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ABSTRACT

KEYWORDS

How do nonproﬁt organizations (NPOs) engage in advocacy in
closed political regimes? This article studies nonproﬁt advocacy in
Russia by focusing on strategies and explanatory factors. We
argue that Russian NPOs rely on collaborative rather than
confrontational strategies. They use oﬃcial channels, personal
contact with state oﬃcials, strategies for resource exchange and
evidence-based advocacy. Based on empirical research in eight
regions, we show that nonproﬁt advocacy depends on both
external (contextual) and internal (organizational) factors. NPOs
have greater opportunity to engage in advocacy when the
subnational institutional context and the policy ﬁeld allow for
their active participation in policy formation and implementation.
Moreover, NPOs are more successful in their advocacy when they
strategically use their capabilities (e.g., knowledge, expertise and
skills) and emphasize mutual trust, loyalty and readiness to
compromise. Our ﬁndings point to the relevance of collaborative
forms of advocacy, particularly in constrained political
environments such as Russia.

Nonproﬁt organizations;
Russia; advocacy; welfare
policies; regional politics

Introduction
Given the widespread repression of the nonproﬁt sector in Russia (Crotty et al., 2014;
Daucé, 2015; Tysiachniouk et al., 2018), one might expect the role of NPOs to be marginalized and limited to government-organized service delivery. Despite this challenging
environment, we argue that Russian NPOs have found multiple ways to provide input
on policy through advocacy and direct collaboration with state oﬃcials. This is particularly apparent at the local and regional level, where the majority of Russian NPOs are
situated.
Many researchers have studied the role of Russian welfare NPOs in service delivery,
which in the context of recent welfare reforms has gained relevance (Benevolenski &
Toepler, 2017; Krasnopolskaya et al., 2015; Salamon et al., 2015; Tarasenko, 2018). The
advocacy function of social sector NPOs is thereby often overlooked. Our empirical
ﬁndings from Russia’s regions show that rather than being limited to implementing government-designed policies, NPOs play an important role in developing social policies
through advocacy. Based on previous studies on social sector NPOs in Russia
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(Bindman et al., 2019; Bogdanova & Bindman, 2016; Kulmala & Tarasenko, 2016; Ljubownikow & Crotty, 2016), we investigate the advocacy strategies used by these organizations. By focusing on a subnational comparison among social sector NPOs, we do
not only identify the diﬀerent strategies but also systematically analyze the external (contextual) and internal (organizational) factors that shape nonproﬁt advocacy in Russia’s
regions.
The objective of our study is to understand the underlying conditions that both enable
and hinder nonproﬁt advocacy in social welfare. We investigate the circumstances that
explain nonproﬁt involvement in the development of public policies and the capabilities
that allow NPOs to overcome existing barriers and successfully engage in advocacy. The
article addresses the following questions: (1) What advocacy strategies have social sector
NPOs applied at the regional and local level? (2) What external (contextual) and internal
(organizational) factors explain nonproﬁt advocacy in Russia’s regions? We study NPOs
as organized forms of civil society in the policy ﬁeld of social welfare and use the terminology of ‘nonproﬁt organizations’ as the most suitable translation of the common
Russian term ‘nekommercheskie organizatsii’. The key focus of our investigation is the
subnational level, as regional and local authorities are largely responsible for ﬁnancing
and implementing welfare policies in Russia.
The discussion proceeds in four steps. First, we develop a conceptual framework for
analysing the advocacy strategies of social sector NPOs in Russia’s regions. Second, we
explain our methodological approach and provide an account of our data sources.
Third, we identify the main advocacy strategies used by social sector NPOs and the evaluation of these strategies by our respondents from the nonproﬁt sector, regional and local
state institutions and the expert community. Fourth, we discuss the external and internal
factors that shape nonproﬁt advocacy. We pay particular attention to variations in
nonproﬁt advocacy based on the subnational institutional context and policy the ﬁeld.
We conclude by situating our ﬁndings in the broader context of nonproﬁt development
in Russia’s hybrid political regime. This discussion shows that although they operate in a
diﬃcult environment, Russian NPOs are able to engage in advocacy at the local and
regional level.

