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Prior work suggests that government funding can encourage non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) to engage in political advocacy and public policy. We challenge this
ﬁnding and examine two theoretical explanations for the dampening effect of government
funding on NGO lobbying. First, donors are known to discipline NGO activity via an
implicit or explicit threat to withdraw funding should the organization become too radical
or political. Second, NGOs with more radical political agendas are less willing to seek or
accept government funding for fear this will limit or delegitimize their activities. Using data
from the European Union’s Transparency Register, we ﬁnd that the share of government
funding in NGO budgets is negatively associated with lobbying expenditure. This effect is
statistically signiﬁcant and substantial, which provides a reason for concern about NGO
resource dependence. Even when governments are motivated by honorable intentions, their
ﬁnancial assistance has the (unintended) effect of dampening NGOs’ political activity.
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Introduction
Does government funding depoliticize non-governmental organizations (NGOs)?
Prior work suggests that government funding can encourage NGOs to engage in
political activity (Chaves et al., 2004; Child and Gronbjerg, 2007; Mahoney, 2008;
Mosley, 2011; Lecy and Van Slyke, 2013). We present two explanations for the
dampening effect of government funding, challenging this argument.1 Donors are
known to discipline NGOs via implicit or explicit threats to withdraw funding
should their activity become too radical. Increased government funding should
thus moderate NGOs’ political activity (McAdam, 1982; Ryan et al., 2002;

1
NGOs are formal non-proﬁt organizations, including associations, charities, foundations, and civil
society organizations. This deﬁnition is consistent with section III of the EUTR (Interinstitutional Agreement
on Establishment of Transparency Register L191/33-4; EUTR Compliance Guidelines, 2012: 8),
ECOSOC’s deﬁnition (ECOSOC, 1996/31/12), and the literature (Tallberg et al., 2013; Pallas and Uhlin,
2014). We exclude political parties, labor unions, corporations, religious organizations, and intergovernmental agreements. Business associations are included if non-proﬁt, for example, Chambers of Commerce.

* E-mail: elizabeth.bloodgood@concordia.ca
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Berry, 2003). Scholars suggest that NGOs self-select funding based on their
ideological and strategic proﬁles. Organizations wishing to engage in radical
activities are less willing to accept government funding as this might limit
their activities (Ostrander et al., 2005; Stroup, 2012). Thus, government funding
should target less political NGOs, and more political NGOs want less government
funding.
Using quantitative analysis, we ﬁnd that the share of governmental funding in an
NGO’s budget is negatively associated with lobbying expenditure, suggesting that
government funding depoliticizes NGOs. We make three contributions to understanding funding portfolios’ effects on NGO activity. First, we expand analysis
from the United States to Europe. Second, we help resolve contradictions in past
research. By including the extent and source of government funding (national or
international), we produce different relationships between government funding and
NGO lobbying. Third, we ﬁnd more support for government threat than NGO
self-selection to explain the relationship between government funding and NGO
lobbying expenditure.
This research has implications for NGO advocacy research and concrete consequences for public policy. While resource dependence can constrain NGO political activity, this relationship is more complicated than previously suggested. Our
work suggests that governments’ ability to ‘purchase’ civil society to contribute to
public policy is limited (Medelson and Glenn, 2002; Steffek et al., 2008; Bexell et al.,
2010; Dupuy et al., 2015). Politically active civil society groups need to be connected to the grassroots. Interest group scholars have identiﬁed group composition
and internal decision-making as potential obstacles to reducing democratic deﬁcits
and improving popular representation of NGOs (Halpin, 2006; Greenwood, 2007;
Steffek and Hahn, 2010; Saurugger, 2011). We add funding composition to concerns about internal governance. Even when governments have honorable intentions, their ﬁnancial support has the unintended consequence of dampening NGOs’
political activity. Scholars and practitioners should rethink how governments
might foster politically active NGOs and the necessary conditions for NGOs to
serve as effective representatives (Warleigh, 2001; Greenwood and Halpin, 2007;
Sanchez Salgado, 2014).

