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Abstract 

What kinds of social organizations (SOs) are more likely to achieve policy 

change in China? Based on a random survey on 2,588 social organizations from 

Beijing, Zhejiang and Heilongjiang, this paper indicates that, when other factors are 

equal, social organizations that have transformed into social enterprises or which have 

obtained government contracts of purchasing services are more likely to succeed in 

achieving policy change. Three issue areas (social service, business support, and 

international affairs), organizational age, registering as SAs, use of opportunities, and 

intensity of advocacy activities are also positively related to the achievement of policy 

change. This research contributes to the literature by revealing the political 

implication of the seemingly apolitical tendency, social marketisation, in the 

development of social organizations and civil society in China. 
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Introduction 

The past three decades have witnessed an upsurge of social organisations (SOs) or 

non-governmental organisations (NGOs) in China.1 The proliferation of NGOs in 

China has puzzled many observers. This is partly due to the expectation that the 

emergence of NGOs will sooner or later lead to an independent civil society, which 

will balance state power, accelerate democratisation, and even change the regime 

(Gold 1990). Despite such predictions, Chinese NGOs remain under the control of the 

state, particularly local governments (Hsu and Hasmath 2013, Hsu and Hasmath 

2014). The majority of NGOs have ñneither an explicit nor an implicit democratic 

programmeò (Howell 1998, pp. 71-72), and the situation of NGOs in China is still far 

from pointing to an inevitable democratisation (Spires 2011, Teets 2014). 

Another group of scholars contends that, despite their increasing numbers, social 

organizations in China lack autonomy, serve as social arms or appendages of the state, 

and are unable or unwilling to change the political status quo (Alagappa 2004; Foster 

2002; Frolic 1997; Nevitt 1996; Pearson 1994; Unger 2008; Unger and Chan 1995). 

Drawing on insights from the corporatist theory, some scholars claim that the Party-

state can to a large extent control the leadership, agenda and budget of SOs, grant 

government-organised NGOs (GONGOs) monopolistic status in interest 

representation and intermediation, and sanction and oversee the operations and 

activities of NGOs (Dickson 2000; Hsu and Hasmath 2013; Hsu and Hasmath 2014; 

Kang and Han 2008; Pearson 1994; Unger 2008; Unger and Chan 1995; Unger and 

Chan 1996). 

The two approaches to explaining SO-government relations, civil society and 

corporatism, though having made immense contributions in illuminating critical 

dimensions of state-society relations, have an underlying assumption of a zero-sum 

game: SOs with growing autonomy will counter the state power, or the state control 

limits the autonomy of SOs. 

A third group of researchers, however, have found that relations between SOs and 

the state in China are not necessarily a zero-sum game: the growing autonomy of 

social organizations does not necessarily mean the weakening of state control, or vice 

versa. Chinese state-society relations can be conceptualised as ñcontingent symbiosisò 

(Spires 2011), ñco-dependenceò (Hildebrandt 2013), ñbargained, fragmented, or 

consultative authoritarianismò (Lee and Zhang 2013; Mertha 2009; Teets 2014), 

ñmutual empowermentò (Shue 2011), ñisomorphic collaborationò (Hasmath and Hsu 

2014), or ñwelfarist incorporationò (Howell 2015). These conceptualizations highlight 

mutual needs, emerging opportunities, the state ties of NGO leaders, policy learning, 

and new state strategies in the changing state-society relations. 

Although the third group of research has made substantial progresses in 

transcending the zero-sum assumption of SO-state relations, there is insufficient 

                                                             
1 “Social organisation” is a legal term used in China, referring to formally registered non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs). Source: "The Concept, Features and Typology of Social Organizations", Social 
Organization Management Bureau of the Ministry of Civil Affairs, Xinhua News, 12 September 2010, 
http://news.xinhuanet.com/politics/2010-09/12/c_12544379.htm 

http://news.xinhuanet.com/politics/2010-09/12/c_12544379.htm
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research on the mechanism of how social organizations and the state can achieve 

positive-sum, reciprocal or win-win interactions. Why we should care about the 

positive SO-government relations is not only because these are difficult to achieve, 

but also because such interactions can address social problems, increase the provision 

of public goods and social services, and thus improve the welfare of all people, 

particularly disadvantaged, disenfranchised, and marginalised people. 

The objective of this research is, therefore, to explore the mechanism that can 

give rise to positive or reciprocal relations between social organizations and the 

government in China. To this end, this research enquiries: What kinds of social 

organizations are more likely to achieve favourable policy change in China? Or, 

in other words, what factors are positively related to the achievement of policy 

change in social organizations? 

In order to identify the positive and reciprocal interactions between SOs and the 

state, this study uses a unique lens ï whether a social organization can achieve a 

favourable policy change from the government. Policy change refers to new and 

innovative policies or incremental shifts in existing policies (Bennett and Howlett 

1992). In China, it is not difficult for the government to affect the operations and 

activities of SOs, but it is rare and difficult for a social organization to change 

government policies. If a social organization can make an impact on government 

policy, and the government indeed enacts a new policy or modifies an existing policy 

in relation to an issue on which that organization has worked or with which it is 

concerned, one may argue that a positive interaction has occurred between the 

organization and the state. Therefore, policy change achieved by social organizations 

is an effective and sensitive indicator of positive interactions between SOs and the 

state. Clarifying what organizational and institutional factors lead to the success in 

achieving policy change can help identify the formative mechanism of positive SO-

government interactions. 

In recent years, there are two new tendencies emerging in the development of 

social organizations and SO-government relations in China - social entrepreneurship 

and government purchase of services from SOs (Hildebrandt 2015; Howell 2015; 

Teets and Jagusztyn 2015). This research conceptualises the two new tendencies in the 

development of SOs and SO-government relations, as a process of ñsocial 

marketisationò. Basically, social marketisation means social organizations use 

entrepreneurial and marketised strategies to survive, grow, and develop relations with 

the government. 

Traditionally, social organizations in China have primarily relied on private 

donations (no matter domestic or foreign). A new phenomenon is emerging, whereby 

a growing number of SOs, especially grassroots SOs, are now developing their own 

funding streams by selling professional services to customers, corporations, 

foundations and even the government. This new phenomenon is important, because it 

indicates that SOs are devising their own solutions, in the form of professional 

services, to address social problems and meet social demands. As a consequence, the 

proportion of their service income out of the overall revenue is growing. When the 

proportion of the service income increases significantly, it means that their solutions 
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to tackling social problems are welcomed by the service purchasers. If the proportion 

of service income reaches or surpasses 50% of the overall income, a social 

organization has transformed into a social enterprise. 

In recent years, government procurements of services from SOs have also emerge 

and spread in China. Previously, the government only provided grants and subsidies to 

government-organised or government-background social organizations. Grassroots 

SOs had almost no chance of achieving government funding. Now, government 

procurement of services have created a market-based mechanism and a relatively 

equal playing field for government-organised SOs and grassroots SOs to compete 

with each other in providing services and addressing social problems. The 

achievement of government contacts thus becomes more reliant on SOsô performance 

in solving social problems and meeting social demands, and less on their backgrounds 

or personal ties. This is distinct from the corporatist relationship. Signing contracts 

with the government represents a more equal and more marketised relationship, rather 

than control or co-optation. 

