, and after 2006 the new INGOs were only 15.37 As far as 

the fields of work are concerned, aside from the cross-sectoral organisations (there were 45 of 

them), the majority of INGOs focussed on environment (42 INGOs), public health (36 INGOs) 

and education (27 INGOs). The US, country of origin of 99 organisation (about 45% of the total), 

was the one with the largest number of INGOs working in China, followed by Hong Kong (16%) 

and the United Kingdom (12%).  

However, the number of registered INGOs was quite different: by 2015 only 29 representative 

offices had been registered, while the estimates where still between 1.000 and 6.000.38 

Attempts of to improve the regulations regarding NGOs have been made throughout the years. For 

example, in 2010, the Ministry of Civil affairs launched a pilot program to register foreign NGOs 

in Yunnan.39 This attempt proved quite successful, as in December 2010 around 140 foreign NGOs 

had registered under this regulation, which required the organisations to file documentation about 

all their partners, funding and activities. Although at first it seemed that this model would inspire 

national policy, when Xi Jinping came to power, the government approach to foreign NGOs 

changed and aligned with the objectives of strengthening national security and ‘ruling by law’ (依

法治国, yīfǎ zhìguó). 

The first mention of the Foreign NGO Law came in 2014, when it was announced that the National 

People’s Congress Standing Committee was deliberating the first draft. Signals on the 

government’s change of attitude were the fact that the law was being drafted at national level (not 

a ministerial regulation) and that the new authority for registration would be the Ministry of Public 

Security (not the Ministry of Civil Affairs). 

The Chinese Government has not released official data regarding the number of foreign NGOs 

conducting operations and projects in China before 2016. During the fourth session of the 12th 

National People’s Congress, in March 2016, Fu Ying, the former vice foreign president of China, 

said that there were over 7.000 INGOs operating in China, mainly in the sectors of environment, 

                                                
37 Shawn SHIEH and Guosheng DENG, An Emerging…, pp. 181-194. 
38  Shawn SHIEH, The Origins of China’s New Law on Foreign NGOs, «China Files», 31/01/2017, URL: 
http://www.chinafile.com/reporting-opinion/viewpoint/origins-of-chinas-new-law-foreign-ngos (last accessed on 
16/02/19). 
39  Yunnan Province's Provisional Regulations Standardizing the Activities of Overseas Non-Governmental 
Organizations , «China Development Brief», 2009, URL: http://www.chinadevelopmentbrief.cn/wp-
content/uploads/2014/08/Yunnan-Provinces-Provisional-Regulations-Standardizing-the-Activities-of-Overseas-
Non-Governmental-Organizations1.pdf (last accessed on 16/02/19). 
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science and technology, education and culture, and that they were bringing into China experience 

and funds.40 

After going through the process of three drafts and submitting the second one to public revision 

and commentary, the 2017 Overseas Management Law came into effect on the 1st of January 2017. 

This law outlined two possible way for INGOs to operate in China: the first one was to register a 

representative office by finding a Public Supervisory Unit – which would supervise all the INGOs’ 

activities – and then file for approval with a Public Security department; the second one was to 

carry out temporary activities by finding a local partner to work with and file documents about 

their temporary activity with a relevant Public Security department. This law sparkled an intense 

debate: many scholars and observers viewed it as a way for the government to tighten even more 

their authority on civil society; others, on the other hand, welcomed this attempt to (more or less) 

clearly regulate a sector that was operating in a legal limbo. 

The main concerns were that the extensive documentation requirement both for registering and for 

setting up activities would be too burdensome to organisations, that the system of dual registration 

would give the government too much power to control and interfere with NGOs’ activities, and 

that many fields that were deemed a potential risk for national security were informally prohibited 

(for example, advocacy, legal assistance and labour). 

However, if these concerns were true also for the new laws regulating domestic NGOs, the 

Overseas NGO Law was also the first law regulating this particular category. The main issue was 

that many parts of the law were vague, such as the role of the professional supervisory units, and 

they were not establishing a reassuring framework for the organisations that were willing to take 

part in the process.  

Indeed, in the first months after the law had come into effect, not many organisations had registered; 

nevertheless, currently the numbers seem to be increasing. 

As for the registration of representative offices, by September 2017, only 187 foreign NGOs 

(including organisations from Hong Kong, Taiwan and Macao) had registered a total of 221 

representative offices. The great majority of these organisations were Asian (around 47%); 32% 

were from North America and 19% from Europe. As for their fields of work, a striking 45.7% 

were operating in the field of economics. The second biggest field in terms of numbers of 

organisations was poverty relief, accounting for 14% of the registered foreign organisations. The 

gap between these two fields suggests a better reception of economic organisations, which are 

more likely to have closer and better ties to the government.  

                                                
30 傅莹谈境外非政府组织管理法：非阻止其在华有益合法活动 [Fu Ying talks about overseas NGO management 
law: non-blocking its beneficial activities in China], «China News», 4/3/16, URL: 
http://www.chinanews.com/gn/2016/03-04/7784292.shtml (last accessed on 16/02/19 
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Figure 13 – Number of foreign NGOs registered in China per country of origin (1/1/17 – 30/09/18). 

 

By September 2018, the number of overseas organisations that had registered one or more 

representative offices in China was 420. If compared to the 7.000 organisations mentioned by Fu 

Ying in 2016, the number seems modest, but compared with the numbers of the previous year, the 

growth seems encouraging. The United States are home to 25% of the overseas organisations 

which have registered, followed by Hong Kong, which accounts for around 18% of them, Japan 

(12%), South Korea (9%) and Germany (5%). These five countries alone account for more than 

70% of the total. 
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Around 71% of these organisations registered their representative offices in the municipalities of 

Beijing and Shanghai and the provinces of Yunnan, Guangdong and Sichuan. 

 

 
 

 

However, Beijing and Shanghai alone account for around 55% of the total number. In other 

provinces such as Ningxia, Shaanxi and Xinjiang, no overseas organization has yet registered. It 

is interesting to note that Jiangsu and Zhejiang, two provinces with a high number of domestic 

associations, do not seem to have attracted a high number of overseas organisations; on the other 

hand, Beijing and Shanghai are not home to high numbers of domestic organisations, but have 

attracted more than half of the overseas NGOs. This might be explained with the fact that the two 

municipalities are the most international areas in China. 

Figure 14 – Map of overseas NGOs registered in different provinces of China (September 2018). 
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Around 71% of these organisations registered their representative offices in the municipalities of 

Beijing and Shanghai and the provinces of Yunnan, Guangdong and Sichuan. 

However, Beijing and Shanghai alone account for around 55% of the total number. In other 

provinces such as Ningxia, Shaanxi and Xinjiang, no overseas organization has yet registered. It 

is interesting to note that Jiangsu and Zhejiang, two provinces with a high number of domestic 

associations, do not seem to have attracted a high number of overseas organisations; on the other 

hand, Beijing and Shanghai are not home to high numbers of domestic organisations, but have 

attracted more than half of the overseas NGOs. This might be explained with the fact that the two 

municipalities are the most international areas in China. 

It is important to note that out of 420 organisations, 138 of them carry out activities in the whole 

of China, 227 cover more than one province and 143 only operate in the province where they 

registered their representative office. 

As for their field of work, 

the main sector remains 

economy, which increased 

since 2017 (from 45% to 

50%). The second biggest 

sector is poverty alleviation 

and disaster relief, like the 

year before, even if it 

decreased from 14% to 

11%.  

 

 

There is a second way in which overseas organisations can legally operate in China. Those which 

do not want to register a representative office but wish to carry out activities in the mainland lasting 

more than one year, are required to file documentation to carry out temporary activities with the 

Ministry of Public Security. When approved, temporary activities are the only formal way in which 

a domestic organisation can carry out activities and cooperate with a non-Chinese NGO. While it 

is supposed to be a valid alternative to the registration of a representative office, some critics have 

commented on the limits it imposes on the cooperation between foreign and domestic 

organisations, and on the control the Ministry of Public Security can exert on these interactions. 

By September 2017, 131 overseas NGOs had registered a total of 296 fillings for temporary 

activities. A total of 213 Chinese organisations were involved as partners in these temporary 
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Figure 15 – Fields of work of overseas NGOs registered in China by September 
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activities. Out of these 213, almost 60% were Chinese social organisations (175), around 20% 

were party and people’s organisations (61), slightly less than 20% were schools and hospitals (58), 

and 0,70% were companies (2). Education was the most common field of work for temporary 

activities with 84 registered fillings, followed by poverty alleviation and disaster relief with 75 

fillings. Most of these temporary activities were limited in scope, with 218 out of 296 registered 

in a part or parts of a single province.  

By September 2018, 1068 temporary activities had been registered. More than 55% of the 

organizations that had registered were from Hong Kong (595 temporary activities). The US 

accounted for around 19% with 207 temporary activities registered, Germany and the UK 

registered respectively 55 and 42 (around 5% and 4%) and Macao 35 (3%). Analysing the location 

of the temporary activities that have been registered, it is interesting to see that Beijing is still the 

municipality with the biggest number of filings (220), while it seems like Shanghai is a 

considerably less attractive municipality for temporary activities than it is for representative offices 

(only 43). On the other hand, the province of Guangdong, which had only 21 representative office 

registered, was the chosen place of registration for 180 temporary activities. Hong Kong’s 

proximity to Guangdong is an evident reason for a good cooperation between the two, and of the 

high number of activities by Hong Kong NGOs, a large part is likely to have been registered in 

that province.  
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Contrary to the situation with representative offices, which clearly require to go through a more 

burdensome process in order to register, at least one temporary activity has been registered in every 

province, even though more than 60% percent was located in five provinces, namely Beijing, 

Guangdong, Guizhou, Yunnan and Sichuan. 