Understanding Nonproﬁt Advocacy in Closed Political Regimes
Advocacy is an important activity for NPOs (Kimberlin, 2010). In an early comparative
study, sociologist Kramer (1981) identiﬁed four main functions of NPOs. In addition to
their role as service providers, NPOs serve as vanguards (by experimenting and demonstrating social innovations), value guardians (by fostering citizen participation) and
advocates (by criticizing government policies, holding institutions accountable and pressuring the state to extend, improve, or establish needed services) (Kramer, 1981, p. 9).
Advocacy can thus be considered crucial for advancing social policy. NPOs voice the
interests and needs of diverse, often marginalized, social groups and thereby guarantee
that welfare policies are inclusive and responsive, a view that is shared in many recent
studies (Almog-Bar & Schmid, 2014; Kimberlin, 2010). An extensive body of literature
on various aspects of nonproﬁt advocacy has emerged, including studies on policy
coalitions (Sabatier, 1988), transnational advocacy networks (Keck & Sikkink, 1998)
and the role of NPOs as policy entrepreneurs (for an overview, see Almog-Bar &
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Schmid, 2014). These studies all point to the political role of NPOs in representing rights,
voicing interests, asserting public control and improving public policies. In sum,
nonproﬁt advocacy can be understood as ‘any attempt to inﬂuence the decisions of an
institutional elite on behalf of a collective interest’ (Jenkins, 1987, p. 297).
Social sector NPOs are characterized by particular forms of advocacy that diﬀer from
other policy ﬁelds (e.g., human rights and environmental protection) and thus deserve
special attention (Mosley, 2011, 2012, 2013). According to Mosley, social sector NPOs
‘have historically played an important role in advocating on behalf of the vulnerable
populations that they serve’ (Mosley, 2012, p. 841). The advocacy activities of these
organizations are therefore closely linked to their social mission and their core activity
as service providers.
Many studies of nonproﬁt advocacy focus on policy processes in pluralistic political
regimes, where political decision-makers share a general belief that public policy
should be accountable and responsive to citizens’ needs and thus allow for a signiﬁcant
degree of policy participation by societal actors (Nabatchi & Leighninger, 2015). The corporatist welfare regime, for example, is known for its involvement of social NPOs in the
formation and implementation of welfare policies, often described as ‘collaborative governance’ or ‘welfare partnership’ (Archambault et al., 2014; Bode & Brandsen, 2014).
In recent years, a rich body of literature on civil society in authoritarian or hybrid political regimes has emerged which pays attention to the speciﬁc context conditions of
NPOs in these regimes, particularly with regard to advocacy, an activity which at ﬁrst
sight seems to be unlikely in the context of authoritarianism (Zhang & Guo, 2012;
Guo & Zhang, 2014; Bindman et al., 2019; Toepler & Fröhlich, 2020;
Toepler, Zimmer, et al., 2020). The increased interest in this topic stems from the fact
that civic activity has been developing in many contemporary authoritarian regimes
despite political restrictions (Lewis, 2013). Russia is a case in point. Notwithstanding
the increasingly authoritarian and repressive nature of its political regime, the country
has witnessed the emergence of a vibrant landscape of NPOs that are visible in public
life and, by and large, stand their ground against political restrictions. This shows that
the Russian state needs to accept a certain degree of civic self-organization insofar as
it depends on popular support and social stability, a well-known dilemma for authoritarian states (Svolik, 2012).
In his seminal study on civil society under authoritarianism, Lewis (2013) introduced
the distinction between civil society as self-organization and as a contribution to the
public sphere: While the authoritarian state supports organizations that seek to
address social problems, it eﬀectively constrains their critical participation in the
public sphere. Many civil society scholars who specialize in Russia have adopted a
similar approach to characterizing the regime’s dualistic stance towards NPOs (Daucé,
2015; Skokova et al., 2018; Toepler, Zimmer, et al., 2020). The reality of Russian NPOs
is less clear cut than this contrast suggests, however. Even though the public sphere is
restricted, it is not fully closed, as policy development depends on a certain degree of
deliberation among policy makers and external policy actors (Aasland et al., 2020).
Civil society scholars have therefore introduced the notion of ‘managing boundaries’
(Ljubownikow & Crotty, 2017). While NPOs abstain from raising fundamental political
questions and from challenging the dominant political discourse, they participate in
public policy debate in their particular spheres of expertise. NPO activists are well
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aware of the boundaries within which they operate and make use of the opportunities
they have (Stuvøy, 2020).
The closed nature of Russia’s political regime is reﬂected in social policy-making.
Policy processes are characterized by the fact that decision-makers in the state bureaucracy are guided by upward accountability (to their superiors and the political elite) rather
than downward accountability (to the clients of their services and the public). Interest
representation is therefore weakened, and policy-making is often ad hoc (Petrov et al.,
2014). As a result, nonproﬁt advocacy is more contentious and fragile in Russia than
in more inclusive political regimes, with NPOs having limited access to decisionmaking (Bindman et al., 2019; Bogdanova & Bindman, 2016). Moreover, they are
likely to experience legal and regulative restrictions and greater control by the state
(Tysiachniouk et al., 2018). Overall, the public sphere is dominated by the ruling elite,
which leaves societal actors with few opportunities to generate support for their
demands.
However, even in constrained political environments, policy processes provide opportunities for the policy participation of external actors (Bindman et al., 2019; Guo &
Zhang, 2014). Policy-makers depend on feedback channels that allow them to monitor
public support for their decisions. Furthermore, they need input in the form of expert
knowledge, skills and expertise, which are indispensable for making public policies
work. Innovation – a key notion in Russia’s modernization discourse – builds upon
the input of policy experts. This provides ‘windows of opportunity’ that NPOs can use
to participate in the development of public policies (Bindman et al., 2019). The participation of NPOs in public policy may even become more relevant in constrained political
environments, as traditional channels of interest representation such as political parties
and trade unions are limited in their ability to represent social rights.
Russia represents a particularly interesting case for investigating nonproﬁt advocacy
in authoritarian regimes as it exhibits a traditionally closed culture of bureaucratic
decision-making and at the same time a new tendency to adopt neoliberal reforms
that entail the greater involvement of external actors in public policy-making (Benevolenski & Toepler, 2017; Cook, 2015; Tarasenko, 2018). Previous research has shown
that nonproﬁt development in Russia has been ambivalent and contradictory. During
the transition in the 1990s, Russian NPOs were granted legal status and grew in
number due to international donor support, resulting both in growing organizational
capacities and dependencies on foreign support (Jakobson & Sanovich, 2010). Since
Putin’s arrival in oﬃce in 2000, the nonproﬁt sector has witnessed a stronger control
by the state and simultaneously a retreat of international donors, accompanied by a
decline of opportunities for transnational networking and exchange. As a result,
Russian NPOs were largely cut oﬀ from foreign funding, and – as private foundations
are rare in Russia – became increasingly dependent from state ﬁnancing, which
however did not stop their organizational development (Jakobson & Sanovich, 2010).
At present, about 220,000 NPOs are registered in Russia, with a majority (about 60
percent) being active in social welfare (Skokova, 2017). The ﬁeld of social NPOs in
Russia is diverse, ranging from small self-help groups to community organizations, professionalized nonproﬁt service providers and resource centres (Cook & Vinogradova,
2006; Tarasenko, 2015). The majority of social NPOs were founded in post-Soviet
times as a community response to various social issues, including health care, education
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and social support. By contrast, the so-called Soviet legacy organizations in the social
sphere, e.g., the All-Russian Society for the Blind, date back to public organizations in
the Soviet Union and are closely linked to government agencies. Overall, government
policies towards social NPOs are characterized by both supportive and repressive
measures, depending on whether the NPOs and their programme activities align with
state priorities in the social sphere (Kulmala & Tarasenko, 2016; Salamon et al., 2015;
Skokova et al., 2018).
Within this policy context, nonproﬁt advocacy is not an easy game. Russian NPOs
struggle with legal restrictions and the state’s growing tendency to control their activities
(Crotty et al., 2014; Daucé, 2015; Tysiachniouk et al., 2018). Nevertheless, previous
studies show that Russian NPOs have found ways to make use of opportunities for
policy advocacy. Russian NPOs can, for instance, increase the impact of their involvement in social policy-making by emphasizing their expert knowledge (Belokurova &
Vorob’ev, 2011), by using regular forms of dialogue with regional administrations (Beznosova & Sundstrom, 2009), by acting as policy brokers who defend the rights of socially
vulnerable groups (Kulmala & Tarasenko, 2016; Tarasenko, 2015; Toepler & Fröhlich,
2020) or by using ‘windows of opportunity’ created by top-down reform processes
(Bindman et al., 2019; Bogdanova & Bindman, 2016). The success of nonproﬁt advocacy
thus depends on the organizations’ ability to make eﬀective use of advocacy strategies
(Ljubownikow & Crotty, 2016), their emphasis on expert knowledge (Bindman et al.,
2019; Bogdanova & Bindman, 2016) and their readiness ‘to adopt a pragmatic approach
to cooperation and collaboration with local government authorities and other state structures’ (Bindman, 2015, p. 355).
When assessing nonproﬁt advocacy in authoritarian regimes, most scholars have
focused solely on organizational capabilities. However, our empirical data from
Russia’s regions show that opportunities to engage in advocacy are structured by both
the institutional context and the NPOs’ strategic abilities. A comparative perspective
allows us to discover relevant similarities and diﬀerences between forms of nonproﬁt
advocacy in various subnational regimes and policy ﬁelds in Russia’s regions. We therefore aim to further the debate on the mechanisms of nonproﬁt advocacy in authoritarian
regimes.
We build upon the framework developed by Mosley (2011), who distinguishes
between insider and outsider advocacy. Insider tactics are carried out with policymakers
directly and include activities such as ‘lobbying, providing testimony, and sitting on
policy committees’ (2013:, p. 232); outsider tactics are mainly directed towards exposing
public policy shortcomings and creating pressure for policy change by organizing ‘social
action, protests, and media campaigns’ (2013:, p. 232). As Mosley shows (2011), NPOs
choose their advocacy strategies based on their organizational, political, and institutional contexts. We therefore need to understand the context of nonproﬁt advocacy,
including the incentives and constraints faced by potential advocates. In addition to
these external factors, NPO engagement in advocacy depends on organizational
capacities including knowledge, skills and expertise, access to decision-makers, and
reputation of the NPO.
Based on Mosley’s typology, we developed a framework of analysis that encompasses
the two diﬀerent types of advocacy strategies (collaborative/inside and confrontational/
outside) and presents the underlying external and internal factors that shape nonproﬁt
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Table 1. Analytical framework.
Factors explaining nonproﬁt advocacy
External or contextual factors
.
.
.