The two new phenomena of social marketisation in the development of SOs and 

SO-government relations are interesting and important, because they have a profound 

political implication. This political implication, however, has not been sufficiently 

recognised or thoroughly examined in the existing literature. This research therefore 

aims to fill this gap. 

This paper argues that the new tendency of social marketisation - social 

entrepreneurship and government procurement of services from SOs - can empower 

social organizations to achieve favourable policy change from the government. When 

other factors are equal, social organizations that have transformed into social 

enterprises or which have achieved government contracts for purchasing services are 

more likely to succeed in promoting the government to carry out desired policies on 

the issues SOs work. 

There is a good reason to expect that social marketisation leads to policy change. 

As the Chinese economy grows, many social problems and social demands are 

emerging. Social organizations can design and conduct professional services, as their 

unique solutions, to address these social issues. Selling their services successfully to 

customers, corporations and governments means that their solutions are accepted and 

welcomed by the market. As the service income grows, social organizations can 

address social issues in a more sustained way, than relying on donations. When they 

can address social issues in a more sustained way, they are more likely to make a 

difference to those issues. When SOs have garnered evidence that their solutions are 

effective in addressing social issues or have created positive social change, they can 

use that evidence to persuade the government, either directly or indirectly, to change 

its attitudes and policies. Therefore, the seemingly apolitical marketisation in social 

organizations may in the end lead to a political consequence - a positive policy 

change. 

This process is theoretically interesting and practically important. In China, the 

democratic mechanisms of influencing government policies, such as elections and 

party competitions, are weak or non-existent. However, if social organisations can 
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create positive social change, they are still able to influence government policies and 

achieve policy change. They are still able to make the government accountable, even 

without democratic channels of political participation. In a word, making government 

accountable without democracy is why the new tendency, social marketization, is 

interesting and important. 

In order to test this idea, this research begins with reviewing the literature on 

factors contributing to the achievement of policy change in social organizations, and 

constructing a framework based on the literature review. Next, this research presents 

the data used in the research and measurement of various factors. Finally, this 

research reports the results, and draws a conclusion. 
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Literature Review 

Many organizational and institutional factors can empower social organizations to 

foster and achieve policy change. Based on existing theories and studies, this research 

identifies four groups of factors contributing to the achievement of policy change in 

social organizations: (1) issue and resource, (2) social marketisation, (3) policy 

advocacy, and (4) institutionalization and opportunity. 

 

(1) Issue and Resource 

Social organizations are able to address social issues: educating children, 

mentoring the youth, supporting the elders, nursing the sick, relieving the poverty, 

conserving the environment, protecting human rights, elevating the arts, building the 

community, pursing the truth, and the list can go on and on. In China, social 

organizations are working in a wide range of issue areas, for example, education, 

social service, health, culture, sports, agriculture, environment, labour, religion, and 

international affairs, so on and so forth. Extant studies on Chinese social organizations 

have examined various issue-based NGOs, including womenôs organizations (Du 

2004; Howell 2004), trade associations (Ma 2002), environmental NGOs (Hildebrandt 

2013; Saich 2000; Tong 2005), labour and migrant NGOs (Howell 2015; Hsu and 

Hasmath 2013), rural NGOs (Zhang and Baum 2004), health-related groups 

(Hildebrandt 2013) and religious NGOs (Tam and Hasmath 2015). 

Social organizations in the diverse issue areas are not equally engaging in 

pursuing policy change, and their possibility of achieving policy change may vary. 

For example, Child and Grønbjerg (2007) indicate that nonprofit organizations 

working in the fields of environment, health, and mutual benefits are more likely to 

engage in advocacy than human service organizations. Suárez and Hwang (2008) 

reveal that environmental organizations, civil rights groups, parent-teacher 

organizations (education) and hospitals (health) are more likely to lobby the 

government than organizations in other fields. Baumgartner and Leech (2001) also 

find that interest groups tend to focus on a small number of issues. Therefore, SOs 

working in different issue areas are expected to have different likelihoods of 

achieving policy change. 

In the same breath, the governmentôs priority towards different issue areas may be 

different, and this may cause the variations of achieving policy change in SOs. For 

example, if an organization work on an issue that the government is considering 

necessary for policy change or new approaches, then the government is more willing 

to accept inputs from social organizations working on that issue. That organization is 

thus more likely to achieve the policy change. 

To examine the effects of different issue areas and to keep the issue priority of the 

government constant, this research identifies 14 issue areas in which SOs work in 

China: (1) science and technology, (2) education, (3) social service, (4) sports, (5) 

business support, (6) agriculture and rural development, (7) international affairs, (8) 

environment, (9) health, (10) culture, (11) law and legal aid,2 (12) religion, (13) 

                                                             
2 Social organizations working on labour issues fall in this category. 
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industry and profession,3 and (14) other. 

The second factor affecting the achievement of policy change in social 

organizations is the resource. Resource mobilization theory (Jenkins 1983; McAdam, 

McCarthy and Zald 1988; McCarthy and Zald 1977) belives that social actors require 

and mobilise personnel, financial, and other resources to carry out activities and 

pursue their goals. Similarly, resource dependence theory (Aldrich and Pfeffer 1976; 

Aldrich 1979; McCarthy and Zald 1977; Pfeffer and Salanick 1978) indicates that 

organizations rely on resources ï funding, people, information, and even recognition ï 

from the external world to survive and thrive. Therefore, resources from the external 

environment play a significant role in shaping organizational decisions and 

behaviours. 

It is natural to expect that social organizations with more resources are more 

likely to achieve policy change. Extant literature has shown that the availability of 

financial and human resources enhances collective actions (Andrews and Edwards 

2004). The scope and intensity of advocacy activities are greater in organizations with 

larger budgets and larger staff size (Bass et al. 2007; Child and Grønbjerg 2007; 

Donaldson 2007; Mosley 2010; Nicholson-Crotty 2007). Conversely, the lack of 

resources is a primary barrier to conduct advocacy activities and to pursue policy 

change (Almog-Bar and Schmid 2014; Bass et al. 2007). 

This research examines the role of three types of resources SOs have in the 

process of pursing policy change: financial resources, human resources and other 

resources. Financial resources are embodied in the income size of the organization. 

Human resources are mainly the full-time staffs of the organization. Other resources 

such as recognition and legitimacy are reflected in the organizational age. The 

existing studies reveal that older organizations are more established, enjoy more trust 

and legitimacy, and have more resources allocated for policy advocacy (Donaldson 

2007; Salamon and Geller 2008). By contrast, younger organizations have not 

established themselves, still struggle to gain resources and legitimacy, and invest 

limited resources in advocacy activities (Schmid 2013; Schmid, Bar and Nirel 2008). 

Therefore, SOs with more financial and human resources and with longer working 

years are expected to have a higher chance of achieving policy change. 

 

(2) Social Marketisation 

Social marketisation refers to entrepreneurial and marketised strategies social 

organizations use to grow and interact with the state. It includes two major tendencies 

in the evolution of social organizations in China: social entrepreneurship and 

achieving government contracts for purchasing services. 