 

The different numbers of foreign NGOs activities in provinces that are apparently similar to each 

other is a situation that originated before the Overseas NGO Law, and that seems to persist even 

after the law, and it also applies to the situation of domestic NGOs. The reason is related to the 

different policy environments, which are more or less restrictive depending on the province. For 

example, Deng refers to the case of Yunnan and Guizhou, both in South-West China, where 

Yunnan has been more welcoming towards social organisations and Guizhou more limiting – the 

results can be seen in the comparingly low number of organisations in the latter.41 

                                                
41 Guosheng DENG, The Hidden Rules…, pp. 183-206. 
 

Figure 17 – Map of temporary activities registered in different provinces of China by overseas NGOs by 
September 2018. 
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In 2005, Anheier, Kaldor and Glasius published reports concerning a number of indexes 

concerning INGOs and civil society.42 A few interesting data emerged: first of all, concerning the 

membership of INGOs per country, a comparison has been made between data from 1993 and 

2003. One membership was counted whether an INGO had one or multiple members in a country, 

so the emphasis is on the number of INGOs and not on the effective number of members. The 

number in China went from 1.380 to 2.415 in ten years, growing of about 75%. The data 

concerning membership density, expressed as memberships in INGOs per million of the 

population, went from 1.2 to 1.9. China had one of the lowest numbers in the countries that were 

analysed, but in ten years it grew of about 60%, showing a slow but significant improvement in a 

decade. The data reported by world-based surveys is very interesting because has been gathered 

with the explicit purpose of being compared, and thus gives a general idea of the situation of China 

relatively to the rest of the world. However, because this study is using data from 2003, it could 

be considered outdated and, because of the rapidity with which the world is changing nowadays, 

it does not deliver a precise picture of today’s situation. In particular, it would be interesting to see 

the comparison of the data from before and after the Overseas NGO Law, in order to determine 

the scope of the changes it brought to the Chinese third sector’s situation. 

 

2.3 Unregistered NGOs 
 
Unregistered NGOs are an important issue to take into consideration when describing the third 

sector in China. The reason for their importance lays in the fact that their estimated number is far 

bigger than the number of registered NGOs, and that their unregistered status makes studying them 

extremely hard in terms of data collection. Since the emergence of a third sector in China, 

researchers have encountered many difficulties in defining what could be considered a social 

organisation and what could not. Firstly, the interference of the state and its control over a large 

portion of the sector, be it with its sponsoring of GONGOs or with provisions in the regulations - 

such as the dual registration mechanism - meant to keep the development of the sector under strict 

supervision, made it hard for some analysts to recognise the existence of an independent third 

sector. Secondly, the uncertainty generated by the three ‘no’ policy pushed many organisations to 

avoid registration as social organisation and to register as business instead. These interferences of 

the public and private sector surely make the study of the third sector, an already complex and 

delicate matter, an even harder task. The boundaries of the spaces where citizens can associate are 

blurred, and therefore more difficult to fully understand. 

                                                
42 Helmut K. ANHEIER, Marlies GLASIUS and Mary KALDOR (eds.), Global Civil Society 2004/5, London: SAGE 
Publications, 2005. 
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However, it is important to recognise the importance of organisations that remain unregistered. 

Their status makes it harder to find them and categorise them, but it is common belief that most 

grassroots, voluntary associations are unregistered. This means that organisations that were 

established bottom-up, in response to felt need of citizens actually exist in China, and their 

significance cannot be understated.  

First of all, it is important to understand why the government has tolerated the existence of 

organisations that are deemed illegal in official regulations. The reason goes back to the period 

that immediately followed the Opening Reform. At that time, the state had little to no 

understanding of social organisations. China needed foreign technologies and know-how, and that 

is the reason why it opened its doors to foreign investments and foreign NGOs; however, as it has 

been mentioned earlier, NGOs were distrusted because easily connected with Western values and 

the fear they could engage in political activity. The three ‘no’ policy (no recognition, no banning, 

no intervention) was the solution adopted first to deal with foreign NGOs, and consequently with 

domestic grassroots NGOs. As Deng states, in 1988 the Shanghai Council requested instructions 

to the Ministry of Civil Affairs on how to deal with foreign NGOs, and the internal document 

pointing at the three ‘no’ policy, in lack of a more comprehensive legal framework, became the 

method local governments would refer to when facing similar issues.43 

But why did the government not issue a more comprehensive legal framework? The reason lies in 

its inexperience and lack of understanding of social organisations. The low numbers of 

organisations operating in China at the time did not put pressure on the government to develop a 

system to administer them; moreover, its inexperience would have made it very hard to make the 

legislation in a way that it would both attract new organisations and allow for a strict control of 

their operations. Thus, the decision of allowing them to operate with no legal registration, so long 

as they were not posing a threat to social security. It would have been almost impossible and very 

costly to ban them and to enforce the ban for a long period of time, and the unregistered status 

allowed local governments a great deal of discretionary power in administering social 

organisations. Local governments recognise the potential benefits for society that NGOs can bring, 

and the fact that these organisations are unregistered, and cannot compete for funding as registered 

institutions do, makes them more dependent on good relationships with local governments and 

government officials.44 Local governments are thus able to exploit NGOs to tackle problems of 

services provision and at the same time detain a lot of control over their activities.  

                                                
43 Guosheng DENG, The Hidden Rules…, pp. 183-206. 
44  Timothy HILDEBRANDT, Social Organizations and the Authoritarian State in China, New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2013, pp. 44-52. 
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From the organisations’ point of view, the registration process that had been instituted with the 

Regulation on Registration and Management of Social Organisations (issued in 1989 and revised 

in 1998) and the Provisional Regulation on Registration and Management of Private Non-

Enterprise Units was very burdensome. The requirement of dual registration made it hard, 

especially for small, grassroots organisations to meet the standards for registration; moreover, the 

Professional Supervisory Units were not always willing to sponsor NGOs, because their role and 

responsibility were not clearly defined, and the sponsorship could entail political risks. 

Consequently, many organisations gave up on the tax-exempt status that characterizes NGOs and 

adopted different strategies in order to operate: some of them registered with the Industrial and 

commercial Bureau as business enterprises; some others exist as branches or secondary 

organisations of a registered institution but carry out their operations independently; some others 

remain unregistered. 

Even now that the government is making a significant effort to strengthen the rule of law and is 

issuing new laws concerning the registration and administration of both domestic and foreign 

organisations, there are reasons to believe that the number of NGOs that did not register with the 

Ministry of Civil Affairs is still very high – higher than the number of organisations that have a 

legal status. 

A number of studies has tried to determine an approximation of the number of unregistered 

Chinese NGOs during the years. The main differences in their estimates are due to the fact that 

different studies were based on different premises: for example, some of them only considered 

voluntary, independent grassroot organisations, while others, for example He and Wang, aimed at 

mapping out «the whole picture of associational life in China», and defined an association as «a 

social space in which individuals are tied to each other through formal and informal group 

membership». Their focus was not so much on the independence of associations as it was on social 

capital, on a broadly defined membership in a group. 

In an article published in 2004, He and Wang reported a total of 8.031.344 associations, which 

included registered social associations (142.000), registered private non-enterprise units (124.000), 

unregistered social organisations (40.000), unregistered private non-enterprise units (250.000), 

eight mass organisations’ branches and subsidiaries (5.378.424), other quasi-government 

associations (1.338.220), and grassroots groups (758.700). The total of unregistered social 

organisation would amount to over one million.45 Other students of Chinese social organisations 

adopted different approaches. Professor Wang Ming of the NGO research Centre at Tsinghua 

University, provided a different estimate, reported by Andrew Watson: estimating 200.000 entities 

                                                
45 WANG Shaoguang and HE Jianyu, Associational revolution…, pp. 485–533. 
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registered as non-profit organisations with the Industrial and Commercial Bureau, 500.000 NGOs 

at urban community level, about 200.000 rural welfare organisations below county level, about 

100.000 rural mutual benefit associations below county level, about 1.600.000 rural specialised 

technical associations outside the Ministry statistics and from 50.000 to 100.000 religious groups, 

he reached an estimated number of 2.700.000 unregistered organisations.46 

Other estimates state the number would be close to 1.400.000.47 As Deng (2010) points out, the 

difference between the above-mentioned estimates lies in how rural technical associations were 

classified: either as grassroots extensions of the China Association for Science and Technology 

(mass organisation), relying on CAST estimates, or as unregistered NGO, considering the Ministry 

of Agriculture’s estimates. However, excluding rural technical associations, the number of 

unregistered NGOs would be somewhere between 1 and 1.5 million. 

In the China Philanthropy Law Report issued by the International Centre for Non-Profit Law, the 

estimated number of unregistered NGOs would be between 1 and 3 million (including ‘groups 

registered as business’, ‘groups that operate without registering by filing documents’, ‘groups that 

attach themselves to registered social organisations’, and ‘other unregistered groups’). 

It is safe to say that, according to most estimates, the number of unregistered NGOs exceeds 

significantly that of registered NGOs. 

 

2.4 Donations 
 
In developed countries with a vibrant third sector, while earned income from service fees and 

government grants are the most important source of revenue for non-profit organisations, private 

giving remains an important resource for NGOs. But what is the impact of donations on the 

revenue of Chinese NGOs? 

In the World Giving Index Report 2018, China ranked third for number of people who donated 

money (after India and the US) with 156 million people (against the 91 million people in 2016).48 

Given the huge population of China, this fact does not come as a surprise. However, when the 

percentage of people who donated money is considered, it is not very high: in fact, China ranked 

113 among all the other countries which were surveyed – showing that only a small portion of the 

population actually donates money.  

What are the reasons for the low levels of philanthropy in the country?  

                                                
46 Andrew WATSON, Civil Society…, p. 38. 
47 Xijin JIA, 第三部门改革［The Reform of the Third Sector］, Beijing: Tsinghua University Press, 2005, p. 237. 
48  Charities Aid Foundation, CAF World Giving Index 2016, Kent: CAF, 2016. URL: 
https://www.cafonline.org/docs/default-source/about-us-publications/1950a_wgi_2016_report_web_v2_241016.pdf 
(last accessed on 16/02/19). 
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Philanthropy has a long history in China, that has been studied by different scholars.49 However, 

all philanthropic activities and donation habits stagnated after the Communist Revolution in 1949. 