Legal and institutional context
State actors’ need for external advice
Opportunities provided by the policy ﬁeld, e.g., noncontentious policy ﬁeld with federal agenda, as well as
subnational political factors, e.g., regime openness

Choice of advocacy strategies
Collaborative advocacy strategies
.
.
.
.

Use of oﬃcial communication channels
Direct collaboration with policy-makers
Strategies for resource exchange
Evidence-based advocacy

Internal or organizational factors

Confrontational advocacy strategies

.

.

.
.
.

NPO resources and capabilities, e.g., knowledge, skills,
expertise, personal ties, and reputation
Access to funding, access to target groups
Ability to provide electoral support,
Trust in NPOs, legitimacy

.

Media campaigns
Social protest

advocacy in Russia’s regions. In our framework, external (contextual) factors include the
legal and institutional context, state actors’ need for external expertise, opportunities provided by the speciﬁc policy ﬁeld and subnational political factors such as the openness of
regional and local administrations. The relevant internal (organizational) factors include
nonproﬁt resources and capabilities including knowledge, skills, expertise, reputation,
access to funding and target groups, ability to provide electoral support and legitimacy
for the political regime. The framework is presented in Table 1.
In the following, we will ﬁrst present our methods, data and case selection. We then
provide an analysis of collaborative and confrontational strategies and a discussion of the
underlying factors aﬀecting nonproﬁt advocacy in Russia’s regions.

Methods, Data and Case Selection
To understand the contemporary reality of NPO advocacy in Russia, we developed a systematic approach for selecting regional case studies. All 83 regions1 were divided into
four groups based on two criteria: (1) the level of regional economic development, (2)
the openness of the subnational political regime, as evidenced by the democracy rating
of Russian regions (Petrov & Titkov, 2013) and the strength of the regional nonproﬁt
sector (HSE Civil Society Monitoring, n.d.).
We expect both criteria to be helpful in explaining existing variations in nonproﬁt
advocacy in Russia’s regions. Economic development is believed to be associated with
greater professional capacities on the part of the subnational administrations and
greater openness to cooperation with NPOs (Salamon et al., 2015). Furthermore, we
assume that the level of subnational democracy and the strength of the nonproﬁt
sector are positively related to advocacy, as they enable subnational pluralism and the
participation of external actors in policy-making. Based on the two criteria, eight
regions were selected: Perm and Irkutsk (strong economic development and strong
regime openness), Tomsk and Belgorod (strong economic development and weak
regime openness), Vladimir and Novosibirsk (weak economic development and
strong regime openness), and Ryazan and Tambov (weak economic development and
weak regime openness). Table 2 shows the regional case selection.
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Table 2. Regional case selection.
Economy
Openness

Strong in regional
economic development

Weak in regional
economic development

Strong in subnational openness and regional nonproﬁt sector
Weak in subnational openness and regional nonproﬁt sector

Perm, Irkutsk
Tomsk, Belgorod

Vladimir, Novosibirsk
Ryazan, Tambov

Fieldwork took place between June and September 2015. In each region, 15–20 semistructured interviews were conducted with three diﬀerent types of respondents: (1) NPO
representatives (minimum 12 respondents per region), (2) regional and local government
oﬃcials (1-2 respondents) and (3) experts on regional nonproﬁt development (1-3
respondents). Respondents from the nonproﬁt community were selected on the basis
of the regional registry of socially oriented NPOs and included organizations from
three diﬀerent social policy areas, i.e., health, education and social assistance. In addition,
government oﬃcials, in charge of government-nonproﬁt relations in regional and
municipal administrations, were interviewed. Experts included researchers, staﬀ
members of nonproﬁt support centres and members of regional public chambers.
Data were collected via a semi-structured interview guide that focused on seven
aspects of NPO operations including NPO involvement in advocacy activity. Overall,
142 interviews were conducted, 106 of which were with NPO representatives, 18 with
government oﬃcials and 18 with nonproﬁt experts. The interviews were conducted in
Russian, transcribed, and subsequently analysed using an axial coding scheme to identify
the relations between the activities of the NPOs, their participation in consultative mechanisms and their use of advocacy strategies.
As a second method for data collection, we conducted a survey among NPOs in the
eight regions between October 2015 and January 2016, with the support of regional
research associates. Invitations to participate in the web-based survey were sent to 926
NPOs, the addresses of which were obtained from the oﬃcial registries of socially oriented
NPOs in the eight regions and other information sources, including the websites of the
Public Changer and regional nonproﬁt support centres (if available). The regional research
associates invited at least 100 NPOs in each region. Overall, 247 NPO representatives participated in the survey, on average 30 in each region. The survey asked about the organizations’ collaboration with regional and municipal state institutions, their participation in
consultative mechanisms and their advocacy activities. The survey is non-representative,
but nevertheless gives insights into frequently used channels for nonproﬁt advocacy at
the subnational level and the experiences of regional NPOs with using them.