Social entrepreneurship is drawing upon business techniques to address social 

problems and promote sustainable social change (Dees 1998; Nicholls 2006). Social 

enterprises can play a significant role in the social sector, by creating and sustaining 

social values, not just economic values (Dees 1998), and promoting positive social 

change. Social enterprises can be incorporated as both for-profits and non-profits, 

                                                             
3 Social organizations established to serve mutual benefits of professionals in various industries, such 
as lawyers, doctors, teachers, journalists, accountants, and etc. 
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depending on the legal framework and social context in one country (Ridley-Duff and 

Bull 2011). This research focuses on social entrepreneurship in the nonprofit or social 

sector in the Chinese context. 

In recent years, a growing number of social enterprises emerges in China (Han 

2013; Zhao 2012). They design and conduct professional services to address social 

issues, generate revenue by selling their services to customers, corporations and 

governments, and compete with other social organizations in the bidding for 

government contracts for purchasing services. 

A critical indicator of social entrepreneurship in social organizations is the 

proportion of service income in the organizationôs overall revenue. Commercial 

revenue may come from fees and charges for services, product sales, consulting, so on 

and so forth. According to Salamon (1993) and Young, Salamon and Grinsfelder 

(2012), the substantial growth of service fees and sales as an income source of non-

profit organizations is a principal facet of the marketisation of non-profit sector. 

Similarly, McKay et al. (2014) define the marketisation of NGOs as substituting 

grants and donations with commercial revenue. Weisbrod (2000) also notes that non-

profits are mimicking private firms, and there is a shift in the financial dependence of 

SOs from charitable donations to commercial sales activities. 

Not all social organizations as long as generating commercial revenue are social 

enterprises. Only when the proportion of service income has reached or exceeded 

50% of the total income, can the social organization be regarded as a social enterprise. 

It is necessary to distinguish social enterprises from other social organizations and 

for-profit enterprises. In terms of the qualification criteria, set by a SE certification 

agency (the Social Enterprise Mark in the UK), ñearning 50% or more of incomeò 

from trading or commercial activities distinguishes a social enterprise from a charity 

(relying on donations). ñOver 50% of the profits generated from commercial activities 

are dedicated to social purposesò distinguishes a social enterprise from a business 

(100% profit distribution).4 In China, social organizations can conduct commercial 

activities, but they are legally forbidden to distribute profits generated from 

commercial activities (no profit distribution, in other words), in terms of Article Six in 

the management regulation.5 Therefore, as along as the organization is registered as a 

social organization and it has a 50% or higher proportion of income from service 

provision, it can be regarded as a social enterprise in China. 

The second dimension of social marketisation is achieving government contracts 

for purchasing services. Contract-based relations with the state are different from 

corporatist relations or co-optation. In the corporatist arrangement, social 

organizations receive government grants and subsidies, depending on their ñsingular, 

compulsory, non-competitiveò status and leadership co-optation (Schmitter 1974, 

pp.93-94). Government procurement of services, however, emphasises competition 

and performance measurement (Eikenberry and Kluver 2004, p.134). In government 
                                                             
4 More details of the criteria of Social Enterprise Mark see: 
http://www.socialenterprisemark.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2014/05/SEM_Qualification_criteria_July-12.pdf 
5 See the management regulation of nonprofit organizations in China: 
http://www.mca.gov.cn/article/zwgk/fvfg/mjzzgl/201304/20130400450750.shtml 

http://www.socialenterprisemark.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/SEM_Qualification_criteria_July-12.pdf
http://www.socialenterprisemark.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/SEM_Qualification_criteria_July-12.pdf
http://www.mca.gov.cn/article/zwgk/fvfg/mjzzgl/201304/20130400450750.shtml
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procurement of services, SOs compete with each other and there are no organizations 

enjoying monopolistic status. Achieving government contracts relies more on the 

capacity and performance of the organization in solving social problems and meeting 

social demands, and less on their background or leadership ties. 

Achieving government contracts for purchasing services indicates that the 

government has interests in the issue the social organization is working on. Signing 

contracts with the government has established an institutional channel of information 

exchange and mutual learning between the organization and the government. SOs can 

use this channel to inform the government how they address the issues and how well 

they address them. When the government realises that SOsô approaches or solutions 

are effective, the government is more willing to adopt similar approaches or help scale 

up the SOsô solutions to address these social issues. A policy change subsequently 

occurs. 

 

(3) Policy Advocacy 

To achieve policy change, social organizations undertake diverse forms of policy 

advocacy. When other factors are equal, one can expect that SOs that undertake more 

advocacy activities are more likely to achieve policy change. 

Policy advocacy can be broadly defined as ñany attempt to influence the decisions 

of any institutional elite on behalf of a collective interestò (Jenkins 1987, p.297), or 

briefly defined as ñthe attempt to influence public policy, either directly or indirectlyò 

(Pekkanen, Smith and Tsujinaka 2014, p.3). 

Social organizations can use a wide range of advocacy activities to exert 

influence on government policy making. Avner (2002) identifies ten forms of 

advocacy activities: direct lobbying, grassroots lobbying, research, media advocacy, 

administrative advocacy, public education, coalition building, voter registration, 

public events/direct action, and lawsuits and courts. Similarly, Guo and Saxton (2010) 

provide eleven tactics of advocacy activities: research, media advocacy, direct 

lobbying, grassroots lobbying, public events and direct action, judicial advocacy, 

public education, coalition building, administrative lobbying, voter registration and 

education, and expert testimony. 

Berry and Arons (2003) have grouped nine advocacy activities into two 

categories: (1) legislative, aggressive, and confrontational tactics: lobbying for a bill 

or policy, testifying in hearings, releasing research reports, and encouraging members 

to write or call policy-makers, and (2) administrative, less aggressive, and cooperative 

tactics: meeting with government officials, working in a planning or advisory group, 

responding to requests for information, and socializing with government officials 

(Almog-Bar and Schmid 2014, p.20). Likewise, Onyx et al. (2010) distinguish 

institutional advocacy (or in their words, ñadvocacy with gloves onò) and radical 

advocacy. Institutional advocacy are more professional, establishing constructive 

partnerships with government and facilitating access to policy making processes, 

while radical advocacy, such as protests and sit-ins, are ñovertly political and open to 

contestationò (p. 46). 

Following the literature, this research divides various forms of advocacy activities 



10 

into two basic categories: insider advocacy and outsider advocacy, or direct advocacy 

and indirect advocacy (Fyall and McGuire 2015; Gormley and Cymrot 2006; Mosley 

2011; Onyx et al. 2010). Insider advocacy or direct advocacy are intended to 

influence government policies or behaviours by interact or work directly with 

government agencies or officials. Insider advocacy can take place formally such as in 

a symposium or hearing and informally such as through personal meetings (Mosley 

2011). Outsider advocacy or indirect advocacy refer to advocate or lobby without 

directly participating in the policy making process. Outsider advocacy emphasises 

mobilising the public, and these advocacies are ñconducive to advocate for issues 

which have a wider social benefitò (Ljubownikow and Crotty 2015, p.3). 