After that year, all aspects of the citizens’ life were dominated by the state, voluntary giving 

included. Any sign of recognition for the need of charity would have been interpreted as a failure 

of the state. After the Opening Reforms, civil society was still underdeveloped and strictly 

controlled by the state. Citizens did not have the possibility to choose which organisations to 

donate to – mostly because the vast majority of organisations were GONGOs. GONGOs where 

directly controlled by the government, and they were the only institutions with the right of public 

fundraising. This meant that during the 1980s and the 1990s, private donations were mostly 

addressed to the conventional areas sponsored by the government, such as poverty alleviation, 

disaster relief, education, or health. In that period corporations started to make donations as well: 

they were developing the idea of corporate social responsibility, but mostly as an instrument to 

improve and enhance their relationship with the government. An important characteristic of 

donations in this period was the little information and transparency attached to how they were 

being used. This eventually led to the development of a reticent attitude of Chinese citizens 

towards the non-profit sector and donations. 

Around the beginning of the 21st century, civil society began to develop. Foreign NGOs started to 

operate in China, generating interest in the third sector and giving new impetus to the establishment 

of new independent grassroot organisations. For the first time, the number of private foundations 

exceeded that of public foundations (GONGOs). However, the institutional void in the regulation 

of the sector led to scandals related to the improper management of GONGOs’ funds, which gained 

high resonance through the media. A number of debates started discussing the need to promote 

better transparency in non-profit organisations, which were highly affected by these scandals that 

kept jeopardising their reputation among the population. The introduction of concepts of 

transparency and accountability was especially due to the increasing influence that overseas 

organisations had gained in China, which allowed Chinese organisations to learn about new 

models to shape the philanthropic sector. 

An extremely important year for Chinese donations was 2008. The dramatic increase in the amount 

of donations that year was due to the Wenchuan earthquake that caused the death of over 69.000 

people and left about 4.8 million people homeless. This dramatic occasion made the donations in 

2008 reach an unprecedented peak. In 2008, for the first time in the history of the RPC, the total 

                                                
49  Joanna HANDLIN SMITH, The Art of Doing Good: Charity in Late Ming China, Oakland, CA: University of 
California Press, 2009; Karla Simon, Civil Society in China: The Legal Framework From Ancient Times to the “New 
Reform Era”, New York: Oxford University Press, 2013. 
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of domestic and foreign donations exceeded 100 billion yuan, of which about 70 billion were 

specifically donated for the disaster relief operations connected to the Wenchuan earthquake.50 

2010 was another important year in the history of Chinese philanthropy. In summer that year the 

Guo Meimei scandal broke51, causing Chinese donations to fall by more than 80%. The scandal 

was connected to the Red Cross of China, with which the 24-old woman, who was photographed 

with a Maserati and a number of Hermès handbags, was reportedly affiliated. It was not the first 

time the Red Cross had to face accusations of having misspent of funds from donations – similar 

accusations had emerged also in connection with the management of funds for the 2008 Sichuan 

earthquake. The scandal caused public trust in non-profits organisations to reach an all-time low. 

Because of the resonance of the scandals, the non-profit community and the Ministry of Civil 

Affairs tried to urge the non-profit sector to adopt more transparent measures of disclosure of 

information related to the use of donations. The analysis of the 2010 China Charity Donation 

Report highlighted an extremely polarized donation system, where national foundations possessed 

a better infrastructure and processes of information disclosure, whereas smaller foundations had 

little to no reporting standards. Thus, although large-scale organisations received high sums of 

monetary donations, many smaller foundations received no donations at all. The issue of 

transparency and reporting was tackled by the MCA and a collective of non-profits by promoting 

initiatives aimed at a sustainable and healthy development of the charitable sector by promoting 

better transparency, efficiency in the allocation of resources and responsive to the population’s 

needs.52  

In the following years, Chinese philanthropy saw a decline in social donations. The deputy director 

of the Department of Social Welfare and Philanthropy Promotion, Xu Jianzhong, reportedly stated 

that the decline in donations was mainly due to three factors: the continued downturn in the global 

economic situation, the decrease in the number of natural disasters, and the increased awareness 

and cautions of donors following Guo Meimei’s and other scandals. However, it is worth to 

                                                
50 2014 中国慈善捐助报告：常规捐赠创新高 个人捐赠比例下滑 [2014 China Charity Donation Report: The 
proportion of regular donations and high personal donations declined], «Chaoguang News», 20/09/15, URL: 
http://china.cnr.cn/ygxw/20150920/t20150920_519909785.shtml (last accessed on 16/02/19). 
51  Malcom MOORE, Chinese charity donations fall 80 per cent, « The Telegraph», 8/12/11, URL:  
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/asia/china/8943224/Chinese-charity-donations-fall-80-per-cent.html 
(last accessed on 14/02/19). 
52 On January 8, 2012, 112 charitable organizations jointly launched the “Transparent Charity Joint Action” at the 
2011 China Charity Annual Meeting to jointly respond to the “Transparent Charity Alliance”. The Action Proposal, 
through industry self-discipline, meant to enhance the transparency and credibility of the entire charity industry. Cf. 
百余家公益慈善组织共同搭建信息披露平台 [More than 100 charitable organizations jointly set up an information 
disclosure platform], «China Network TV», 8/01/12, URL: http://news.cntv.cn/china/20120108/118605.shtml (last 
accessed on 15/02/19). 
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highlight the fact that the scandals mainly affected large and national-level organisations; the trust 

in small grassroot organisations was not damaged by the scandals.  

The new attention and interest that have risen on topics such as transparency and accountability in 

the third sector did not only affect public opinion.  New governmental efforts have been devoted 

to issuing an improved legal framework, namely the 2016 Charity Law, aimed at encouraging 

donations by boosting transparent practices and increasing the trustworthiness of partners such as 

charitable associations.  

By looking more in details at the Yearly Reports on Charitable Donations in China, issued by the 

China Charity and Donation Information Centre, it is possible to gather additional information 

about the trends in charitable donations in recent years and to analyse in depth different dimensions 

of these donations, such as the percentage of national and overseas donations, the amount of 

donations to different sectors, the types of donors, the geographical distribution of donations and 

the development of internet donations over the years. 

 

According to these reports, the amount of total donations has been above the 100-billion-threshold 

since 2014. Since 2013, charitable donations have growth considerably. They accounted for 0.17% 

of the national GDP in 2013, and in 2017 they accounted for 0.18% of the national GDP, signalling 

a constant growth. In the 2013 Report, however, a more comprehensive estimate - which included 

the total value of donations and quasi-donations (funds raised by the China Welfare Lottery53 and 

the converted value of different volunteer services) – indicated that donations accounted for 33% 

                                                
53 Launched in 1987, the China Welfare Lottery is one of two legal lotteries in mainland China, the other being 
the China Sports Lottery. The funds raised by the lottery are used in project with charitable aims such as supporting 
the elderly, the disabled and the vulnerable throughout the entire country. 

84,501 81,733

98,942
104,226

110,857

139,294

149,986

0,000

20,000

40,000

60,000

80,000

100,000

120,000

140,000

160,000

2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

TOTAL DONATIONS (in billion yuan)

Figure 18 – Total donations in China in billion yuan (2011-2017). 



 67 

of national GDP.54 This value suggests that by adopting a broader definition, the total of donations 

in China could have an even bigger influence on the national economy. 

The 2016 Report compared the growth of donations in China with the growth of donations in other 

developed countries such as the US and the UK. While in that year donations accounted for 2.1% 

of national GDP in the US, 0.52% of national GDP in the UK and only 0.19%, the total amount of 

charitable donations in China was close to the level of developed countries in Europe. However, 

China showed an annual growth rate of total donations and per capita donations significantly 

higher than the growth rate of the United States and Britain.55 

 

 

2.4.1 Main areas of donations 

By looking at yearly reports since 2013, an evident trend shows that the vast majority of donations 

are mainly concentrated in three fields. The two most prominent areas of donations are health and 

education. As for the third, while in 2013 a significant portion of donations went into disaster relief 

(the donations were connected with the Ya’an earthquake); however, in the following years, the 

sector of poverty relief and development gained more and more attention. On average, it could be 

said that since 2013 the three sectors of health, education and poverty relief together account for 

more that 70% of total donations. This trend is quite interesting: it shows that Chinese people are 

more inclined to give to areas that they traditionally feel more enthusiastically about. However, it 

is common understanding that China needs to support a diversification in charitable donations, in 

order to support other important sectors such as science, culture and sports.  

In the 2013 and 2014 reports, an unbalanced situation was reported within these three main sectors. 

For example, in the area of education, the majority of donations are directed towards colleges and 

higher education (nearly half of them), neglecting lower levels of education. In the sector of health, 

it was noted that most of the donations concerned drug donations and surgery funding, while 

personnel training and donations to the infrastructures were significantly lower. Most of these 

donations were made to poorer Western areas. In the poverty relief sector, a preference was 

highlighted towards categories such as women, children and the elderly.  

                                                
54 《2013 年度中国慈善捐助报告》在深圳发布 [The 2013 China Charity Donation Report was released in 
Shenzhen], «Weibo», 22/09/14, URL: https://www.weibo.com/p/2304186609263a0102v29g (last accessed on 
16/02/19). 
55 《2016 年度中国慈善捐助报告》在京发布，捐赠总额上涨 25%，增幅领先发达国家 [The 2016 China 
Charity Donation Report was released in Beijing, and the total donation rose by 25%. The growth rate is ahead of 
the developed countries], «Charity Forum», 2/11/17, URL: https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/2oxvp7-
enMgrgwQQUocBow (last accessed 16/02/19). 
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In subsequent years, numbers show that the situation has become more balanced for some aspects. 