Advocacy by Russian NPOs
We identiﬁed a set of both collaborative and confrontational advocacy strategies. As a rule,
NPOs do not limit themselves to only one type of strategy but use diﬀerent strategies
depending on their ﬁeld of activity, reputation, resources and capabilities, and expectations.
Collaborative Strategies
Collaborative strategies are widely used by social sector NPOs in Russia. They consist
of using oﬃcial communication channels and personal contact with government

8

U. PAPE AND Y. SKOKOVA

oﬃcials, engaging in resource exchange with the administration and evidence-based
advocacy.
The ﬁrst and most common collaborative advocacy strategy is participation in consultative bodies, or in other words, the use of oﬃcial channels. Over the past decade, a
variety of consultative bodies have been introduced in Russia, which extend to all
levels of government and include public chambers, public committees, public hearings,
etc. At present, regional ministries and departments are obliged to have their own
public councils. The most important consultative body is the Public Chamber of the
Russian Federation, which was introduced in 2005 as a platform for cooperation
between citizens, NPOs and the state (Stuvøy, 2014). In the following years, public
chambers were created in all regions.
Most survey respondents stated that their organization participated in one or more of
these consultative mechanisms – 71% at the regional level and 60% at the municipal level.
NPOs use oﬃcial communication channels to engage in dialogue with state oﬃcials. As
the survey shows, most social sector organizations are well connected and participate in
various committees and round table. When asked which consultative mechanisms the
organizations had been involved in, most respondents named expert round tables and
committees, public chambers and speciﬁed committees, e.g., on social policy, youth
and health care. Participation can include oﬃcial membership in a committee or incidental participation in a round table on a topic that is important to the NPO. Only 21% of
respondents answered that their organizations had not participated in any consultative
mechanisms. Table 3 shows NPO participation in consultative mechanisms.
Although most NPOs participated in consultative bodies, some of them remain sceptical about their actual eﬀectiveness. According to the online survey, 27% of surveyed
NPOs stated that their participation in consultative mechanisms had ‘no’ or ‘only an
insigniﬁcant’ impact on the development of social policy in the region, and only 8% of
NPOs think that their expert opinion was taken into account (see Table 4). These
ﬁndings conﬁrm the observations made by Ljubownikow and Crotty (2016), who
argued that Russian NPOs take part in consultative mechanisms mainly with the intention of establishing working relations with state oﬃcials without believing that they will
have a substantial impact on social policy development in their region.
Table 3. NPO participation in consultative mechanisms.
In which consultative bodies has your organization participated over the past two years?
(multiple answers possible)
Answer options
Expert round tables and committees
Regional Public Chamber
Social policy committee
Youth committee
Municipal advisory and consultative mechanisms
Council of Public Initiatives
Educational committee
Municipal Public Chamber
Health care committee
Advisory and consultative mechanisms at the city parliament
My NPO did not take part in consultative mechanisms
I do not have enough information about my NPO’s participation
answered question
skipped question

Response Percent

Response Count

38%
36%
25%
23%
21%
19%
16%
16%
15%
12%
21%
3%

79
75
52
48
43
40
32
34
31
24
43
7
207
40
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Table 4. NPO assessment of their participation in consultative mechanisms.
How do you evaluate your organization’s participation in consultative mechanisms over the past two years?
Answer options
My organization has successfully worked with regional authorities to improve social policy
My organization has successfully worked with municipal authorities to improve social policy
The expert opinion of representatives of my organization was taken into account in the
development of social policy
Through participation in consultative mechanisms, my organization has improved its
information exchange with state authorities
The participation of my organization in consultative mechanisms has had limited or no eﬀect
answered question
skipped question

Response
Percent

Response
Count

42%
13%
8%

83
26
16

11%

22

27%

53
200
47

Participants in consultative mechanisms usually have a strong reputation in their
policy ﬁelds. Membership is granted on a personal basis. Individual experts (often
NPO leaders), rather than organizations, are appointed as members of the regional
public chambers and social policy councils. Therefore, the expertise and personal reputation of the NPO leader play a crucial role:
My cooperation [with state agencies] is productive. I can name a whole list of councils in
which I am participating. I believe that this means that I am respected and that [state
oﬃcials] trust me. (NPO representative, Tomsk, June 2015)

The oﬃcial channels thus provide NPOs with ‘spaces of communication’ (Bogdanova &
Bindman, 2016, p. 157) for participating in policy-making. NPOs use these channels as a
vehicle for translating their ideas, oﬀering criticism and making recommendations to
state oﬃcials.
The second advocacy strategy consists in working directly with policy-makers and
oﬃcials. According to Mosley (2011), this insider approach is used by NPOs to change
policies or regulations by making use of personal contact with decision-makers. It is a
preferred strategy for NPOs that want to address speciﬁc concerns and negotiate directly
with civil servants on behalf of their clients and constituencies (Mosley, 2011). In Russia,
insider strategies are described as essential to the success of nonproﬁt advocacy (NPO
representative, Perm, June 2015).
Our research shows that insider strategies and participation in consultative mechanisms are closely intertwined. The eﬀective use of oﬃcial channels is largely based
on long-term personal ties between NPO leaders and their counterparts in the
administration (NPO representative, Tomsk, June 2015). NPOs explained that personal contact is often more important than formal participation in consultative
mechanisms. Respondents share the opinion that it is crucial ‘to know the right
people’:
We rely very much on personal relationships. If you are well connected, you can gain personal authority. [The success of NPOs] for a great deal depends on how they present their
expert opinion. (NPO representative, Novosibirsk, June 2015)

Direct access to decision-makers allows NPOs to gain a positive reputation in the eyes of
regional administrations, which can then be used for lobbying on behalf of their clients.
Through working directly with policy-makers and civil servants, NPOs are able to contribute to the formation of social policy in their regions, particularly if NPO leaders can
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position themselves as experts in their respective policy ﬁelds. Trust and professional
reputation are thus seen as key factors of successful advocacy.
The third strategy used by NPOs in Russia’s regions can be described as resource
exchange between the authorities and the organizations. NPOs engage in this form of
advocacy by providing information and expertise to the administration in exchange
for ﬁnancial or other kinds of support from the authorities. If an NPO is known to be
experienced, professional and skilful, it is more likely to beneﬁt from this kind of
exchange with local and regional state institutions.
NPOs are able to convince decision-makers to engage in resource exchange by emphasizing their unique expertise and a joint commitment to tackling social problems:
In order to represent our NPO in a public council, it is necessary to be professional and
know the issues that are discussed. This enables us to better interact with the regional authorities. If we are willing to work for the beneﬁt of the region, the administration is ready to
help us. (NPO representative, Tambov, July 2015)