Based on the existing literature, this study identifies five insider advocacies and 

five outsider advocacies used by Chinese SOs in the policy advocacy. The five insider 

advocacies are as follows. 

· Conference advocacy: working for policy change by participating in 

symposiums organised by the government. 

· Research advocacy: submitting research reports or policy proposals to 

governments, based on original research and analyses on a specific issue. 

· Direct lobbying: making telephone calls or writing letters (including emails) 

to government agencies or officials. 

· Grassroots lobbying: mobilising organizational members, constituents, or the 

public to write to or call government agencies or officials, in order to support 

or oppose one specific policy or issue. 

· Personal advocacy: using personal connections, ties, and guanxi to make 

suggestions or comments to government official or staffs. 

The five outsider advocacies are as follows. 

· Media advocacy: declaring the stance or the opinion of the organization, 

through press conferences and media release. 

· Coalition building: constructing coalitions with other organizations to initiate 

joint actions. 

· Judicial advocacy: working for change or seeking solutions through judicial 

or legal process. 

· Collective action: petitions, protests, demonstrations, sit-ins, and other public 

events. 

· Public rally: organising rallies in the public sphere to achieve mass support 

on a specific issue. 

 

(4) Institutionalization and Opportunity 

In addition to marketisation and advocacy of SOs, the institutional environment 

and opportunities are essential for the success of social organizations in achieving 

policy change. 

According to the corporatist theory, social organizations are institutional 

arrangements created or recognised by the state to retain control over diversified 

economic and social constituencies. The diverse interests of the constituents are 

vertically integrated into limited and representative associations at the central, 
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regional, or local levels, so that they can participate institutionally in the political 

process of interest intermediation, coordination and exchange (Baum and Shevchenko 

1999; Chan 1993; Dickson 2000; Hsu and Hasmath 2013; Hsu and Hasmath 2014; Oi 

1992; Pearson 1994; Pearson 1997; Unger 1996; Unger 2008; Unger and Chan 1995). 

One of the most crucial indicators of corporatism is co-optation, particularly the 

selection and the background of social organization leaders. In terms of the classic 

definition provided by Philippe Schmitter (1974), corporatism is ña system of interest 

representation in which the constituent units are organised into a limited number of 

singular, compulsory, non-competitive, hierarchically ordered and functionally 

differentiated categories, recognized or licensed (if not created) by the state and 

granted a deliberate representational monopoly within their respective categories in 

exchange for observing certain controls on their selection of leaders and articulation 

of demands and supportsò (Schmitter 1974, p.93-94). In this definition, the selection 

of the leader is explicitly regarded as a key element of corporatism. Similarly, Hsu 

and Hasmath (2014) indicate that NGOs in China desire to be co-opted and can be co-

opted by the local state, and the success of NGOs is largely determined by their 

interactions with the local government. In the classic study on the Tennessee Valley 

Authority (TVA), Selznick (1949) has defined co-optation as the absorption of 

external key actors into an organizationôs decision-making structure. He provides an 

example in which the TVA co-opted local elites into the organizationôs decision-

making process in order to obtain legal and political support from local interest 

groups.  

Co-optation may take two forms in Chinese SOs: (1) directly, the government 

appointed SO leaders, and (2) indirectly, the government accommodated people who 

have prior work experience in the Party-state to leadership positions in SOs. In the 

early history of the economic transition in China, it was common for government 

officials to assume joint leadership positions in social organizations. As the central 

government prohibited this practice in 1998,6 the number of government-appointed 

SO leaders has decreased. However, supervisory agencies (relevant government 

agencies or government-organised SOs) can still arrange retired or former government 

officials to take on leadership positions in SOs. As revealed by Hsu and Jiang (2015), 

the prior working experience in the Chinese party-state agencies of NGO founders 

created channels for social organizations to influence government policies. Therefore, 

based on the corporatist theory, one may assume that SOs with government-appointed 

leaders or government-background leaders are more likely to achieve policy change 

than SOs without such leaders. 

Compared with the corporatist theory which emphasises co-optation, neo-

institutional theory highlights the role of a broader institutional environment and the 

process of institutionalization. Neo-institutional theory believes that organizational 

structures and behaviours are largely shaped by the institutional or normative 

environment, instead of just reflecting resource dependencies or determined by 

                                                             
6 See the official statement: “The notice concerning no longer holding a concurrent post in social 
organizations”. The full text sees: http://dangshi.people.com.cn/n/2013/0319/c359292-
20841275.html 

http://dangshi.people.com.cn/n/2013/0319/c359292-20841275.html
http://dangshi.people.com.cn/n/2013/0319/c359292-20841275.html
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organizational strategies (DiMaggio and Powell 1983; Meyer and Rowan 1977; 

Meyer and Scott 1983; Powell and DiMaggio 1991; Scott 2004; Scott and Christensen 

1995; Scott and Meyer 1994; Zucker 1987). In order to survive and grow, 

organizations have to conform to the rules, norms, values, standards, and expectations 

prevailing in the institutional environment. 

As organizations in the same field are subject to largely the same institutional 

environment, they become increasingly similar to one another over time, or become 

ñisomorphicò. DiMaggio and Powell distinguish three mechanisms of isomorphic 

processes (coercive, mimetic, and normative isomorphism). Similarly, Scott 

summarises ñthree pillarsò of institutionalization: regulative, normative, and cultural-

cognitive. The regulative pillar consists of rules, laws, and sanctions, the normative 

pillar involves certification and accreditation, and the cultural-cognitive pillar 

includes common beliefs and shared logics of action (Scott 2001, p.52). Toivonen 

(2016) highlights the role of shared cultures and collaborations in the emergence of 

social innovation communities around the world. Hasmath and Hsu (2014) apply the 

lens of isomorphism to examine state-NGO relations in China, and suggest that when 

the state achieved the epistemic awareness of NGOs, the isomorphic pressures 

facilitates the local states to collaborate with NGOs. Inspired by the neo-institutional 

theory and these studies, this research pays a particular attention to the regulatory and 

normative environment in which social organizations exist and operate. 

In China, the basic institutional environment for social organizations is the 

registration system, which defines SOsô legal categories, administrative levels of 

operations, and regions of operation. The Regulations for Registration and 

Administration of Social Organizations, promulgated by the State Council, requires 

all existing non-governmental organizations, expect mass organizations (ֲ ᵣ), 

to register at the Ministry or local Bureau of Civil Affairs. This regulation also 

stipulates that social organizations must be subject to annual inspections by their 

supervisory agencies (relevant government agencies or government-organised SOs) in 

their functional areas. Without the legal status, social organizations cannot conduct 

activities, raise funding, or apply for government procurement of services. They may 

even be shut down at any time by a local authority. 