 

The sector of education still attracts the larger portion of donations. However, it seems that over 

the years the area of poverty alleviation has shown the highest growth rate and is now about to 

become as influent as the other two. In 2017, these three areas alone still accounted for more than 

70% of total donations. 

Data from 2016 show these sectors achieved prominence also in online donations. Thanks to the 

great development of internet as a means to raise funds and at the same time promote transparency, 

it would probably serve as the right tool to encourage individuals and corporations alike to 

differentiate in their donations, so as to support other sectors alongside health, education, and 

poverty relief. 

From a geographical point of view, donations and generosity in the historically richer and more 

developed Eastern coastal areas are higher than in the poorer Western regions. The reports over 

the years pointed at Beijing, Guangdong and Shanghai as China’s most generous province and 

municipalities. Beijing ranked first in 2015 with 6.5 billion Yuan donated for charity. Other 

provinces with high levels of generosity are Guizhou, Fujian, Zhejiang, Hainan, Jilin, Hubei, and 

Sichuan.56 

                                                
56 中国慈善捐助报告发布 2014年捐赠总额再破千亿 [China's charitable donation report released in 2014, total 
donations exceeded 100 billion], «Weibo», 19/09/15, URL: https://www.weibo.com/p/1001603888749757994024 
(last accessed on 16/02/19). 
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Figure 19 – Development of the most important areas of donations, education, medical health and poverty 
alleviation, in terms of percentage of total donations (2015-2017). 
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2.4.2 Main recipients and sources of donations 

The main recipients of social donations in China are social organisations and foundations. Since 

2012, the percentage of donations made to this kind of associations has been around 70% of total 

donations, reaching the 73.87% of total donations in 2017. In contrast, charitable donations 

received by government departments dominated by the civil administration system have continued 

to decline over the past decade, from a peak of 47.93 billion yuan in 2008 to 2.5 billion yuan in 

2017.57 government agencies and party organs gradually withdrew from the donation market, 

going from a share of 22.9% of donation received to around 11% in 2017.  

The yearly reports analysed, that go from 2012 to 2017, display data on the percentage of donations 

that came from government, social institutions, corporations (public, private and foreign) and 

individuals.  

Since 2012, when they accounted for 58% of the total donations, corporate donations have always 

represented the major source of donations in China. In 2013, corporate donations accounted for 

almost 70% of total donations – 90% of which were made by private (50%) and foreign funded 

enterprises (40%). In 2014 and 2015 the percentage of corporate donations remained stable. In 

2014, the amount of corporate donations from the manufacturing, real estate, mining, and financial 

industries accounted for nearly 70% of the total corporate donations, with mining companies 

having the highest donations, reaching 58.35 million yuan. however, in 2015, private and state-

owned enterprises accounted for 52.24% and 32.77% of the total annual donations of the 

enterprises. In contrast, the amount of donations from foreign-funded enterprises fell sharply, 

accounting for only 12.99% of total corporate donations, a decrease of 22.99% from the previous 

year. This significant decrease of foreign funded enterprises was linked to global economic 

fluctuations that caused a reduction of foreign contributions’ benefits. In 2016 and 2017, the 

percentage of corporate donations decreased to about 65%, with private corporations accounting 

for around 50% of the total corporate donations. It is interesting to notice than in 2017, the scale 

of donation from foreign funded enterprises grew of about 20% year-on-year, accounting for 

around 17% of total corporate donations (16.56 billion yuan). 

As for individual donations, they saw a negative trend for three consecutive years until 2014, when 

the only accounted for 11% of the total donations. Since 2015, however, they have grown steadily, 

form around 16% in 2015 to 23.28% in 2017 (34.17 billion yuan). The composition of individual 

donations also changed: if, in 2012, the main force of individual donations were entrepreneurs who 

donated large sum of money, in 2015 small donations below 100.000 yuan accounted for 44.3% 
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(7.5 billion yuan) of the total of individual donations that year and reached 9 billion yuan in 2016. 

This is a sign that ordinary people are starting to feel involved in civil society and philanthropic 

activities, and that they probably have more incentives to do so, for example, through the Internet. 

This positive trend has been directly connected to the surge of online platforms for donations, 

which improve transparency and favour the involvement of younger generations. 

If online platforms can be linked to the increase of small donations, and exploited in order to 

further encourage them, large scale donations made by philanthropist have a huge potential in a 

country like China, with a high number of citizens who are included in the ranks of the global rich. 

The 2016 Charity law aimed at encouraging that kind of donors by making it easier for charities 

to register and raise funds, by allowing charitable trusts to be formed and by expanding tax 

incentives for individual and corporate donors. According to a 2017 article published by the 

Guardian, between 2010 and 2016, donations from the top 100 philanthropists in mainland China 

more than tripled to $4.6 billion and 46 of the wealthiest 200 Chinese citizens now have 

foundations.58 This positive trend holds a great potential for Chinese philanthropy. Philanthropist 

in China share an ideal of a harmonious society, strongly advocated by the government, which 

motivates them to give back to society a portion of their wealth; however, they seem to be focused 

on the traditional sectors of philanthropy such as health, education and poverty relief. This shows 

that they might need to be encouraged to diversify the purpose of their philanthropic projects and 

foundations in order to develop a more heterogeneous civil society. 

 

2.4.3 Online donations 

Online donations are gaining more and more importance in China and it would be safe to say that 

they have had a huge impact in redefining the Chinese philanthropic sector.  

In 2013, online donations were booming. The donations made online exceeded 300 million Yuan. 

The first platforms to become popular were the Tencent Gongyi (1.16 million users), Sina Gongyi 

(about one million users), Alibaba CSR (more than 100 million users), respectively established by 

internet groups Tencent, Sina, Alibaba.  

In 2014, those three online platforms alone raised 428 million Yuan, a very significant 42.6% 

increase from the previous year. The number of donations made from mobile phones (68% of the 
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total) had become more frequent than computer donations. Out of all the online donors who used 

the Tencent Gongyi platform, 95.7% were under 35. 

In 2015, online donations grew tremendously: for example, the Tencent Gongyi platform received 

over 540 million yuan, 5.4 times more than in 2014, and over 23 million people donated money, 

4.7 times more than in 2014. A striking 95.32% of donation were completed with a mobile device. 

In the same year, Tencent launched an annual philanthropic program in collaboration with many 

other organisations: the 9/9 (9th of September) Philanthropy Day, to be hold for three days, aims 

at connecting the public with charities, facilitating the communication between donors and 

recipients. During the first edition in 2015, Tencent, in order to give more weight to the event, 

invested 99.99 million yuan in matching funds, thus encouraging people to get involved. 95 

publicly funded organisations hosted 2.178 projects, and 2.05 million people participated and 

made donations.59 The extremely positive reception signaled a great enthusiasm of non-profit 

organisations, which were probably in great need of funding; also, the event released the great 

potential of using technology to influence and stimulate philanthropy – considering not only the 

people who donated, but also the people who talked about the event on social media, the number 

of people involved is extremely large. This event alone, at its fourth edition in 2018, raised 1.4 

billion yuan in donations, of which 830 million were individual donations and 185 million were 

corporate donations.60 The sectors which raised the majority of donations were education and 

healthcare, accounting for 35.2% and 34.5% of all the funds raised. Projects related to poverty 

alleviation received 26.1%, and environmental and animal protection projects received 4.2%. 

In 2016 the Ministry of Civil Affairs designated a group of 13 charitable organisations with online 

platforms to raise information about raising money on the internet. The results showed that Tencent 

Gongyi, Ant Group Gongyi and Taobao Gongyi raised in 2016 about 37% more than in 2015 

(1.289 billion yuan). By analysing the donors, what emerged was that more than 45% of them were 

born in the 1980s. The fields that had earned more were health and education, showing that 

Chinese donors did not diversify their donations online. The 70% of donations were completed 

with mobile phones, and Guangdong, Beijing, Jiangsu, Zhejiang and Shanghai where the locations 

with the highest numbers of donors. These data gathered by the most popular online platforms for 

charity show that the internet in a powerful means to mobilise younger generations and encourage 

more people to donate, but they also show that donations online have not had a strong impact in 
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diversifying the fields of philanthropy, nor did they influence the participation of residents of 

Western areas of China. However, donations online seem to have consolidated the interest of 

citizens in philanthropy, and they surely helped in enhancing the transparency of non-profit 

organisations, thus boosting the public’s trust in the third sector. 
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3. Emerged tendencies in the development of the Chinese non-profit 
sector 

 
The study of Chinese social organisations is notoriously a complex task. The non-profit sector is 

developing in China, and its growth can be seen in the recent legislative development and in the 

increasing numbers of registered organisations. 

But the non-profit sector is not simple to define, and it does not have clearly defined borders to 

distinguish it from the state and the market. Many are the theories that have been formulated over 

the years by scholars to try and explain the reason for the necessity and the emergence of 

organisations that were not public nor private, and that occupied a space that was other than the 

household, the state and the market, but that was linked to all these three areas of society. It was 

argued that the non-profit dimension plays a role in providing goods and services that are needed 

from minorities which are not provided for by the state, because the state, for political reasons, 

takes care of the median voter. Thus, the development of a non-profit sector has been linked to the 

level of heterogeneity in society.61 When the question rose as of why these goods and services 

could not be provided by the private sector, it was argued that they possessed certain characteristics 

for which the non-profit organisations would generate more trust in the consumers than private 

corporations, more likely to exploit information asymmetries.62 Some academics theorised that for 

non-profits to exist, there needed to be entrepreneurs acting as social innovators, people with the 

ability to «creatively destroy» the past in order to find new solutions and to innovate, but whose 

purposes that were not purely monetary. These social innovators would be the force behind the 

establishment of non-profits.63 Others focused on the importance of stakeholders’ initiative in 

starting associations and organisations to advance common interests. Some theories, such as the 

interdependency theory, explored the interdependency of the state and the non-profit sector and 

argued that their cooperation was inevitable as one’s weaknesses were the other’s strengths and 

vice versa.64 The beauty of these theories lies in the fact that they can coexist and complement 

each other, because they seek to explain different aspects of a reality that is so complex and so 

multifaceted that is extremely difficult to sum up and simplify for academic purposes. A more 
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comparative-historical theory was developed by Salamon and Anheier65: it was the social origin 

theory, which combined some countries’ governments level of spending on social welfare and the 

economic size of their non-profit sector. The result were four different categories, four ‘non-profit 

regimes’ (liberal, corporatist, social democratic and statist) which further proved the 

embeddedness of the non-profit sector in the broader political and social development of its own 

country. 