Argument
We deﬁne political activity as ‘any attempt to inﬂuence the decisions of any institutional elite on behalf of a collective interest’ (Jenkins, 1987: 297). NGO political
activities can range from public education to public protest. Lobbying includes
insider and outsider tactics, such as meetings with policymakers, position papers,
testimony before government bodies, press conferences, letter-writing campaigns,
and grassroots mobilization (Mahoney, 2008). We deﬁne depoliticization as
removing or restricting actors’ ability to participate politically, including electoral
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processes and passage or implementation of policy at national or international levels
(Jaeger, 2007). We observe depoliticization through reported lobbying expenditure:
the less money an NGO spends on lobbying, the less politically active it is.
We expect that, as the government share of NGO income rises, the share of resources
spent on lobbying (proxy for political activity) will decline, particularly if the NGO
receives funding from national sources.2
Our argument is based on an adversarial model of interest group politics from the
American interest group literature. The European interest group literature has
focused on the co-evolution of government policy and interest group activity as they
work together through the policy cycle (Streeck and Schmitter, 1991; Ullman, 1999;
Beyers et al., 2008). NGOs are networked with government via semi-formal institutional forums constructed to promote regularized consultation between peak interest
associations and governments in a neo-corporatist fashion (Wilson, 1983; Sanchez
Salgado, 2014). In contrast, the American literature emphasizes group formation and
access to institutions, given the autonomous interests and resources of interest groups
and government (Baumgartner and Leech, 1998; Cowles, 2003; Beyers et al., 2008;
Coen and Richardson, 2009). In this adversarial model, interest groups ﬁght to gain
access to resources, information, and decision-making processes to inﬂuence policy
toward their preferred positions (Crawford and Sobel, 1982; Lohmann, 1993;
Austen-Smith, 1994). Government actors hold positions compatible with some
groups, and even collaborate (Dür, 2008), but naturally ﬁnd themselves opposed to
other groups and stand to gain by denying them access and inﬂuence (Beyers et al.,
2008). We assume that, while collaboration with NGOs has beneﬁts in terms of
expertise, ideas, and public support (Brown et al., 2012; Stroup, 2012; Lecy and Van
Slyke, 2013), governments wish to discriminate among interest groups and shape
NGO political activity.
Governments can direct NGO political activity by enacting regulations, visibly
exercising inﬂuence. For example, Russia requires NGOs to report political activities and receipts of foreign money (ICNL, 2012; Dupuy et al., 2015). Anti-NGO
regulations can create political problems in democratic systems with strong civil
societies. A 2003 Australian bill proposing to ban NGOs engaged in advocacy from
charitable status was withdrawn because of public criticism (Maddison, 2007).
Governments can also use funding as a subtle means of discouraging lobbying. On
average, 48% of NGO revenues in developed countries come from government
sources.3 To the extent that NGOs need resources to operate, the possibility of