In terms of the present regulations, social organizations have three legal categories 

in China: (1) social associations (SAs, ᴪ ᵣ), (2) foundations ( ᴪ), and (3) 

non-profit organizations (NPOs, Ⱳ ᴑҙ ᵝ7). SAs are membership-based 

interest groups, representing the economic and social interests of different industries, 

businesses, sectors, and professional groups. SAs include industry associations, 

professional associations, academic associations, and united associations; Foundations 

are organizations using charitable donations to undertake public benefit causes, 

including public foundations and private foundations; NPOs are social service 

providers, mainly serving and representing the interests of marginalised, vulnerable, 

and disadvantaged people. Private schools, private hospitals, elderly care institutions, 

environmental organizations, health care groups, grassroots research institutes, 

                                                             
7 This has been translated somewhere as “private non-enterprise unit”, or “civil non-enterprise 
institute”. This research regards “non-profit organization” is a more suitable term. 
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organizations serving migrant workers, and religious groups are primarily registered 

as NPOs. As noted by Rich (2004), interest groups, foundations, and think-tanks are 

more aggressively promoting new ideas and pursuing policy change. Therefore, one 

may expect that SAs and foundations have a higher possibility of achieving policy 

change, compared with NPOs. 

In line with the registration category, the administrative level of operation and 

geographical region of operation are also two salient institutional factors. In China, 

there are four administrative levels for social organizations to register and operate: (1) 

the national or central level, (2) the provincial level, (3) the city or municipal level, 

and (4) the county or district level. The administrative levels and regions define the 

boundary of SOsô activities. For example, when a social organization is registered at a 

provincial or city level, it is restricted to working within that province or city. It is not 

permitted to operate in other provinces, cities, or nationwide. This is known as the 

ñterritoriality management principleò (↕) in the present regulation. As 

noted by Hsu, Hsu and Hasmath (2015) that resource strategies of NGOs have 

regional variances, one may expect that there are also regional differences of social 

organizations in achieving policy change. Specifically, SOs registered at the higher 

administrative level or operated in or near to the political centre are expected to have 

a higher likelihood of achieving policy change. 

In addition to the regulatory environment, opportunities sometimes play a 

catalytic role in fostering policy change by social organizations. Social movement 

literature has highlighted how organizations take advantage of opportunities, 

especially political opportunities, resulting from changes in institutional structures and 

power relations, to accomplish their goals (McAdam, McCarthy and Zald 1996; 

Meyer 2004; Tarrow 2011). ñOpportunityò is ñthe (perceived) probability that social 

actions will lead to success in achieving a desired outcomeò (Goldstone and Tilly 

2001, p.182), or ña positive situation in which gain is likelyò (Dutton and Jackson 

1987, p.80). Guo and Zhang (2014) reveal that perceived opportunities have a positive 

effect on the scope and intensity of policy advocacy activities of nonprofit 

organizations in Singapore. Hildebrandt (2013) claims that social organizations in 

China are affected significantly by the structure of opportunities, including political, 

economic and personal opportunities. Zhan and Tang (2013) argue that political 

changes in China create opportunities for policy advocacy of environmental NGOs, 

and environmental NGOs with better financial resources and connections to the party-

state are more capable of utilising these opportunities to enhance their influence on 

government policies. 

In sum, based on reviewing the extant literature and the above discussions, this 

research builds an analytical framework by combing four dimensions of 

organizational and institutional factors to examine the likelihood of success in 

achieving policy change of social organizations in China, as presented in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1: Framework of factors contributing to achieving policy change 
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Data and Measurement 

Data used to address this question are based on a mail survey of social 

organizations, called Chinese Social Organization Survey 2010 (CSOS 2010). It was 

designed and collected by Peking Universityôs Centre for Civil Society Studies, and 

its collaborators in Zhejiang and Heilongjiang in 2010. 

The sampling method of CSOS 2010 is as follows. Firstly, researchers divided 

geographical regions of China into three categories (the North, the Middle, and the 

South). One province was selected from each category. In this way, Heilongjiang, 

Beijing and Zhejiang were chosen. Beijing is a national capital with a vibrant NGO 

sector, Zhejiang is a developed province with an active private economy, while 

Heilongjiang is a less developed province with a formerly planned economy. 

Secondly, based on a full list of social organizations registered in the three provinces, 

a stratified and two-stage Probability Proportionate to Size (PPS) sampling was 

conducted. Finally, hard copies of survey questionnaires were constructed and mailed 

to executive leaders of the selected social organizations. The questionnaires were 

filled in the way of self-completion under the supervision of investigators, or 

completing and returning through self-addressed and pre-paid envelopes. In the end, 

the survey yielded 2,588 valid responses from 4,057 targeted social organizations. The 

overall response rate is 63.79%. 87.56% of all respondents are top leaders or 

departmental heads of the organization, and the average working experience of them 

was six years in their social organizations.  

This research examines two dependent variables: (1) the perceived success in 

achieving policy change, and (2) the perceived influence on government policy 

making. One is related to the policy outcome, and the other is related to the policy 

making process. 

In terms of the perceived success in achieving policy change, a question in the 

survey CSOS 2010 enquires: ñHas your organization successfully facilitated the 

enactment or impeded the implementation of one specific policy from the central or 

local governments in the past five years? Yes or Noò. For this question, positive 

answers are coded as one and negative answers are coded as zero. 

In terms of the perceived influence on government policy making, a question in 

the survey CSOS 2010 asks: ñOverall, how much influence does your organization 

have in the process of government policy making in the geographic area where your 

organization operates? (1) No influence, (2) not strong, (3) strong, (4) fairly strong, 

and (5) very strongò. The answers to these options are coded from one to five 

respectively. A higher score means a higher level of influence of SOs on government 

policy making. 

This research analyses the effects of four groups of organizational and institutional 

factors on the achievement of policy change in social organizations: (1) issue and 

resource, (2) social marketisation, (3) policy advocacy, and (4) institutionalization and 

opportunity. 

(1) Issue and resource 

The survey identifies 14 issue areas of SOs: (1) science and technology, (2) 
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education, (3) social service, (4) sports, (5) business support, (6) agriculture and rural 

development, (7) international affairs, (8) environment, (9) health, (10) culture, (11) 

law and legal aid, (12) religion, (13) industry and profession,8 and (14) other. They 

are coded as dummy variables. 

Resources of SOs include financial resources, human resources, and other 

resources. Financial resources are measured by the income size of a given 

organization in the past financial year (the unit is 10,000 Chinese Yuan).9 Human 

resources or the staff size are measured by the number of full-time staffs in the 

organization. Other resources such as recognition and legitimacy are measured by a 

proxy variable, organizational age, which indicates how old the organization is in 

2010. 

(2) Social marketisation 

Social marketisation is embodied in two variables: social entrepreneurship and 

achieving government contracts for purchasing services. Social entrepreneurship is 

measured by whether the proportion of service income of the organization has reached 

or exceeded 50% of the overall revenue. In the survey, a question asks the SO leaders 

to clarify the precise proportions of the following income sources in their overall 

revenue in the past financial year: (1) government funding, (2) donations, (3) 

membership fees, (4) service income, and (5) other income. If the answer to the fourth 

option is 50% or higher, it is coded as one, and otherwise as zero. Achieving 

government contracts for purchasing services is based on one question in the 

survey: ñHas your organization ever achieved contracts of government purchasing 

services in the past three years?ò Positive answers are coded as one and negative 

answers are coded as zero. 