This is also true for China and its non-profit sector. Like China, Chinese social organisations find 

themselves in a transitional state, in an environment of increasing inequalities, in a society that 

displays a huge number of contradictions, in a legal framework constantly improving and 

responding to clashing aspirations. The importance of the development of the Chinese non-profit 

sector is amplified in a context in which the global interest in the third sector is increasing and in 

which scholars and policy-makers are developing an ability to appreciate its impact on society, 

economy and national policies. The Chinese charitable sector’s significance is directly 

proportional to the importance of China in this era of globalisation. 

However, the non-profit sector in the PRC presents unique features that further complicate the task 

of studying it and analysing its scale and scope. Firstly, it does not fit the paradigm of the non-

profit sector that has deep roots in Western developed countries, and it requires an extra effort to 

understand its characteristics, shaped by different values and by a different relationship between 

the state and its citizens; secondly, the availability of data regarding civil society organisations in 

China is extremely little; in fact, much information that would be useful to comprehend 

associational life in China does not exist. The cause is the fact that the great majority of 

organisations have been operating with an unregistered status, and that the only source of a 

satisfyingly reliable set of data is the Ministry of Civil Affairs, but even their statistics are not 

verifiable. The scholars that have tried, over the years, to send out questionnaires about more 

specific aspects of NGOs’ operational life have registered a very low response rate, which made it 

hard for them to carry out thorough analysis. 

However, it has been possible to draw an approximate picture of the size and scope of domestic 

registered and unregistered organisations, of foreign organisations operating in China and of social 

donations, and to analyse them across different dimensions. It has been possible to do so by 

gathering official data published by the National Bureau of Statistics of China, by the Ministry of 

Civil Affairs and the Ministry of Public Security, and by integrating them with estimates that have 

been made by scholars with direct experience and linkages with Chinese social organisations. The 
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picture that has been drawn has shown positive and negative trends, and it has revealed some 

remarkable tendencies that are going to be analysed in the following paragraphs. 

 

3.1 General trends in domestic NGOs 
 
The figures regarding registered domestic NGOs clearly display the effects that early regulations 

and measures had on the sector. One of the most evident facts is the gradual increase of legal 

categories of social organisations over the years. Of course, this increase in typology only 

describes the formal registered portion of NGOs, because it would be safe to assume that the 

variety of grassroots organisations and associations established in these early times would display 

a wider heterogeneity. Heterogeneity is something the government had to deal with since the 

beginning of the Opening Reforms, and not only related to the third sector. Many legislative 

actions of the governments can be seen as interventions aimed at making civil society organisations 

a more cohesive and uniform ensemble; this, for example, was one of the publicly stated objectives 

of the clean-up and reregistration campaigns of 1991 and 1998. In particular, the second clean up-

campaign was directly related to the introduction of the category of civil non-enterprise units. The 

passing of executive measures at that time was mainly motivated by governmental needs; the 

approach of the legislative bodies was incremental, and every measure taken was addressing 

specific issues. There was not a guiding principle underlying the executive documents that were 

being issued: they were mainly trying to react to the changes the non-profit sector was subjected 

to, and they were not following a particular strategy to encourage the development of the sector. 

The case of civil non-enterprise units, however, is an interesting one. By 1998 the government had 

probably acquired a certain level of conscience and knowledge as to the potential of the non-profit 

sector. The main reason for the government to support the growth of the sector, despite the concern 

of losing control over civil society, was to contract the provision of social services to external 

bodies which had the possibility to obtain foreign funding and had more flexibility than 

governmental departments. The legal form of civil non-enterprise units, which were defined by 

their ultimate objective of providing services, suited the needs of the Chinese government in that 

period. The steady growth of the number of registered civil non-enterprise units, even in periods 

when the government’s tightened control caused the number of social associations to plummet, 

clearly proves the support they received.  
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Kuhn (2018) suggests that the legal status of an organisation run by a CEO, such as civil non-

enterprise units, was a particularly attractive venture in China, and that this is the reason for their 

steady and constant growth over the years.66  

As for foundations, they were recorded in official statistical reports as a separate set of 

organisations only in 2003, as they were – at first – considered a subcategory of social associations. 

The number of civil non-enterprise units grew until it eventually exceeded the number of social 

associations in 2015, proving to be extremely successful. The number of foundations, on the other 

hand, remained extremely small if compared to the other two kinds of organisations. Probably, the 

low levels of domestic philanthropy, together with the impossibility to obtain a public fundraising 

status for many foundations until 2016, probably caused foundations to remain few in number. It 

is interesting to put this fact in correlation with the data regarding social donations. Foundations 

have been recognised to be the main recipients of social donations in China for many consecutive 

years. This shows that, although there is only a small number of foundations, they are the 

organisational form with the biggest capacity for fundraising, and it also shows a concentration of 

available funds in the hands of a small circle of foundations. However, the fact that foundations 

are no longer distinguished into public fund-raising and non-public fundraising should carry 

positive effects and help in distributing donations more evenly across different foundations. 

 

 

3.2 The balance between registered and unregistered social organisations 
 
It is not surprising to learn that the number of registered organisations has registered fluctuations 

when the government was undergoing periods of distrust towards the sector, and when new 

regulations and measures that incorporated stricter provisions were issued. What is, obviously, 

missing from these official data, however, are the figures and historical trends of all the 

organisations in China, both registered and unregistered. It could be argued that governmental 

policies and attitudes affect registered civil society organisations, but it cannot be proved that they 

have an actual impact on the associational life of Chinese citizens. The estimates on the numbers 

of unregistered associations are intrinsically approximate. There is no reliable way to know what 

factors affect unregistered NGOs, which are – at least in numbers – significantly more than 

registered organisations.  

The fact that so many organisations remain unregistered suggests that the principal objective of 

issued regulations and governmental initiatives is not to encourage the registration of as many 
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organisations as possible, even if registered organisations are under stricter control of the 

government thanks to the dual management system, and they are arguably easier to influence and 

control. However, the purpose of the first wave of governmental regulations seemed to be more 

focussed on creating GONGOs. GONGOs are government-established and government-organised. 

They represented the tool through which the government wanted to achieve its main purpose, that 

is to say, contracting the provision of services to institutions that were external to state departments. 

This would have allowed to reduce the administrative personnel and to meet the increasing needs 

of the population. GONGOs, as non-governmental organisations, would have been able to engage 

in fundraising and to accept international donations to support their operations, something that 

would have been impossible for the Chinese state; moreover, they were allowed more flexibility 

and had the possibility to carry out more experimental projects and to respond in a timelier manner 

to social needs. To some extent, it could be said that allowing the space for unregistered 

organisations to exist even outside the legal framework was part of the unstated strategy adopted 

by the central and local governments. Unregistered organisations that were able to develop a 

functioning structure and the ability to carry out operations could have had beneficial effects on 

society, and the government did not want to prevent these organisations from developing their 

positive potential. On the other hand, thanks to the 2000 ban on illegal organisations, a legal tool 

had been created that could be used to shut down organisations carrying out undesired activities, 

and the ban also functioned as a warning to organisations that would prevent them from going 

against the government for the fear of being dismantled. 

One piece of information that would be interesting to know is, in fact, how many of the 

organisations that register each year – adding to the number of officially recognised social 

organisations – are entities that have been recently established and how many of them are actually 

organisations that have started to operate with an unregistered status, and only later reached the 

organisational size and assets necessary to meet the registration requirements stipulated by the 

regulations. To understand this would mean to be able to distinguish whether there are two separate 

sectors of domestic organisations that never intersect, like parallel bars, or if the unregistered status 

is only an initial condition in the primordial state of Chinese social organisations. In the latter case, 

the requirement of the regulations might be seen as an incentive for social organisations willing to 

register to meet organisational standards and to reach a better level of professionalisation; however, 

if the former case applies, the regulations and the registration process would have had a divisive 

effect on civil society components and they would have created an even more rigid hierarchy 

between grassroots organisations and bigger, possibly less independent social organisations.  
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Another implication would be for the growing trend that can be observed in the number of social 

organisations: is the number of organisations really increasing, or are the rising numbers an effect 

of the registration of already existing entities? And – should they pass and become effective – what 

will be the impact of the new regulations on social organisations, which are supposed to lower the 

barriers for registration? The enactment of the provision that aims at erasing the requirement to 

find a professional supervisory unit for several categories of organisations would result in the 

removal of one of the current biggest obstacles to registration. There is reason to believe that this 

innovation will concretely favour unregistered NGOs in positively perceived fields to seek to 

obtain legal status. The growth rate of registered organisations after the enactment of the 

regulations could reveal the answer to the question presented before: if the increase in the growth 

rate of registered organisation is significant, it might prove that the necessity to be sponsored by a 

professional supervisory unit had a very negative effect on the registration of already existing 

unregistered organisations. Of course, this will only apply to organisations in the fields that the 

government aims at encouraging the most, for which registration is permitted without a 

professional supervisory unit. Moreover, organisational size and fixed assets will still constitute a 

big obstacle to registration for the smaller grassroots NGOs with led organisational capacity. 

 

 

3.3 Different sectors, different development 
 
One significant trend that has been highlighted in different sets of data is the inequality among 

different sectors that characterised the development of NGOs in China. When analysing the 

composition of registered domestic social organisations, data show that education is by far the 

most developed sector. It went from accounting the 26% of all registered organisations in 2007 to 

30% in 2017. Other extremely relevant sectors are social services, which grew from 13% to 15% 

in the same decade, and, even if they have seen a decrease since 2007, the sectors of rural 

development and health.  