No less important for NPOs is their potential to mobilize people and electoral
support for government oﬃcials (NPO representative, Ryazan, June 2015). Many
social organizations, especially Soviet legacy organizations with a strong social base,
are able to mobilize a signiﬁcant number of people to participate in elections
(Kulmala & Tarasenko, 2016). In exchange, they are given a special position
within the nonproﬁt sector – primarily through ﬁnancial and in-kind support from
local and regional authorities.
The fourth collaborative advocacy strategy is evidence-based advocacy. It is closely
linked to the organizations’ role as service providers. The term was ﬁrst developed in
public health, where it describes approaches that aim to use medical evidence for
designing tailored public health programmes (Brownson et al., 2009). Many NPOs
run social and legal assistance programmes through which they assist citizens in
need. They draw civil servants’ attention to individual cases and call on them to overcome identiﬁed shortcomings in state programmes, which Kulmala and Tarasenko
(2016) describe as ‘case-by-case problem solving’. During our ﬁeldwork, NPOs likewise referred to this approach as ‘solving problems’ (NPO representative, Tomsk,
June 2015).
In evidence-based advocacy, NPO use the information obtained from individual cases
for developing more general policy recommendations. These recommendations can be
applied in diﬀerent institutions and/or policy ﬁelds. For engaging in evidence-based
advocacy, the NPOs derive general advocacy messages from their experiences in
service delivery, scale up individual solutions to broader programmes, and elaborate proposals for policy improvement that are grounded in the evidence provided by everyday
experiences. A particular instructive example is a small health NPO in Tomsk which
designed psychosocial assistance programmes for children at a local clinic. The experiences from this pioneer programme were later adopted by other health care institutions
and served as a policy guideline for psychosocial assistance in the region (NPO representative, Tomsk, June 2015). Active advocacy NPOs in Russia’s regions usually have a
strong link with social service provision and can substantiate their advocacy messages
by providing case evidence, which strengthens their expert position in the dialogue
with decision-makers.
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Confrontational Strategies
Although NPOs in Russia’s regions mostly rely on collaborative strategies, they sometimes resort to confrontational strategies to put pressure on state authorities and raise
public awareness. According to Mosley (2011), confrontational strategies do not
require direct contact with decision-makers and include eﬀorts such as working with
the media and issuing analytical reports. A special subgroup is so-called ‘strategies of
the street’, which include demonstrations and protests (Mosley, 2011).
The main confrontational strategies used by Russian NPOs include media advocacy
and protest events. The confrontation itself is carried out in diﬀerent ways, primarily
through issuing critical questions in public hearings, attracting media attention and organizing collective protest actions: ‘We tried to block the streets […] and demanded […] a
decision’ (NPO representative, Belgorod, September 2015).
In Russia’s regions, social protests are regular phenomena, often linked to wage arrears
or welfare system reform (Javeline, 2003). Recent examples include protests against
health care reform in 2014 and against pension reform in 2018. At the local level,
protest events are often limited in time and scale; they focus on drawing the attention
of decision-makers to particular urgent cases and obtaining social support for a family
or an individual in need. In Tomsk, for instance, a veterans’ organization reported on
protest actions targeted at securing better social assistance for their constituencies
(NPO representative, Tomsk, July 2015).
In addition, NPOs use media campaigns to denounce maladministration and to exert
pressure on local and regional authorities. In rare cases, local protest activities have
grown into broader movements, resulting in political change. In 2010, for instance,
the governor of the Kaliningrad region was forced to resign following a wave of social
protests in the region, in which NPOs participated. In 2018, protests in the Siberian
city of Kemerovo led to the governor’s resignation under pressure from the federal
centre.
Overall, confrontational advocacy strategies are rarely used by social sector NPOs in
Russia’s regions as they involve direct criticism of the authorities and thus carry greater
risk for the organizations. Regional authorities fear the public exposure of mismanagement as this weakens their legitimacy both in the region and in their relation with the
federal government; consequently, they marginalize NPOs that are known to be critical.
Most social NPOs in Russia’s regions therefore prefer to use collaborative advocacy strategies to maintain good working relations with the administration and to improve policies
from within (NPO representative, Perm, June 2015). In contested policy ﬁelds, e.g., HIV/
AIDS prevention and drug policy, where ideas about policies sharply diverge, social
sector NPOs use confrontational strategies more often. This aligns with Pape’s (2014)
observation that HIV/AIDS NPOs in Russia cooperate closely with international organizations and use pressure to inﬂuence the government.
Confrontational strategies are a part of the repertoire of regional NPOs. However,
many interviewees emphasized that for achieving policy improvements confrontational
approaches were less eﬀective than collaboration:
I always advise NPOs […] to look for ways to interact constructively, because criticism alone
does not solve any problems, neither for the NPOs nor for the institutions that we want to
reach. Therefore, we always seek to make proposals to the authorities […]. We express our
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demands, but at the same time we always propose a solution, so that the problem will not
occur again in the future. (NPO representative, Perm, June 2015)

When describing their collaboration with state oﬃcials, many nonproﬁt representatives
used the frame of a ‘constructive dialogue’ to indicate that criticism of public policies is
possible within unspoken boundaries:
There are three diﬀerent ways of how NPOs are working in Russia. […] Some reject everything what the state is doing. Others support the state and do anything state oﬃcials ask
them to do. And the third way is constructive criticism. In case you disagree with a decision,
you suggest another constructive option, rather than opposing it without oﬀering alternatives. (NPO representative, Tambov, July 2015)

The frequent emphasis on the need to ‘constructively’ engage with the authorities points
to the unspoken boundaries: NPOs can make policy suggestions on speciﬁc social policy
programmes but have to refrain from more general political criticism. Overall, we can
conclude that Russian NPOs use confrontational strategies mostly used as a last resort
when other eﬀorts to inﬂuence policy-making have failed.