(3) Policy advocacy 

CSOS 2010 asks a series of questions regarding the advocacy activities of SOs: 

ñIn the past year, did your organization undertake any of the following actions to 

influence government policies or behaviours? If yes, please write down the number of 

each of them. (1) Attending symposiums organised by the government; (2) Submitting 

research reports or policy proposals to government agencies; (3) Making telephone 

calls or writing letters (including emails) to government agencies or officials; (4) 

Mobilising organizational members or constituents to write to or call government 

agencies or officials; (5) Using personal connections, ties, or guanxi to make 

suggestions or comments to government officials or staffs; (6) Holding press 

conferences or publish articles to declare the stance or the opinion of the organization; 

(7) Forming coalitions with other organizations to initiate joint actions; (8) Seeking 

solutions and influences through judicial or legal process; (9) Petitions, protests, 

demonstrations, and sit-ins; (10) Organising rallies in the public sphere to achieve 

mass supportò. 

The intensity of overall advocacy is a count variable, measuring how many 

                                                             
8 Organizations established to serve professionals in various industries, such as lawyers, doctors, 
teachers, journalists, accountants, and etc. 
9 As the baseline distribution of the income size is skewed and has a few occasional large outliers, I 
create the logarithm as the natural logarithm of income size plus one in the model specifications. 
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actions of the ten activities were taken in total by a social organization. The intensity 

of insider advocacy is how many actions of the first five activities were taken by the 

organization. The intensity of outsider advocacy is how many actions of the latter 

five activities were taken by the organization. 

(4) Institutionalization and opportunity 

As previously mentioned, institutionalization and opportunity include co-

optation, regulatory environment, and use of opportunities. Co-optation is reflected 

in two variables: government-appointed leader and government-background leader. 

Regarding the government-appointed leader, a question in CSOS 2010 asks: ñHow 

was the top leader of your organization selected? Was it determined by (1) a 

supervisory agency, (2) a board of trustees, (3) public recruitment, (4) an election, or 

(5) other?ò Supervisory agencies are usually relevant government agencies or 

government-organised NGOs (GONGOs). Positive responses to the first option are 

coded as one, and otherwise as zero. Regarding the government-background leader, 

a question in the CSOS 2010 enquires: ñWhat is the prior work background of the top 

leader in your organization? (1) government, (2) corporation, (3) public service 

agency (Ԋҙ ᵝ), (4) social organization, or (5) other?ò Positive answers to the first 

option are coded as one, and otherwise as zero. 

Regulatory environment includes registration categories (social association, 

foundation, or nonprofit organization, coded as dummy variables), administrative 

levels of operation (the provincial, municipal, or county/district level, coded as 

dummy variables), and regions of operation (Beijing, Zhejiang, or Heilongjiang, 

coded as dummy variables). 

The use of opportunities is measured by a question in the survey, asking whether 

your organization takes advantage of certain opportunities or circumstances to 

influence government policies or practices. Positive answers are coded as one, and 

negative answers are coded as zero. 
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Results 

1. Descriptive Statistics 

In terms of the perceived policy change, data of CSOS 2010 reveal that, 6% of 

social organizations have once succeeded in achieving policy change. In terms of the 

perceived influence of SOs on government policy-making, 33.31% of SOs perceive 

their influence on government policy-making is ñnot strongò, while 15.3% of them 

regard their influence on policy-making as ñfairly strongò. 7.92% and 1.24% of 

surveyed organizations perceive their influence as ñstrongò and ñvery strongò, 

respectively. 15.22% of SOs admit they have no influence on government policy-

making. On average, social organizations have perceived their influence on 

government policy making as 2.37, between 2 (not strong) and 3 (strong). 

The issue areas of SOs cover 14 fields: (1) science and technology, (2) education, 

(3) social service, (4) sports, (5) business support, (6) agriculture and rural 

development, (7) international affairs, (8) environment, (9) health, (10) culture, (11) 

law and legal aid, (12) religion, (13) industry and profession, and (14) other. The data 

show that: 31% of SOs are working in the field of education, 13% of them are in 

science and technology, 12% of them are in social services, 10% of them are in 

business support. SOs working in the fields of agriculture and rural development, 

sports, health, culture, industry and profession are 6%, 6%, 5%, 4% and 2%, 

respectively. SOs working in the fields of environment, law and legal aid, religion, 

and international affairs are about 1% of all social organizations. 

In terms of the resource, the average income size of SOs is 1.3 million Chinese 

Yuan in the 2009 fiscal year. The mean staff size of SOs is 13 full-time employees. 

The average organizational age of SOs is nine years old in 2010. 

In light of social entrepreneurship, 33% of SOs have become social enterprises, 

with a half or higher proportion of overall income from providing professional 

services. Only 6% of SOs have achieved government contracts of purchasing services. 

The proportions of government-appointed leaders and government-background 

leaders in SOs are 19% and 25%, respectively. In SOs, 46% of them are registered as 

SAs, 49% are registered as NPOs, and 5% are registered as foundations. In terms of 

the administrative levels of operation, 18% of SOs are operated at the provincial level, 

46% of SOs are active at the city level, and 36% of SOs are at the county or district 

level. In terms of the regions of operation, 29% of surveyed SOs are based in Beijing, 

41% of SOs are in Zhejiang, and 30% of SOs are in Heilongjiang. Regarding to the 

use of opportunities, 54% of SOs report that they choose specific opportunities or 

circumstances to influence government policies. 

For the control variable, the average intensity of policy advocacy of social 

organizations is 3.8. This means every social organization has taken 3.8 actions of 

advocacy on average in one year to influence the government policy-making. 
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2. Regression analyses 

As the two dependent variables are one dummy variable and one ordinal variable, 

this research uses the logistic regression and the ordered logistic regression in the 

statistical estimations. Before the regression analyses, a correlation analysis was 

conducted to examine the potential correlations among the independent variables. No 

high correlations were detected. 

Table 1 presents the results of regression analyses. In Table 1, Model 1 uses the 

logistic regression to estimate the perceived success in achieving policy change. 

Model 2 uses the ordered logistic regression to predict the perceived influence on 

government policy-making. Model 1 reports statistics of odds ratios, and Model 2 

reports statistics of coefficients. 

In terms of the perceived success in achieving policy change, as shown in Model 

1, SOs working in the three issue areas (social service, business support, and 

international affairs) are more likely to achieve policy change than SOs working in 

other issue areas. Specifically, the likelihoods of achieving policy change in SOs 

working in social service, business support and international affairs are 3.5, 3.1 and 

8.2 times, respectively, higher than the likelihoods of SOs working in other issue 

areas. Income size and staff size do not significantly affect the possibility of achieving 

policy change, but organisational age has a significant effect. When other factors are 

equal, older organisations are more likely to achieve policy change. 

The two indicators of social marketisation, social entrepreneurship and achieving 

government contracts for purchasing services, are both statistically significant. When 

a social organisation becomes a social enterprise, its possibility of achieving policy 

change is 1.94 times than the one of SOs which are not social enterprises. When a 

social organisation obtained government contracts for purchasing services, its 

likelihood of achieving policy change is 2.2 times than the one of SOs which do not 

win government service contracts. These results support the argument that the new 

tendency of social marketisation in social organisations strengthens their possibility in 

achieving positive policy change. 