As for foreign NGOs, the 2011 China Development brief mentioned in the previous chapter 

indicated environmental protection, public health and education as the fields with the highest 

concentration of organisations. After the 2017 Overseas Management Law came into effect, 

figures about international NGOs’ fields of work are available that are more descriptive of the 

overall situation, as the law allowed, and pushed, more overseas organisations to register. The 

economic field takes up 50% of the total of organisations that registered a representative office. 

The next most important sectors are, once again, poverty relief, education and health. As for 
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temporary activities, data from 2017 reveal that they mostly concerned education, poverty relief 

and disaster relief. 

For what concerns public donations, the most important sectors, the ones that receive the majority 

of charitable contributions, are education, health and poverty alleviation. 

From these figures, it is possible to infer that education, health, poverty alleviation, social services, 

and disaster relief are sectors that are extremely popular. Not only does the government support 

the establishment of domestic organisations in these fields, but it approves international 

organisations to carry out operations on Chinese territory in these fields. These are the sector that 

lie at the heart of developing aspiration of the Chinese government, these are the sectors in which 

it is recognised that civil society can make a different and provide services that would be too 

onerous or too difficult for state departments to offer. Inferring this, however, does not mean that 

this inclination only interests the government. Donors show the same preferences. Is 2017, the 

three sectors of education health and poverty alleviation attracted more than 70% of the total of 

donations. And the percentage was not very different in previous years. The truth is that in China 

more than in other countries, the government and the people’s values and aspirations are aligned. 

Chinese citizens follow the guidelines that the government indicates, but most of all they share the 

same principles. For example, education is a field for which people are extremely willing to make 

donations. This, however, causes issues, as well. The portion of Chinese citizens that received a 

higher level of education – thus more likely to be wealthy and to engage in philanthropy – is very 

inclined to make donations to their old university. The effect of this tendency is not only that 

organisations in the education field receive a higher amount of donations, but also that there is a 

specific category of institutions in the field of education that collects most of the donations in that 

field, and institutions and organisations working in lower level of education end up being left out. 

It has been pointed out that the narrow focus on the traditional sectors of charity needs to be 

diversified in order to develop a healthier civil society. The emergence of online platforms as a 

powerful tool to relive the philanthropic sector and the charitable attitude of Chinese people has 

also been seen as an opportunity to inform and educate the public on the importance of different 

areas of donations. However, during the 2018 9/9 Philanthropy day, the projects that received the 

majority of donations were educational, related to healthcare and related to poverty alleviation. 

This shows that online charity platforms are not having an immediate effect on changing the 

preferences of online donors; nevertheless, even if Chinese civil society is rapidly changing and 

adapting, people’s values and attitudes not necessarily change so fast. Internet might still prove a 

useful tool in raising awareness of less popular but equally important fields of charity. 



 80 

Another factor that might help the development of neglected fields of civil society is the influence 

of international NGOs in China. They have proved in the past that by collaborating with Chinese 

parties and through funding, they have been able to boost the capacity and the understanding of 

the sector in the country. Their influence, however, can be problematic. First of all, they are not 

favoured by the new legislation. Before 2017, they had more freedom in dealing with Chinese 

organisations, both registered and unregistered. They represented an extremely valuable resource 

for those unregistered NGOs that did not have access to government funding, not to public 

donations, and they could choose to help even those organisations that had decided to register as 

businesses in order to avoid registration with the ministry of civil affairs. There were no 

requirements to file documentation about their plans, projects and activities, and this allowed them 

the freedom to invest even in any field of charity. After the 2017 Overseas Ngo Law, however, 

they gained a legitimate status in China, but they also are more limited in the scope of their 

collaborations.  

It has been highlighted by Watson how the influence of international NGOs on grassroots 

organisations was not purely positive.67 Negative aspects were the co-dependency they developed 

in Chinese organisations and their tendency to impose their own ideas. International NGOs 

provided funding and training that was extremely important for the development of the Chinese 

charitable sector. However, as Spires argues, the training and funding provided by international 

donors was often aimed at developing more professionalised organisational structures that would 

be more in line with international organisations’ expectations, and they did not necessarily prove 

practical in the Chinese context.68 This leaves a question on how the influence of international 

NGO will continue to affect the Chinese charitable sector, and if its impact will be beneficial to 

the development of a more heterogeneous landscape of non-profits. 

 

3.4 Working environment 
 
As far as the economic contribution of the charitable sector is concerned, a few considerations can 

be made. The number of people employed in the sector is small when compared with the massive 

size of Chinese population. However, data shows that it has grown of almost 50% in ten years. It 

cannot be thought of as a significant growth rate, considering the development that China has 

undergone in those ten years. However, what should be considered is the absolute number that 

equals the 1% of the total of employed people in China. It still is a high number of people. It is 
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hard to estimate if the average salary of employees working for non-profits are lower than their 

counterparts in the for-profit sector. Salaries and working conditions are a major factor that 

institution can use in attracting professionalised workers and in retaining personnel. The third 

sector, not only in China, presents a difficult multifaceted situation when it comes to the attraction 

and motivation of workers. Among the reasons for which a person might choose to work for a 

NGO there might not only be economic considerations, but also some kind of affiliation with the 

non-monetary objectives that the organisation pursues. In developed Western countries, studies 

have found that the biggest wage differentials between non-profits and for-profits are in managerial 

positions, and that salaries for lower-level jobs are generally more equal. Chinese data for non-

profits salaries are not available, but it would not be surprising to find out that they are lower when 

compared with other sectors. What is important to remember is that the 1999 Public Welfare 

Donation Law significantly limits the amount of money that charitable organisations can spend on 

salaries, thus limiting their ability to offer competitive working conditions. This is also true for 

foundations. The first wave of regulations significantly restricted this aspect of human resources 

management for social organisations. The attraction and retaining of personnel have become a 

major issue for companies in the last few years. Being able to attract the best talents and to lower 

turnover rates really influences the optimisation of resources within an organisation, and it helps 

obtaining better results. The need for professionalisation in the sector has been gradually 

recognised in China, and it has led to the establishment of research centres on the non-profit sector 

and in the introduction of university curricula with a focus on management and administration of 

non-profit organisations. This need for professionalisation has been expressed in the 2016 Charity 

Law; and it has been interpreted as a positive sign towards the recognition of the importance of 

the training and the protection of workers of the sector. One of the focal points that have been 

highlighted by commentators regarding the 2018 draft of the Regulations on Social Organisations, 

however, is the lack of clarity in provisions regarding wage and welfare levels. In the new 

regulations, meant to be a step ahead of the previous ones and to solve issues that have restrained 

the development of the non-profit sector, the conditions of third sector employees should be taken 

into higher consideration and safeguarded, instead of vaguely defined. The hope is that the 

government will consider the public comments on the draft of the regulation and will take measures 

in order to improve this aspect of the sector. 

Enhancing the condition of employees of the sector could not only lead to an improved efficiency 

of the sector, but it could also increase the economic contribution of the sector to the overall 

Chinese economy. 
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3.5 Geographic distribution 
 
Geographic inequality among different Chinese provinces is deeply rooted in contemporary 

Chinese History. The Eastern coastal regions are richer than the Western provinces although in 

recent years all provinces of China have known a fast-paced economic development. In terms of 

income and access to public goods and services, Western regions are disadvantaged compared to 

urbanised and developed regions such as Jiangsu and the municipality of Shanghai.69 

These inequalities also reflect in the number of registered NGOs present on their territories. Out 

of five provinces in China with a number of registered social organisations exceeding 40.000 units, 

four of them are located on the East coast (Shanghai, Jiangsu, Zhejiang, Guangdong). Sichuan is 

the only Western province with such a high number of registered organisations. It is interesting to 

relate these figures with the above-mentioned public goods theory, which linked the high level of 

heterogeneity within a population to the high number of non-profits organisations.70 However, of 

these five provinces with a high level of social organisations, only Sichuan is home to many ethnic 

minorities. Yunnan, another province with a high concentration of ethnic minorities, which is also 

been the province where most of the legal experiments on social organisations have been carried 

out, has a number of registered social organisations that slightly exceeds 23.000 units. Other 

provinces known for being major locations for ethnic minorities, such as Tibet, Xinjiang, Inner 

Mongolia and Qinghai, for example, have really low numbers of registered social organisations. 

This does not exclude the possibility that there might be a high number of unregistered 

organisations in those provinces. One of the main reasons for the different levels of development 

of civil society in different provinces – apart from historical differences in wealth and resources – 

could be the incentives or limitations placed on civil society by local governments. Some areas of 

China, deemed more politically sensitive, have been subjected to tighter administrative control, 

and the various vague and unclear provisions included in regulations have been said to be useful 

tools in the hands of the authorities to exercise their restraining power over civil society in sensitive 

fields and sensitive regions. 

As for overseas organisations, the registration of representative offices and temporary activities 

also showed an interesting geographical dimension, both from the point of view of their origin and 

from that of the preferred provinces for setting up their operations.  

45% of the international NGOs that have registered representative offices in China are from the 

US (25%), Hong Kong (18%) and Japan (12%). As for temporary activities, 55% of the 

                                                
69 Tamara JACKA, Andrew B. KIPNIS and Sally SAGERSON, Contemporary China. Society and Social Change, 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013. 
70 Burton WEISBROD, Toward a theory…, pp.171-195. 
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organisations that had registered a temporary activity was from Hong Kong, and 19% were from 

the US. Hong Kong and the US are clearly leading the way when it comes to registration in China. 

Spires indicated them as the main sources of funding of Chinese civil society even before the 2017 

reforms.71 In the rankings of China’s top trading partners in 2019, the US, Hong Kong and Japan 

respectively occupied the first, second and third place.72 There is a clear correlation between the 

economic relationship between China and these countries and their extensive presence on Chinese 

territory in the form of international NGOs. Good trading and diplomatic relationships are likely 

to favour the cooperation of the government and Chinese professional supervisory units in the 

process of registration. This is not surprising, giving that is has been proven multiple times that 

one of the most important factors determining the success of non-profit organisations in China – 

domestic and foreign – is their ability to develop meaningful connections with the government.  