2
Reported lobbying expenditure is a very narrow measure of advocacy (Berry, 2005) and misses
important but hard to monetize activities, but it is consistent cross-nationally, captures advocacy activities
of greatest concern to governments, and includes grassroots and professional efforts (Boris and MosherWilliams, 1998; Leech, 2006; Ruggiano and Taliaferro, 2012). Lobbying expenditure is more reliable than
other measures because NGOs are required to report lobbying expenditure ﬁgures to governments.
3
Johns Hopkins University Center for Civil Society Studies, http://ccss.jhu.edu/wp-content/uploads/
downloads/2013/02/Comparative-data-Tables_2004_FORMATTED_2.2013.pdf
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losing funding sends a strong signal. Freedom of action is limited without explicitly
signaling government intent to reduce NGO political activity.
We identify two mechanisms that might drive depoliticization. First, donors can
discipline NGO activity via implicit or explicit threats to withdraw funding should the
organization become political. Resource dependence theory states that governments can
control organizations by managing access to vital resources (Ruggiano and Taliaferro,
2012). If NGOs are not responsive to ﬁnancially powerful actors, they will cease to exist
(Beyers and Kerremans, 2007; Mitchell, 2012). In return for grants and tax advantages,
states expect NGOs to deliver social services and implement government policies, not
challenge them (Anheier et al., 1997; Sanchez Salgado, 2010; Neumayr et al., 2015).
Government funding should thus reduce NGO political activity.
Second, NGOs may self-select their funding sources based on ideology and goals
(Beyers et al., 2008). Organizations wishing to engage in more radical political activities
are less willing to accept government funding for fear that this will limit or delegitimize
them (Ebrahim, 2003; Ostrander et al., 2005). Humanitarian and health organizations
require large, reliable funding sources, making them more likely to censor political
activities (Mosley, 2011). Environmental, human rights, and social justice organizations,
conversely, are argued to avoid governmental entanglements to maintain their
autonomy and legitimacy as critics (Wells, 2001). Scholars thus expect issue area to
affect NGOs’ interest in advocacy and the composition of their funding (Boris and
Mosher-Williams, 1998; Child and Gronbjerg, 2007; Stroup, 2012).
We expect funding by national governments to have a dampening effect and
European Union (EU) funding to be enabling of NGO political activities. The EU has a
mandate to encourage civil society to socialize new member states (Streeck and
Schmitter, 1991; Mahoney and Beckstrand, 2011) and alleviate fears of a democratic
deﬁcit (Greenwood, 2007; Kohler-Koch and Finke, 2007; Steffek and Hahn, 2010;
Commission of the European Communities, 2001). The costs and risks of NGO
activism are lower at the supranational level: the arena is large and a diversity of issues
and interests are represented. States can ﬁnd sympathetic organizations to counter
unfriendly ones. Within countries, governments are less likely to ﬁnd countervailing
organizations.
We argue that the dampening effect of public funding is stronger than the NGO
self-selection effect, as more organizations across issues mix service and advocacy
to accomplish their goals (Warleigh, 2001; Chaves et al., 2004; Stroup, 2012).
We expect share of public ﬁnancing to have a stronger and more signiﬁcant
relationship with lobbying expenditure than sector.

Depoliticizing effects of government funding
Depoliticization may come from government or NGOs, for normative or strategic
reasons. According to the social movement literature, institutional patronage (foundation or government) protects elite interests by moderating social movements’
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activism. Three mechanisms – selection, professionalization, and threat – work
to reduce NGO interest in, and ability to, engage in political behaviors.
Scholars suggest that foundations select and support moderate groups to prevent
or reduce radical mobilization (McAdam, 1982; Haines, 1984). The ‘paradigm
of conﬂict’ (Salamon, 2002) posits that a similar relationship exists between
NGOs and government as the state seeks to maintain political control. The state,
as resource provider and regulator, can deter NGO advocacy.4 Research has
demonstrated that punishment is rare (Ryan et al., 2002), but NGO leaders are
reluctant to ‘bite the hand that feeds them’ (Bass et al., 2007; Onyx et al., 2008).
Even NGOs without government funding are afraid to jeopardize such funding in
the future (Chaves et al., 2004).5 Regulatory complexity also contributes to NGOs’
unwillingness to engage in advocacy (Berry, 2003; Bass et al., 2007). Governmentfunded NGOs are often subject to additional regulations and reporting
requirements (Chaves et al., 2004; Berry, 2005). Leech (2006) and Berry and Arons
(2003) ﬁnd evidence that less politically active non-proﬁts seek more federal funds
and organizations receiving more federal funds engage in less lobbying.
Government funding may spur depoliticization by encouraging NGOs to become
professionalized (Smith, 1999; Sanchez Salgado, 2010; Suarez, 2011; Klüver
and Saurugger, 2013). Empirical studies of government-funded NGOs ﬁnd
evidence of increased bureaucratization and a shift from advocacy to service
delivery (Gronbjerg, 1993; Smith and Lipsky, 1993; Anheier et al., 1997; Froelich,
1999; Smith, 1999). NGOs expend more resources on accounting, reporting, and
auditing requirements (Anheier et al., 1997; Smith and Gronbjerg, 2006; Suarez,
2011; Verbruggen et al., 2011). Mosley (2012) also argues that increased
government funding leads NGOs to advocate increasingly to secure funding (‘selfpromotion’) rather than for policy change. Smith and Lipsky (1993: 176) agree,
noting ‘nonproﬁts use advocacy to their advantage’ to gain preferential treatment
and community support.
Finally, governments can channel NGO activity by building ‘organizational ﬁelds’.
Group accreditation as a funding requirement ‘offer[s] the prospect of a regulatory
tool with which to shape the qualities valued in groups. Each of the beneﬁts
of expertise, democratic legitimacy, and implementation can be emphasized or
de-emphasized’ (Greenwood and Halpin, 2007: 194). For example, advocacy outside
of the ofﬁcial policy process is strongly discouraged in Japan, while outsider advocacy
dominates in the United Kingdom and insider advocacy is seen as more appropriate in
the United States (Stroup, 2012). Resource dependence enables coercive isomorphism