Social organisations that undertake one more insider advocacy action are 1.03 

times than SOs that undertake one fewer advocacy activities in achieving policy 

change. The intensity of outsider advocacy is not statistically significant. 

Co-optation, administrative levels of operation, and regions of operation are not 

statistically significant. However, registration categories, use of opportunities, and 

intensity of advocacy activities matter, in pursing policy change. Specifically, SAs are 

6 times higher than NPOs to achieve policy change. SOs using specific opportunities 

to influence the government are 4.5 times higher than SOs that do not use 

opportunities. 

In terms of the influence on government policy making, as shown in Model 2, 

SOs working in social services have perceived a higher level of influence than SOs 

working in other issue areas. SOs in the rest 13 issue areas are not statistically 

significant. SOs with a larger size of income perceive a higher level of influence on 

government policy making. 
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Interestingly, SOs transforming to social enterprises have a lower level of 

influence on government policy making than other social organisations. Yet, the result 

in Model 1 shows that social enterprises are more likely to achieve policy change. 

This is somewhat confusing. One explanation is that social enterprises use their 

performance in solving social problems, or positive social change, to promote policy 

change, rather than pursuing a higher influence on the policy making process of the 

government. This can be further verified by the negative association between social 

entrepreneurship and the intensity of advocacy (r= - 0.103, p<0.01). The negative 

association means that social enterprises conduct a fewer number of advocacy 

activities than other SOs to influence government policies. So, it is not surprising that 

SEs perceive a lower level of influence on government policy making. 

The second indicator of social marketisation, achieving government contracts for 

purchasing services, is statistically significant. It means SOs that achieved 

government contracts perceive a higher level of influence on government policy 

making. This is consistent with the social marketisation argument. 

The intensity of insider and outsider advocacy are both slightly significant in 

increasing the influence on government policy making. Social organisations with 

government-background leaders, registered as SAs, and operated at the provincial 

level have a higher level of influence on government policy making, than SOs without 

such leaders, registered as NPOs, or operated at the county or district level. When 

other factors are equal, SOs based in Beijing and Zhejiang perceive a lower level of 

influence on government policy making than SOs located in Heilongjiang. This is 

probably because the local density of SOs and the competition among SOs in Beijing 

and Zhejiang weakens their perception of policy influence. Similar to results in Model 

1, the use of opportunities and the intensity of advocacy activities enhances the 

influence of SOs on government policy making. 

In sum, when other factors are equal, the new tendency of social marketisation in 

social organisations improves their possibility in achieving policy change. Although 

social enterprises (SEs) perceive a lower level of influence on government policy 

making, they still have a higher likelihood of achieving policy change than other SOs. 

Achieving government contracts of services have a positive effect on both achieving 

policy change and influencing government policy making. 
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Table 1: Regressions on perceived policy change and perceived policy influence 

 Model 1 Model 2 

Variables 

Perceived success in 

achieving policy change 

Perceived influence on 

policy making 

Exp ()  

Issue and resource   

Issue area - social service a 3.514* 0.565** 

(2.256) (0.278) 

Issue area - business support 3.122* 0.421 

(1.817) (0.265) 

Issue area - international 

affairs 

8.097** 1.196 

(8.168) (0.813) 

Income size (logged) 1.134 0.146*** 

(0.0989) (0.0369) 

Staff size 0.997 -0.000606 

(0.00786) (0.00177) 

Organizational age 1.023* -0.00642 

(0.0129) (0.00753) 

Social marketisation   

Social Entrepreneurship 1.937** -0.315** 

(0.623) (0.153) 

Achieving govôt contracts 2.167** 1.063*** 

(0.834) (0.225) 

Policy advocacy 

Intensity of insider advocacy 1.025** 0.274** 

(0.0113) (0.119) 

Intensity of outsider advocacy 1.057 0.0112* 

 (0.0395) (0.00649) 

Institutionalization and opportunity 

Government-appointed leader 0.902 0.168 

(0.263) (0.152) 

Government-background 

leader 

1.506 0.415*** 

(0.430) (0.144) 

Social association b 6.047*** 0.506** 

 (3.015) (0.200) 

Foundation b 0.491 -0.121 

 (0.573) (0.341) 

Provincial level c 

 

1.716 0.458** 

(0.746) (0.200) 

City level c 1.079 0.201 

 (0.356) (0.135) 

Region - Beijing d 1.058 -0.780*** 

 (0.399) (0.167) 

Region - Zhejiang d 0.743 -0.291** 
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 (0.252) (0.139) 

Use of opportunities 4.514*** 0.274** 

(1.639) (0.119) 

Log likelihood -243.42254 -1521.2605 

ɢ2 156.52***  187.20***  

N 1,419 1,224 

Note: Standard errors are in parentheses. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
a ñOther issue areaò as the reference category. Issue areas that are not statistically 

significant are omitted. 
b ñNonprofit organizationò as the reference category. 
c ñCounty/district level of registrationò as the reference category. 
d ñHeilongjiang provinceò as the reference category. 
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In addition to the perceived policy change and the perceived policy influence, this 

chapter extends the discussion on the effects of these factors, particularly social 

marketisation, on the intensity of policy advocacy of SOs. 

The three variables of the intensity of policy advocacy are three count variables. 

For count variable, the method of ordinary least squares (OLS) is not appropriate, 

since the use of OLS model tends to result in biased, inefficient, and inconsistent 

estimates (Cameron and Trivedi 2013; Long 1997). This study thus uses the Zero-

Inflated Poisson (ZIP) regressions, because the three variables have an excess of zero 

counts. 

Table 2 reports the results of Zero-Inflated Poisson (ZIP) regressions estimating 

the intensity of policy advocacy of SOs in China, including the overall intensity of 

advocacy (Model 3), the intensity of insider advocacy (Model 4), and the intensity of 

outsider advocacy (Model 5). 

In Model 3 and 4, the two coefficients of social entrepreneurship are negative, 

with marginally statistical significance. Specifically speaking, SOs transforming to 

social enterprises decreased the expected log count of overall advocacy actions by 

0.43, and decreased the expected log count of insider advocacy actions by 0.5. In 

other words, social enterprises undertake a fewer number of advocacy activities than 

other SOs to influence government policies. However, in terms of the results in Model 

1 of Table 3, they perceive a higher possibility of achieving policy change. A 

reasonable explanation, as aforementioned, is that social enterprises tend to use 

positive social change to influence the policy outcome, rather than engaging deeply in 

the policy-making process of the government. 

The coefficients of achieving government contracts for purchasing services are 

not statistically significant. This indicates that, when other factors are equal, achieving 

government contracts has no effects on the intensity of advocacy activities of SOs. 

This result is consistent with the finding by Chaves, Stephens and Galaskiewicz 

(2004) that government funding does not suppress nonprofit political activities. 

In terms of the overall intensity of advocacy, as shown in Model 3, SOs working 

in the seven issue areas (science and technology, social service, sports, business 

support, agriculture and rural development, religion, and industry and profession) tend 

to conduct more advocacy activities than SOs working in other issue areas. For 

example, when other factors are equal, SOs working in the field of religion increases 

the expected log count of advocacy actions by 3.22. Income size, government-

appointed leader, and use of opportunities are also positively related to the overall 

intensity of advocacy. Foundations conduct a fewer number of advocacy activities 

than nonprofit organisations (NPOs). 