As for the preference of international non-profits in terms of provinces for registration, very 

specific trends emerged. 

Out of 419 registered representative offices, 145 were registered in Beijing and 88 in Shanghai. 

The third most popular location was Yunnan, with only 25 registered representative offices, 

highlighting a significant gap. No representative offices were registered in Tibet, Ningxia and 

Shaanxi. 

Out of a total of 1.059 temporary activities registered, 220 were registered in Beijing and 180 in 

Guangdong. The gap between these two locations and the following ones, however, is not as 

significant as for representative offices, showing slightly more equally distributed registrations. 

The municipality of Beijing stands out as the preferred one for international non-profits, both for 

representative offices and for temporary activities. Provinces such as Yunnan, Sichuan, Guizhou 

and Guangdong proved to be more attractive for organisations willing to carry out temporary 

activities than for those seeking to register a representative office. Shanghai, on the contrary, 

proved to be much more attractive for registering representative offices. Temporary activities, 

contrary to representative offices, have been registered in every province, even if it is important to 

point out that they are limited in time, and cannot last longer than one year. 

 
3.6 Donations and the internet 
 
Many are the aspects to consider when trying to understand the phenomenon of social donation in 

China. Over the years, many factors have shaped Chinese citizens’ attitude towards philanthropic 

donations. The only reason for which China ranked third in the world for the number of people 

                                                
71 Antony SPIRES, Lessons from…, pp. 125-146. 
72 A list highlighting 15 of China’s top trading partners in terms of export sales can be found on the website of World’s 
Top Exports. URL: http://www.worldstopexports.com/chinas-top-import-partners/ (last accessed on 16/02/19). 
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who donated in the 2018 World Giving Index is the vastity of the size of Chinese population. 

Philanthropy levels in the country have been low since the Opening reforms. First of all, people 

were used to the state taking care of every aspect of their life, and they were new to the idea of 

non-governmental organisations providing for social needs. Moreover, because the development 

of official social organisations focussed mostly on GONGOs, which were the only type of 

institution legally allowed to carry out public fundraising activities. This resulted in a limited 

possibility for the people to decide what field or organisation to address social donations, because 

they were all automatically delivered to GONGOs working in traditional fields of charity. 

Corporations considered the idea of corporate social responsibility a way to enhance their ties to 

the government. Adding to the limitations in choice imposed by the government, very little 

information was available on the use of social donations because no reporting requirements were 

imposed by regulations. All these reasons contributed to foster the general feeling of distrust 

towards social organisations. However, this does not mean that the Chinese people is not generous 

or willing to give for charitable caused. Unprecedented levels of donations were reached in 2008, 

when the Wenchuan earthquake stroke Sichuan and devastated the land and its population. Disaster 

relief is a sector of philanthropy that contributed to reveal the immense potential that China could 

release in the field of charitable donations.  

Nevertheless, the low levels of disclosure required from social organisations still constituted a 

major issue. The peak of public distrust in non-profits was probably reached when the Guo Meimei 

scandal broke out in 2008. The loss of trust in the Red Cross of China, one of the biggest and most 

prominent non-profit organisations in China, marked a downward period in the trend of social 

donations.   

This is why the 2016 Charity Law has marked such an important turning point in the history of 

Chinese philanthropy. For the first time, a comprehensive law was passed to regulate the sector of 

donations. The law erased the distinction among public and non-public fundraising foundations 

and instituted a charitable status for social organisations which would allow them to engage in 

public fundraising activities. Adding to that, the Charity Law puts a greater emphasis on the issue 

of transparency and requires all charitable organisations to disclose reliable information in a timely 

manner and puts government bodies at or above county level in charge of gathering this 

information in order to make it available. 

Another essential point addressed by the 2016 Charity Law is the matter of online donations. It 

established that fundraising through the internet is to be considered public fundraising and requires 

social organisations that engage in fundraising through online platforms to disclose information 

on their websites and through the soon-to-be-established platforms of the Ministry of Civil Affairs. 
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Moreover, two standards were issued in July 201773 which strengthen the overall supervision of 

online fundraising platforms, by imposing transparency standards and protecting the right of 

donors through extensive information disclosure. Moreover, the Law requires that platforms do 

not discriminate charitable organisations on the base of factors such as size or location. This is an 

important step that the government took in gaining awareness of the different possibilities that are 

given to various charitable organisations based on these same factors, and it represents an 

important action taken with the objective of improving equality in the sector.  

The booming of online platforms as means to raise charitable donations really marked a new era 

in Chinese philanthropy. First of all, as highlighted by the new provisions in the 2016 Charity Law, 

it was an incentive to promote transparency and information disclosure for charitable organisations. 

This has the potential double effect of improving the administration of non-profits on the one hand, 

and of exercising a beneficial influence on the public image of the charitable sector. Transparency, 

accountability and governance are three of the most important concepts in the third sector 

worldwide. The success of a non-profit organisation highly depends on its capacity to generate 

trust in its members and on its stakeholders, and the lack of standardised information disclosure 

practices is something that had and could continue having a devastating effect on the development 

of civil society in China. The development of a legal framework plays an essential role in the 

whole process, but the lack of public trust could really compromise the possibilities of the non-

profit sector to reach the levels of contributions to society that it already achieved in other countries. 

Secondly, the internet had a remarkable effect for the inclusion of different segment of the 

population in the charitable system. Online fundraising platforms have the enormous advantage of 

being available on mobile devices, which are among the best means through which to reach the 

younger segments of the population in China. The generation that most engaged in online 

donations in recent years is the one of people who were born in the 80s, which probably represents 

the younger segment of urban middle classes. the number of small donations increased 

significantly, showing that super wealthy philanthropists are not the only segment (although 

maybe the one with most potential) who are willing to donate money for a good cause. The merit 

of online platforms has been that of making charity a common mission for higher numbers of the 

population, and for doing so through a channel that they trust and enjoy. There is arguably still a 

lot of potential for online platforms to be developed, both in terms of people engagement and in 

terms of awareness that can be spread of the challenges facing the non-profit sector. Giving the 
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rapid success they have had in the past few years, there are high hopes that this sector can further 

help develop Chinese civil society in a healthy and balanced way. 

 

 

3.7 Improvements and shortcomings of the new regulations 
 
Critics and commentators in the past have strenuously criticised the many flaws in the first wave 

of regulations that have ruled the Chinese non-profit sector during the first thirty years of its 

existence. Many of these problems have been highlighted and thoroughly analysed in the first 

chapter of this dissertation. 

Now, in light of the new laws that have been issued in 2016 and 2017 and after the first period of 

their implementation, it is possible to draw the first tentative conclusions and try to determine 

which improvements have been made in the legal framework for civil society in China, and, on 

the other hand, what shortcomings still exist. 

The main issues that have been addressed by the new regulations have been the lack of a 

comprehensive system of laws for the sector, the lack of reporting standards and information 

disclosure that was impacting the trust in the sector, the difficulty for organisations that were not 

GONGOs to obtain funding, the legal limbo in which international non-profit organisations were 

forced to operate in.  

The 2016 Charity Law and the 2017 Overseas NGO Law drew a very high level of attention 

because they represent the first two laws regulating the third sector in China. They were a result 

of the efforts of the Xi Jinping administration to strengthen the rule-of-law in the country, and 

although they have both positive and negative sides, they still represent the biggest legislative 

development in the history of the non-profit sector in China. They carry the merit of having put 

Chinese NGOs and Overseas NGOs in China at the centre of a national and international debate. 

The first wave of regulations was the product of a Chinese state that did not have a clear 

understanding of the sector and of its importance for the development of the country; the vast 

number of executive regulations and measures with their vague provisions were a sign of 

authorities that were unable to take a firm stand on the matter due to their lack of experience. The 

two new laws and the positive provisions they incorporate show that the government now has a 

better understanding of the sector and a stronger desire to see it develop and flourish. This desire 

is reflected in the emphasis that the Charity Law puts on issues such as information disclosure for 

charitable organisations and on the need for more research and increased levels of 

professionalisation in the sector. Provisions enclosed in previous regulations, stating that only one 

social organization working in a sector could register at a certain administrative level, that when 
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registered in a particular administrative area a social organisation could work only in that area, and 

that a social organization could not establish branches in other localities did not appear in the 

Charity Law. Moreover, the law encourages the establishment of industrial and professional 

associations of philanthropic organizations to promote self-regulation in the sector. The overseas 

NGO Law also requires overseas organisations to release extensive information concerning their 

activities and plans in China: however, these requirements have been seen as too burdensome and, 

because they are subject to the approval of the professional supervisory unit, they can be used as 

a tool of controlling and interfering with these organisations’ operations. 

Although the Overseas NGO Law has been strongly criticized for multiple reasons, it still 

represents the first Law ever to regulate the activities of international NGOs in China. Expert argue 

that international organisation have the possibility to influence and shape the implementation and 

the enforcement of the law because implementing measure are still in the process of being drafted. 

Even if criticism is understandable and, hopefully, part of the process of improvement of the 

legislative framework concerning civil society organisations, it is undeniable that obtaining a 

recognised legal status in China is an important step for international organisations willing to 

operate there. It is true that the law limits the possibilities for small domestic NGOs to access 

foreign funding, because from 2017 onward every action of an international NGO in China has to 

happen through either the registration of a representative office or the filing for temporary 

activities. However, the Charity Law counterbalanced the effects of this provision by lowering the 

barriers for organisations to obtain a charitable status – which allows them to engage in public 

fundraising – and adding tax incentives for non-profit organisations with a charitable status. These 

operations highlight an aspiration of the government to allow international organisations to operate 

in China and to share their funds and experience but only under greater control of the government, 

and to slowly shift Chinese social organisations’ dependency from international resources to 

domestic social donations. It seems that the Chinese government is putting a lot of effort in the 

attempt to build a co-optive relationship with civil society and to align non-profits objective with 

its own objectives. By lowering the barriers in charitable fields of its interest and increasing 

barriers to external influence, it looks like the ultimate objective is to try to give a clear direction 

to the growth of civil society, while at the same time improving the legislative framework to 

include widely recognised important aspects as requirements for information disclosure and 

clearer definitions of the sector. 