External and Internal Factors Shaping Nonproﬁt Advocacy
Nonproﬁt advocacy depends both on the opportunities shaped by the regional and local
political context and NPOs’ ability to make use of them. Based on the theoretical framework, we will systematically discuss the external (contextual) and internal (organizational) factors that shape nonproﬁt advocacy in Russia’s regions.
External Factors
External (contextual) factors relate to the institutional environment in which NPOs
operate. Stroup (2012) emphasized the importance of contextual factors, e.g., regulation,
political opportunities, material resources and social networks, for explaining nonproﬁt
strategies in diﬀerent country contexts. In Russia’s regions, we identiﬁed four external
factors which have an eﬀect upon nonproﬁt advocacy: (1) the federal legal and regulatory
framework, (2) regional grant support programmes, (3) past collaboration between
regional administrations and NPOs, and (4) the opportunities shaped by the policy ﬁeld.
Since 2010, opportunities for nonproﬁt involvement in policy-making have been
strengthened through changes to the legal and regulatory framework, most importantly
by the adoption of Law No. 40-FZ in 2010, which stipulated the introduction of state
support for social sector NPOs. While the law applies to the whole country, its
implementation diﬀers across regions. With the support of the Ministry of Economic
Development, grant programmes for NPOs have been established by regional administrations (Krasnopolskaya et al., 2015; Toepler, Pape, et al., 2020). In addition, the 2015
Federal Law on Social Services (Law No. 442-FZ) stipulated that ten percent of social services are to be delivered by non-governmental agencies (Benevolenski & Toepler, 2017).
NPO respondents in the regions positively acknowledged this new development in social
policy, which increased opportunities for nonproﬁt advocacy (for many: NPO representative, Novosibirsk, June 2015). Overall, legal changes at the federal level created new
opportunities for social sector NPOs at the subnational level, intensiﬁed their
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cooperation with state agencies and, more generally, led to greater visibility and acceptance of the nonproﬁt sector.
Second, in addition to the federal framework, regional administrations have adopted
speciﬁc laws for cooperation with the nonproﬁt sector and set up regional grant support
programmes, which diﬀer signiﬁcantly in terms of starting year and ﬁnancial volume
(Toepler, Pape, et al., 2020). A 2018 MED ranking of regional support for NPOs
shows signiﬁcant variation across Russia.2 In regions that place greater emphasis on
working with the nonproﬁt sector, such as Perm and Novosibirsk (5th and 18th place
out of 85 regions in the MED ranking), NPOs enjoy greater opportunities to collaborate
with state institutions. This goes along with a more positive view of the prospects of their
advocacy, as the following statement from the Perm region shows: ‘We [NPOs] can
achieve a lot; I can deliver our professional advice directly to the people, who make
decisions’ (NPO representative, Perm, June 2015).
The third factor concerns the tradition of state–nonproﬁt cooperation in the region.
Some of Russia’s regions and cities have a long history of facilitating collaboration
with NPOs dating back to the 1990s. The city of Perm, for instance, has become
known as ‘the capital of Russian civil society’ (Perm, local expert, June 2015). Likewise,
Novosibirsk and Tomsk have a longstanding history of collaboration between regional
institutions and NPOs, which enables the development of advocacy strategies. Strong
nonproﬁt support centres that provide training and capacity building for smaller organizations emerged in these three regions (Novosibirsk, NPO representative, June 2015).
Beznosova and Sundstrom (2009) observed a similarly pronounced tradition of government–nonproﬁt cooperation in the city Velikii Novgorod, which was home to a vibrant
nonproﬁt sector and regular dialogue between NPOs and the state as early as the 1990s.
Finally, opportunities for nonproﬁt advocacy are shaped by the policy ﬁeld in which
the NPOs operate. Nonproﬁt advocacy is stronger when it coincides with state priorities.
Some policy ﬁelds, e.g., child protection and care for the elderly, have gained widespread
momentum in Russia (Bindman et al., 2019). Consequently, NPOs in these ﬁelds are
more likely to be able to engage in successful policy advocacy than organizations in contentious areas of social policy, such as anti-drug policy and HIV prevention. The director
of a nonproﬁt drug rehabilitation centre in Tomsk, for instance, explained that the organization has abstained from state funding and contact with state institutions to avoid being
involved in political debates (NPO representative, Tomsk, June 2015). These organizations remain isolated from policy processes and have limited opportunities to voice
their ideas and recommendations. NPOs are less likely to be successful if their policy
issue is highly politicized or contentious, as the examples of anti-drug policy (Aasland
et al., 2020) and HIV prevention (Pape, 2018) show. Overall, civil servants do not
want to be associated with contentious issues and therefore do not engage with NPOs
in these policy ﬁelds.
Internal Factors
External (contextual) factors are essential to understanding opportunities for nonproﬁt
advocacy. Equally important, however, is the ability to make use of the opportunities provided by the institutional context. Wong (2012) showed that NPOs’ internal structures
have an impact on their agenda-setting power. In Russia’s regions, NPOs are usually
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small, consisting of a handful of staﬀ members. Their organizational capacities thus
greatly depend on the personal skills of their leaders and members. Relevant internal
(organizational) factors for nonproﬁt advocacy include: (1) expertise in a speciﬁc
policy ﬁeld, (2) the NPO leader’s position as a policy entrepreneur, and (3) communication skills and emphasis on a common interest in addressing social problems.
Nonproﬁt expertise in a speciﬁc policy ﬁeld, e.g., health care or education is a decisive
factor in explaining advocacy success. If an organization has a strong professional reputation, it is more likely to be involved in consultative mechanisms and can reach out to
regional decision-makers (NPO representative, Novosibirsk, June 2015). This form of
policy participation is limited to experienced NPOs the leaders of which are regarded
as experts in their respective policy ﬁelds (NPO representative, Perm, June 2015).
Only few Russian regional NPOs have the necessary organizational capacities to
engage in this kind of advocacy, however (Cook & Vinogradova, 2006; Ljubownikow
& Crotty, 2016). Many smaller organizations focus exclusively on mutual aid and
service provision for their constituencies. These NPOs lack the time, energy and professional skills to develop suggestions for social policy improvements. From the observations of our sample of 106 interviews with regional NPOs, we can conclude that
only a minority (about 5-10%) of regional NPOs can be characterized as active advocacy
organizations.
The second organizational factor for nonproﬁt advocacy is the position of NPO
leaders as policy entrepreneurs. NPOs are believed to be better equipped to exert
inﬂuence on policy-making at the regional and local level if they are represented by a
strong policy entrepreneur with a good relationship with the administration. In Vladimir, one expert on nonproﬁt sector development explained: ‘In our region, the Public
Chamber consists of many strong civic leaders [sil’nye obshchestvenniki], and because
of this its advice is taken seriously’ (Expert, Vladimir, September 2015).
Being a strong policy entrepreneur entails having a strong professional reputation for
constructive cooperation with regional and municipal authorities. Civil servants and political decision-makers are more likely to consider proposals from nonproﬁt experts
whom they know and respect. The success of NPOs thus depends on the human and
social capital of their leaders, members and supporters. Acting as ‘policy brokers’, they
are able to mediate the interests of the bureaucracy and other stakeholders and to
open ‘windows of opportunity’ to change policies that aﬀect their constituencies (see
also Bindman et al., 2019). Professional and experienced, these nonproﬁt experts are
uniquely positioned to engage with state oﬃcials.
This observation conﬁrms that in a context of weak formal political institutions, interpersonal ties play an important role (Bogdanova & Bindman, 2016). Several examples
from the regions show that strong NPO leaders have the capacity to boost their organizations’ inﬂuence:
The authorities regularly approach NPO representatives who have expert potential. Their
relations [with NPOs] are usually based on informal contacts. If an organization is strong
but the NPO representative is not an expert, then there will be no cooperation. (regional
nonproﬁt expert, Vladimir, June 2015)