In terms of the intensity of insider advocacy, as shown in Model 4, social 

organisations working in the four issue areas (social service, agriculture and rural 

development, religion, and industry and profession) tend to increase the intensity of 

direct advocacy than organisations in other issue areas. Similar to results in Model 3, 

income size, government-appointed leader, and use of opportunities are positively 

related to the intensity of insider advocacy, and foundations tend to decrease insider 
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advocacy activities than NPOs. 

In terms of the intensity of outsider advocacy, as shown in Model 5, social 

organisations working in nine issue areas (compared with Model 3, three additional 

areas are health, culture, and law and legal aid) tend to increase the intensity of 

indirect advocacy than organisations in other issue areas. Income size is still 

positively associated with the intensity of outsider advocacy. SOs with government-

appointed leader are not conducting more outsider advocacy activities. Yet, SOs with 

government-background leaders undertake more outsider advocacy activities. This is 

probably because the governments have more tolerance or trust for the outsider 

advocacy of SOs led by former government officials or staffs. Social organisations 

registered at the provincial level decrease the intensity of outsider advocacy than 

organisations operated at the county or district level. 
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Table 2: Zero-inflated Poisson regressions on the intensity of advocacy 

 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

Variables Overall intensity 

of advocacy 

Intensity of insider 

advocacy 

Intensity of 

outsider advocacy 

Issue and Resource 

Issue area - science 

and technology a 

0.569* 0.410 1.053** 

(0.345) (0.330) (0.410) 

Issue area - social 

service 

0.846*** 0.754** 1.265*** 

(0.325) (0.322) (0.305) 

Issue area - sports 0.768** 0.584 0.822** 

(0.371) (0.369) (0.389) 

Issue area - business 

support 

0.558* 0.451 0.979*** 

(0.330) (0.331) (0.339) 

Issue area ï agriculture 

and rural development 

0.848** 0.769** 1.024*** 

(0.375) (0.388) (0.343) 

Issue area - health 0.164 -0.0826 1.518*** 

(0.445) (0.436) (0.523) 

Issue area - culture 0.984 0.772 1.695*** 

(0.675) (0.664) (0.520) 

Issue area - law and 

legal aid 

1.123 0.225 1.883*** 

(0.683) (0.601) (0.376) 

Issue area - religion 3.222*** 3.255*** 1.536** 

(0.545) (0.567) (0.600) 

Issue area - industry 

and profession 

0.660* 0.850** 0.627 

(0.378) (0.379) (0.482) 

Income size (logged) 0.233*** 0.230*** 0.180* 

(0.0684) (0.0649) (0.104) 

Staff size -0.000416 -4.17e-05 0.00191 

 (0.00359) (0.00373) (0.00748) 

Organizational age -0.00760 -0.01000 0.00985 

 (0.0103) (0.0100) (0.0103) 

Social Marketisation 

Social 

Entrepreneurship 

-0.429* -0.498** -0.316 

(0.230) (0.222) (0.260) 

Achieving govôt 

service contracts 

0.133 0.133 0.238 

(0.282) (0.277) (0.293) 

Institutionalization and opportunity 

Government-appointed 

leader 

0.265* 0.295* -0.109 

(0.154) (0.160) (0.191) 

Government-

background leader 

0.259 0.230 0.597** 

(0.173) (0.180) (0.249) 

Social association b -0.0789 -0.189 -0.0385 

 (0.348) (0.340) (0.329) 

Foundation b -1.255** -1.372** 0.0342 
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 (0.593) (0.578) (0.541) 

Provincial level c 

 

-0.224 -0.0991 -0.541* 

(0.252) (0.241) (0.289) 

City level c -0.126 -0.132 0.0468 

 (0.195) (0.187) (0.253) 

Region - Beijing d -0.187 -0.244 -0.384 

 (0.284) (0.279) (0.388) 

Region - Zhejiang d -0.0496 -0.0131 -0.253 

 (0.153) (0.143) (0.264) 

Use of opportunities 0.326* 0.308* 0.0514 

(0.188) (0.186) (0.197) 

Log pseudo likelihood -3559.923 -2986.052 -500.3024 

ɢ2 314.22***  248.75***  208.13***  

Constant 0.948* 1.024** 0.0921 

 (0.497) (0.466) (0.469) 

N 1,173 1,185 1,202 

Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
a ñOther issue areaò as the reference category. Issue areas that are not statistically 

significant are omitted. 
b ñNonprofit organizationò as the reference category. 
c ñCounty/district level of registrationò as the reference category. 
d ñHeilongjiang provinceò as the reference category. 
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Conclusion 

What kinds of social organizations are more likely to achieve favourable policy 

change in China? This paper reviews the existing literature on the factors contributing 

to the achievement of policy change in social organizations, and constructs an 

analytical framework by combing four groups of organizational and institutional 

factors: (1) issue and resource, (2) social marketization, (3) policy advocacy, and (4) 

institutionalization and opportunity. 

Using a randomly sampled survey data of 2,588 social organizations from 

Beijing, Zhejiang and Heilongjiang, this paper reveals that, when other factors are 

equal, social organizations that have transformed into social enterprises or which have 

achieved government contracts of purchasing services are more likely to succeed in 

promoting policy change, in terms of their own perceptions. Three issue areas (social 

service, business support, and international affairs), organizational age, registering as 

SAs, use of opportunities, and intensity of advocacy activities are also positively 

related to the achievement of policy change. 

The two indicators of social marketisation, social entrepreneurship and achieving 

government contracts for purchasing services, are statistically significant in estimating 

the perceived success in achieving policy change. When social organizations have 

transformed to social enterprises, their likelihoods of achieving policy change doubled 

than those that are not social enterprises. When social organizations have achieved 

government contracts for purchasing services, their possibilities of achieving policy 

change are 2.2 times than those of SOs that do not obtain government service 

contracts. These results support the argument that the new tendency of social 

marketisation strengthens social organizations in achieving favourable policy change 

in China. 

The contribution of this research is that it finds a positive relationship between 

social marketization and the perceived policy change of social organizations in China. 

This research indicates that it is possible and feasible to achieve positive or win-win 

SO-government interactions, if  social organizations can use entrepreneurial and 

marketized strategies to create positive social change. With the evidence of achieving 

positive social change, social organizations are more likely to make an impact on 

government policies. SOs thus can enhance the accountability of the government, 

even without democratic mechanisms. In contrast with the research claiming 

marketization of the social sector threatens civil society in the democratic United 

States (Eikenberry 2009; Eikenberry and Kluver 2004; Nickel and Eikenberry 2009), 

this study suggests that social marketization may strengthen the development of civil 

society in the authoritarian China, by incremental social and policy change. 

The limitation of this study is that the processes and the mechanism of achieving 

policy change are not reflected in this research. Readers may be curious about what 

policies are influenced and how they are influenced by social organizations. This 

limitation could be extended by future research. The impact of changing relationship 

with the government on the earned income of NGOs is also an interesting question 

that could be explored in the future research. 
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