4
Chaves et al. (2004) counter that the government is unlikely to take drastic measures because it
depends on NGOs for service delivery. Mutual dependence could encourage NGOs to lobby more, not less
(Onyx et al., 2008), but only if NGOs are aware of this mutual dependence.
5
NGO concerns are not necessarily a result of explicit government coercion; ‘government threat’ may
be implicit. NGOs’ need for resources may make them feel vulnerable and subservient, regardless of the
government’s actions.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755773915000430 Published online by Cambridge University Press

406

ELIZABETH BLOODGOOD AND JOANNIE TREMBLAY-BOIRE

by government funders demanding NGO compliance, for example with reporting
requirements (Sanchez Salgado, 2010; Verbrauggen et al., 2011; Ruggiano and
Taliaferro, 2012). Government funding also produces normative isomorphism as
NGOs adopt behaviors conforming to the values of government funders to maintain
legitimacy (Schmid et al., 2008; Klüver and Saurugger, 2013).
NGOs may be responsible for depoliticization. Certain NGOs, particularly
human rights and environmental NGOs, refuse government funding to maintain
their autonomy and credibility as government critics (Ebrahim, 2003; Ostrender
et al., 2005; Stroup, 2012). Anheier et al. (1997: 195) ﬁnd that advocacy organizations are largely funded by private sources. Moulton and Eckerd (2012) also link
NGOs’ funding streams to organizational values. For instance, Oxfam America
prioritizes responsiveness to beneﬁciaries, and government donors may demand
that Oxfam prioritize their goals instead (Stroup, 2012). Other NGOs avoid
government funding because they ‘simply lack the interest or administrative
structure’ to administer grants or contracts (Kerlin, 2006).