Third, NPOs can strengthen their position in advocacy if they emphasize their common
interest in addressing social problems in a consensus-seeking way. Nonproﬁt
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representatives stated that regional and local administrations are dependent on their
skills and expertise. It is important for the organizations to know how to deliver their
ideas in an appropriate form, however. Russian state oﬃcials are extremely sensitive to
criticism and have historically minimized contact with ‘those who just criticize and do
not suggest anything’ (Expert, Tambov, June 2015). Nevertheless, state institutions are
willing to consider constructive criticism, which includes suggestions on how to solve
a given problem (Expert, Tambov, June 2015). The diﬀerence between these types of criticism is essential to the advocacy process. As an interviewee in Tomsk explained, NPOs
can achieve more if they communicate well and do not confront the authorities: ‘You do
not get far if you blame the authorities’ (NPO representatives, Tomsk, June 2015). To be
successful, NPOs must be able to speak a common language with decision-makers (NPO
representative, Irkutsk, June 2015). NPOs can thus achieve more if they stress their
shared concern for social policy improvement: ‘They understood what they can gain
from us, and they started to trust us’ (NPO representative, Perm, June 2015).

Variations in Nonproﬁt Advocacy
Both external and internal factors have an impact on nonproﬁt advocacy at the regional
level. They inﬂuence the choice of strategies and their perceived eﬀectiveness. In regions
with stronger nonproﬁt sectors and institutions that are more open to external advice and
policy participation, such as Novosibirsk and Perm, NPOs are able to develop long-term
collaborative ties with government agencies and constructively participate in consultative
mechanisms (‘our voices are heard’ [NPO representative, Perm, June 2015]). In regions
with administrations that are less open to nonproﬁt participation or that have weaker
NPO sectors, e.g., Tomsk, Irkutsk and Belgorod, nonproﬁt advocacy remained limited
to incidental successes or mere formal participation in consultative mechanisms with
no meaningful advocacy. In these regions, NPO representatives are more pessimistic
about the eﬀects of nonproﬁt advocacy. According to an organization in Belgorod, for
instance, the authorities merely organize councils and social hearings to fulﬁl administrative requirements, or in other words, ‘to tick the boxes’ (NPO representative, Belgorod, September 2015).
In less open regions with weak nonproﬁt sectors such as Ryazan, Tambov and Vladimir, the doors for nonproﬁt participation are largely closed. We can conclude that under
these circumstances, nonproﬁt advocacy is limited, as one NPO representative in Ryazan
emphasized: ‘No one is listening to us. In the councils, we are just supposed to vote for
the proposals [coming from the administration]’ (NPO representative, Ryazan, June
2015).
Our framework (Table 5) oﬀers conceptual resources for understanding the underlying factors of nonproﬁt advocacy and the most prominent strategies based on
context and nonproﬁt capacities. The external factor – subnational openness – refers
to the democracy rating of Russian regions (Petrov & Titkov, 2013): The more open
the subnational regime, the greater the opportunities for nonproﬁt advocacy. Our
empirical data conﬁrm that NPO representatives are given more opportunities to
engage in policy advocacy in more open regions, e.g., Novosibirsk and Perm, as they
can build on long-term collaboration ties with the regional administration. In addition,
regional state actors are more prone to cooperate with regional nonproﬁt experts in
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Table 5. Factors shaping nonproﬁt advocacy in Russia’s regions.
External factors
Internal factors
Strong organizational
capacities
Weak organizational
capacities

Relatively open subnational regime or policy ﬁeld
Long-term constructive collaboration between
NPOs and government agencies
Example regions: Novosibirsk, Perm
Example policy ﬁelds: child welfare
Formal participation in consultative mechanisms
without meaningful advocacy
Example region: Belgorod

Relatively closed subnational regime
or policy ﬁeld
Case-based advocacy with incidental
success
Example regions: Tomsk, Irkutsk
Closed doors for nonproﬁt advocacy
Example regions: Ryazan, Tambov,
Vladimir
Example policy ﬁelds: anti-drug
policy, HIV prevention

policy areas that are prioritized by the federal centre, as they are under pressure to deliver
policy results.
The internal factor – organizational capacities – refers to the ability to make use of the
opportunities provided by the context: The more organisations can rely on their experience, skills and knowledge, the more reliable their cooperation with state actors will be,
and the more opportunities they will have to submit policy proposals. Our data show that
nonproﬁt representatives report stronger and more sustainable advocacy engagement in
regions with more active nonproﬁt sectors.
As we have seen above, confrontational advocacy strategies are rarely applied in
Russia’s regions and do not vary across the country. As far as we have found in our
ﬁeld work in 2015, these strategies never form a predominant advocacy approach
among social sector NPOs. The organizations only employ confrontational strategies
as a last resort when other forms of collaboration have failed. The reason for this precautious behaviour again lies in the authoritarian context where confrontation is extremely
risky for NPOs as they might lose opportunities for collaboration and public support.
This is not to say that confrontational advocacy, e.g., social protests or using pressure
through media campaigns, never occurs in Russia’s regions. Social welfare NPOs
might initiate or join protest activities to raise grievances. Social protest can be
eﬀective when supported by a broader local coalition, as recent examples from the
regions show (Foy, 2020).
The observed regional variations indicate that the involvement of NPOs in policy
advocacy depends on both context and their own abilities. It is important to note,
however, that the variations are not always clear cut. NPOs can sometimes be successful
in their advocacy even in regions that are considered relatively closed. At the same time,
all regions have NPOs that do not engage in advocacy, even if the regional circumstances
would allow them to do so. The same holds for variations across policy ﬁelds. The extent
of the contention within a policy ﬁeld structures opportunities for nonproﬁt advocacy.
Nevertheless, some NPOs manage to work successfully even in contentious or politicized
policy ﬁelds.