A provision that hopefully will be soon included in a final version of the future Regulations on 

Social Organisation Registration and Administration are the lowered barriers for registration for 

certain sectors of social organisations. The sectors in question are, unsurprisingly, sectors in which 
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the government is hoping to foster the presence of non-profits such as trade associations and 

chambers of commerce, science and technology associations, public benefit and charitable 

organizations, and urban and rural community organizations. Even if the requirement of finding a 

professional supervisory unit for registration will probably not be extended to all fields of civil 

society, the provision would still be partially solving one of the main problems related to 

registration. 

Among shortcomings that are still present in the new laws are: a lack of clarity in the provisions 

concerning the wage and welfare standards for employee of the sector, as explained in more detail 

above; barriers for international NGOs to operate in China, which have already been analysed; a 

vague definition of what represent a threat to national security and public interest – a definition 

that could be stretched to include undesired organisations; and some degree of discrimination 

towards small grassroots organisations. About this last issue, many obstacles remain and are, in 

fact, restated in the new laws. For example, the need for international NGOs to choose registered 

organisations as partners makes it harder for grassroots unregistered NGOs to receive any kind of 

funding. The fact that requiring the charitable status for organisations is made possible only for 

already registered organisations also prevents unregistered organisations from enjoying tax 

deductions and from engaging in public fundraising, which further widens the gap between small 

informal organisations and registered ones. 

Moreover, the Charity Law stipulates that administrative expenses cannot exceed 10% of the total 

annual expenses of an organisation. This limit poses serious obstacles to organisations because it 

lowers their possibilities to hire professional staff or to rent appropriate venues for their offices. 

Also, the onerous information disclosure requirements imposed by the law are difficult to fulfill 

without the availability of staff and other resources; once again, small grassroots organisations are 

the ones whose operational life is hampered the most. 

 
3.8 Future scenarios 
 
It is an extremely ambitious and difficult exercise to try and imagine possible future scenarios of 

development for Chinese civil society. On the one hand, it is easy to see how the recently enacted 

laws have granted new recognition to the non-profit sector and its role in society. It is clear that 

the government has put a lot of effort into the improvement of the legal framework for domestic 

organisations, thus opening new opportunities for public fundraising, charitable trust and 

government contracting. But these opportunities are only made available for qualified 

organisations, for non-profits that have met the required standards, and that operate in alignment 

with government priorities. It is very likely that, in the next future, the fields of trade associations, 
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science and technology, poverty relief, social services, education, healthcare and environmental 

protection will see an increasing number of registered organisations, and they will receive 

significant amount of funding. It is also very likely that a big portion of this funding will keep 

coming from online charitable platforms, which will probably contribute to generate and spread 

enthusiasm and engagement in philanthropic causes in increasingly large segments of population. 

Currently the Belt and Road Initiative is one of the most important priorities of the government, 

and from a speech of President Xi Jinping it is clear that it is believed that NGOs should play an 

important role in enhancing common understanding and friendship and promoting common 

development.74 Thus, service provision and poverty alleviation is the domestic role that has been 

suggested for civil society, and the cooperation with the government in order to make the Belt and 

Road initiative successful represents its international role. 

 As Shawn Shieh, an expert in the Chinese non-profit sector, wrote in an article for China File, this 

strong pressure from the government is like a system of ‘carrots and sticks’: while it will allow 

registered organisations to improve their level of professionalisation, to reach a larger audience 

and to work closer to governmental bodies with more power to influence policy-making, at the 

same time it will force them – once registered – to conform to the government’s dictates.75 Some 

analysts of the sector fear that the independence and the spontaneous development of less favoured 

sector will face dark times. Small grassroots organisations will be forced to choose whether to 

change their objectives in order to align with government priorities, or they will have to find new 

ways to adapt in their constantly-changing environment. Logic would suggest that the public sector 

is not the only one that NGOs can cooperate with; the private sector has a lot in common with the 

charitable sector in developed Western economies. Chinese organisations with difficulties to 

register have already made the choice in the past to register as for-profit. However, nowadays, new 

forms and ideas tied to the world of business are emerging that could suit grassroots organisations 

and help them pursuit their goals. Social enterprises, for example, combine together a for-profit 

purpose with the social mission, thus using the profits from the selling of goods or services to 

reach non-monetary objectives.  

The third sector is difficult to define, just like difficult to imagine are all the forms that non-profit 

organisations could take. But one thing is certain: the size and relevance that the non-profit sector 

has reached in the last few years in China is such that it will be impossible for the Chinese 

government to pressure the totality of organisations to follow the government’s dictates; just as 

                                                
74  Xi calls on NGOs along Silk Road to enhance cooperation, «People’s Daily», 21/11/2017, URL: 
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after the Reform and Opening it would have been impossible to ban every organisation and 

association that emerged. For sure, the changes will require civil society to adapt constantly, like 

it does in every country in the world; the hope is that it will find its way to cooperate with the 

government and with the private sector without losing its capacity for innovation. 
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Conclusions 
 
The thorough analysis of the historical and legal background of the Chinese charitable sector lead 

the understanding of the multifaceted and complex environment in which Chinese non-profit 

organisations have been growing and operating. It has highlighted the problems that an imperfect 

legal framework had created to the healthy and equal development of the sector, and it has tried to 

point out the historical and political roots for these faults in the regulations.  

The passing of two laws regulating the sectors of charity and of foreign NGOs working on Chinese 

territory have highlighted the government’s awareness of the importance of non-profits for the 

development of the country, and a desire to fix some of the problems of the sector. However, these 

new laws also have new consequences on the life of non-profits in China. 

Different sets of data have been gathered and presented concerning four different categories that 

constitute the charitable sector in China: registered domestic NGOs, the most important category 

for the Chinese government but also the one whose independence has been more often questioned; 

unregistered organisations and associations, which widely exceed the number of registered NGOs 

but are difficult to locate and study due to lack of data; foreign NGOs, which have been operating 

in China for many years but only in 2017 have started to formally register with the Ministry of 

Public Security; and charitable donations, a sector that has only started to be supported by the 

government in recent years and that has known a remarkable growth thanks to the success of 

charitable online platforms. Figures about these categories have been used in order to draw a 

picture of the size and scope of these organisation in the current Chinese environment, to mark the 

growth they witnessed in the last few years and the trends they are following. 

Some interest findings have emerged from the combined analysis of data and legal background. 

First of all, the development of registered NGOs in different sectors has not been equal. Many 

factors have influenced the development of different sectors, such as the scope of social needs in 

areas such as healthcare, poverty alleviation and education, and the sensibility of Chinese people 

who are more inclined to consider some sectors more important than others. However, the 

interference of the government has played a major role in determining the chances of NGOs in 

some sectors to obtain registration and funding, and the obstacles in registering and operating for 

other less favoured sectors. Funding coming from international NGOs has been extremely 

important in helping grassroots unregistered organisations to carry out their operations before 2017, 

but the new Overseas NGOs Law has imposed new barriers to this kind of contact. Online 

platforms for charity have proven to have the potential to educate Chinese citizen when it comes 

to philanthropy, and the hope is that they will help diversify the fields of charitable donations. 
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However, it is most likely that sector which do not align with governmental priorities will have to 

adapt and to find new and innovative ways to carry on their activities. 

Secondly, the role of internet has proven to be of utter importance for the development of 

philanthropy in China. Chinese citizens are becoming increasingly wealthy. The middle class is 

expanding, and more and more Chinese citizens enter the ranking of the richest people in the world. 

This means that by encouraging philanthropic behaviour – which is rooted in Chinese culture – 

the government would be able to mobilise a considerable amount of resources for the development 

of charitable sectors such as science and technology, poverty alleviation, social services to children, 

the elderly and the disabled, etc. Online platforms have proven that it is possible to engage with 

segment of the population that did not participate in philanthropy before; the younger generations 

have been reached by making donations possible from mobile devices and by providing more 

information about fundraising NGOs. The positive impact of the Charity Law, which has 

strengthened the reporting requirements for charitable organisations and for online platforms, has 

improved the transparency of the sector, thus benefiting the public’s trust in the sector. 

One aspect of the charitable sector that has not been improved by new laws is the working 

environment for NGOs’ employees. No clear provisions have been included to provide fair 

conditions to the workers in the sector, who are not entitled to the same benefits and welfare 

provisions as for-profits employees. The idea that emerges from the new laws and drafts of the 

laws is that policy-makers do not pay enough attention to this issue, even if the importance for the 

professionalisation of the sector has been stresses in the Charity Law.  The main contradiction lays 

in the fact that the law stipulates a limit on the administrative expenses of charitable organisations, 

thus hampering their chances to attract and retained professionalised staff and to be able to meet 

the extensive reporting requirements.  

Overall, some barriers to civil society organisations have been lowered, while some other have 

been heightened. The operations of international NGOs have been put under tighter control, their 

contact with grassroots organisations has been limited, and the reporting requirements on their 

activities have been made extremely burdensome. However, it has been made easier for domestic 

organisations to engage in public fundraising and to receive tax deduction. These provisions point 

at an attempt of the government to shift the dependency of civil society from international funding 

to domestic funding, therefore forcing domestic organisations to comply with governmental 

regulations and requirements and to align to their own priorities. This attempt will probably be 

successful in the charitable fields that are favoured by the government, as it will be easier for 

NGOs to adapt to the government’s dictates. On the other hand, less favoured sectors will face 
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difficult times; they will need to adapt to new conditions and to find new solutions, and new 

alliances in order to carry out their activities. 
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