Discussion and Conclusions
This article examined the ways in which social sector NPOs use advocacy strategies in
Russia’s regions. We identiﬁed collaborative and confrontational types of nonproﬁt
advocacy and analysed underlying external and internal factors. Our ﬁndings show
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that Russian NPOs use a variety of advocacy strategies. They use collaborative forms of
advocacy most often, and in general describe them as more successful. The most widely
applied collaborative strategies in Russia’s regions are oﬃcial communication channels,
personal contact with state oﬃcials, strategies for resource exchange and evidence-based
advocacy.
The ways in which the organizations engage in advocacy and the extent of their involvement largely depend on both the subnational institutional context and policy ﬁeld
(external factors) and the organizations’ capacities (internal factors). Among the external
factors, the federal legal and regulatory framework, regional grant support programmes,
the tradition of government–nonproﬁt collaboration in the region, and the opportunities
shaped by the policy ﬁeld are most important. In regions with a strong nonproﬁt sector
and a tradition of government–nonproﬁt collaboration, e.g., Perm and Novosibirsk, the
share of active advocacy organizations is larger than in regions with weakly developed
nonproﬁt sectors and less advanced cooperation ties, e.g., Tambov and Belgorod.
These ﬁndings conﬁrm our assumption that nonproﬁt advocacy is stronger in more
open or pluralistic regions.
The reasons behind this are manifold. In more pluralistic regions, NPOs have usually
built organizational capacities over a long time. Some of the most well-known organizations in Perm and Novosibirsk date back to the 1990s. They have long-established
cooperation ties with regional decision-makers, which help them to play out their
capacities as policy experts. In addition, many of these strong organizations have established nonproﬁt resource centres and thereby strengthened the capacities of other NPOs.
A visible nonproﬁt sector, in turn, enhances the willingness of decision-makers to consider policy recommendations. Through policy learning, NPOs can improve local social
policy-making. In less pluralistic regions, by contrast, the opportunities for fruitful
cooperation are limited, as decision-makers are less open to external policy proposals.
In addition to the subnational context, the policy ﬁeld structures opportunities for
nonproﬁt advocacy. Eﬀorts to participate in policy-making are more successful in less
politicized ﬁelds, where decision-makers and NPOs share similar beliefs about policy priorities and approaches. By contrast, contentious policy issues such as anti-drug policies
and HIV prevention prevent NPOs from engaging in meaningful advocacy as decisionmakers and block external policy involvement. NPOs can make use of ‘windows of
opportunity’, when regional authorities are called on by federal bodies to implement
reforms that require the expertise of the nonproﬁt sector, e.g., in child welfare. Among
internal factors, the organizations’ expertise in speciﬁc policy ﬁelds and the strong position of nonproﬁt leaders as policy entrepreneurs were identiﬁed as crucial. Moreover,
communication skills and an emphasis on common interests in addressing social problems in a consensus-seeking way were described as important prerequisites for successful engagement in advocacy.
Our ﬁndings thus conﬁrm earlier studies on nonproﬁt advocacy in Russia, which
point to the importance of expert knowledge and contacts (Bindman et al., 2019; Bogdanova & Bindman, 2016), case-by-case problem-solving and brokering (Kulmala & Tarasenko, 2016) and collaborative approaches (Ljubownikow & Crotty, 2016). At the
subnational level, administrations are motivated to engage with NPOs if they realize
that a cooperation enhances their capacity to address social issues and strengthen their
legitimacy in the social sphere (for comparison with other non-Western settings, see
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Guo & Zhang, 2014). Russian NPOs are thus most successful when they can convince
civil servants that they possess valuable information, experience or insights and stress
a joint concern for social policy improvement.
Our empirical ﬁndings from Russia’s regions show that even closed political regimes
oﬀer some room for nonproﬁt advocacy. Russian NPOs are not limited to service delivery
and play an active role as policy advocates as well. Nevertheless, the conditions for
nonproﬁt advocacy in Russia as a closed political regime are rather diﬀerent from
more pluralistic societies, where institutionalized forms of policy participation and
welfare partnerships exist. In Russia, policy processes largely take place behind closed
doors. Social sector NPOs are outside actors and thus depend on access provided by
the state, as the initiative for their involvement lies with the authorities. The participation
of NPOs in consultative mechanisms is a case in point. Regional public chambers, expert
councils and public hearings are venues for NPOs to formulate recommendations for
social policy development. It remains largely up to the authorities, however, to invite
organizations to participate in these mechanisms.
Given this dependency relation between the administration and the regional nonproﬁt
sector, there is an inherent tension concerning their opportunities for advocacy. On the
one hand, Russian NPOs aim to represent the social rights of their constituencies, which
implies a certain level of independence in developing suggestions for policy improvements. On the other hand, they depend heavily on the state’s willingness to listen and
consider their recommendations. Furthermore, the highly personalized and informal
nature of their collaboration with state actors makes Russian NPOs more vulnerable
in their advocacy eﬀorts. Informal cooperation agreements are easily revoked or terminated when bureaucratic priorities and responsibilities change. NPOs may be given the
opportunity to make policy proposals to the administration, but their opportunities are
limited when it comes to overseeing implementation. As a result, nonproﬁt advocacy is
limited by context. In closed regions or contested policy ﬁelds, NPOs do not have many
chances to engage in advocacy, even if they pursue collaborative strategies.
Nevertheless, nonproﬁt advocacy does have a place in regions where a minimum level
of subnational openness is shown to NPOs that are able to use existing opportunities constructively and to play into the self-interests of regional administrations. Under these
conditions, Russian NPOs can act as policy experts and function as partners. Like organizations in Singapore, another example of a non-Western, closed political regime (Guo &
Zhang, 2014), Russian NPOs thus enjoy some autonomy in engaging in policy processes.
In our study, we aimed to systematically analyze nonproﬁt advocacy strategies and
underlying explanatory factors. Our research has several limitations. First, both interviews and online surveys reﬂect the perceptions of nonproﬁt representatives, civil servants and experts, who were in general more inclined to emphasize the positive
aspects rather than the shortcomings of social policy-making in their regions. Second,
our ﬁndings point to the most important strategies and reveal the overall factors that
shape nonproﬁt advocacy in Russia’s regions. More organizational case studies are
needed to better understand the mechanisms of interest representation and advocacy
in closed political regimes.
Without question, Russian NPOs are far from enjoying the advocacy opportunities
available to their counterparts in more pluralistic political systems. Nevertheless, they
are not as constrained in their advocacy activity as is often assumed in popular and
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academic accounts. Our ﬁndings from Russia thus speak to a debate on the – limited, but
existing – opportunities for nonproﬁt advocacy in authoritarian regimes (Guo & Zhang,
2014; Ljubownikow & Crotty, 2016; Tarasenko, 2015; Toepler & Fröhlich, 2020; Zhang &
Guo, 2012). At the regional and local level, NPOs possess knowledge, experience, and
innovativeness that regional authorities are often eager to draw on, provided NPOs
use collaborative rather than confrontational techniques. In short, NPO advocacy in
Russia is more alive and well than is often assumed.

Notes
1. Since 18 March 2014, the Russian Federation, according to its constitution, consists of 85
federal subjects. By the time of the development of the research design, the number was
83, which served as the basis for regional case selection.
2. For more information on the MED ranking, see Ministry of Economic Development, http://
nko.economy.gov.ru/PortalNews/Read/4606 (accessed 7 February 2020).
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