Enabling effects of government funding
In a well-functioning democracy the government should encourage NGO advocacy.
NGOs create a more informed citizenry and give voice to marginalized populations
(Reimann, 2006; Beyers and Kerremans, 2007; Greenwood, 2007; Mahoney, 2008;
Mahoney and Beckstrand, 2011: 1343). Thus, NGOs contribute to more informed
public policy (Wilson, 1983; Saurugger, 2011). The positive relationship should be
strong within the EU, given its mandate to develop civil society (Streeck and
Schmitter, 1991; Steffek et al., 2008; Mahoney and Beckstrand, 2011; Sanchez
Salgado, 2014), perceived democratic deﬁcit (Halpin, 2006; Beyers and Kerremans,
2007; Greenwood, 2007; Kohler-Koch and Finke, 2007; Klüver and Saurugger,
2013), and lack of institutional capacity for policy-making and implementation
(Streeck and Schmitter, 1991; Dür, 2008; Greenwood, 2010).
Government funding can increase NGO access to government ofﬁcials by
establishing credibility (Crawford and Sobel, 1982; Baumgartner and Leech, 1998;
Pallas and Uhlin, 2014). NGOs can use government funding to build capacity
for information collection and expertise, while signaling government interest on a
given policy issue (Wilson, 1983; Leech, 2006; Ruggiano and Taliafero, 2012).
Government-funded NGOs are more likely to use insider lobbying to avoid
jeopardizing relationships with government ofﬁcials (Mosley, 2011; Kearns et al.,
2014; Moulton and Eckerd, 2012; Lecy and Van Slyke, 2013). NGOs’ relationships
with government agencies can create a ‘paradigm of partnership’ fostering advocacy
(Ullman, 1999; Salamon, 2002; Campbell, 2003). Government agencies and NGOs
interested in maintaining (increasing) funding for a program may lobby together.
NGOs have incentives to lobby to improve conditions for their beneﬁciaries and
their own funding (Smith and Lipsky, 1993; Chaves et al., 2004).
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Government funding is argued to increase NGO lobbying for normative and
strategic reasons. Civil society participation is necessary to represent and give voice
to the marginalized populations (Boris and Mosher-Williams, 1998; Berry, 2005;
Halpin, 2006; Greenwood, 2007). NGOs are especially important supranationally.
‘[S]upranational interest group formation was expected to serve, in an important and
indispensable sense, as a substitute for popular identiﬁcation with the emerging new
political community above and beyond the nation-state’ (Streeck and Schmitter, 1991:
133). Mahoney and Beckstrand (2011) ﬁnd that the EU funds NGOs advocating for
the development of EU identity, democracy, and civic engagement preferentially.

National vs. European ﬁnancing
We expect to ﬁnd different effects of government ﬁnancing at the national and
supranational (European) levels. ‘There is some general acceptance of the notion
that supra-national forms of government (as compared to nation states) tend to rely
more heavily on groups … the lack of resources, autonomous capacity and direct
accountability to citizens arguably makes them more reliant on groups than
national governing institutions’ (Greenwood and Halpin, 2007: 195). We believe
these differences occur for three reasons: existing state–society relations, differential
need for NGO expertise and information, and different ideas of NGO legitimacy.
At the national level, NGOs are threatening to longstanding state–society
relations and established peak associations (Bloodgood et al., 2014). The EU
seeks sources of interest intermediation, given its relative newness and distance from
the people (Streeck and Schmitter, 1991). The EU has created consultation
mechanisms and grants to generate political and economic opportunities for
Europeanized interest groups (Beyers and Kerremans, 2007; Greenwood, 2007;
Sanchez Salgado, 2014).
Second, democratic legitimacy problems are greater at the EU level.
Popular perception of a democratic deﬁcit has led to demands for the rapid
development of NGOs at the supranational level (Greenwood and Halpin,
2007; Steffek et al., 2008). NGOs acting as interest groups are less accepted
at the national level, as many countries explicitly constrain charities from political
activities (Berry, 2003). Political parties provide interest representation at
the national level; a political void at the supranational level creates opportunities
for NGOs to represent otherwise excluded interests (Beyers and Kerremans, 2007;
Greenwood, 2007; Kohler-Koch and Finke, 2007; Mahoney and Beckstrand, 2011;
Saurugger, 2011).
Third, the need for NGO expertise is greater in the EU, given complex, transnational challenges. European bureaucrats favor NGOs as experts to address
complex interdependence without contagion from national interests (Streeck and
Schmitter, 1991; Sanchez Salgado, 2014). The recent adoption of governance
responsibilities, relative newness of the bureaucracies, and interest compatibility
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between bureaucrats and NGOs (similar focus on broad problem solving vs. narrow national interests) increase the afﬁnity between the EU and NGOs (Streeck and
Schmitter, 1991; Dür, 2008; Greenwood, 2010). Cynical scholars might argue that
NGOs are given greater inﬂuence in the EU, where less important decisions are
made, and relegated to implementation roles in national decision-making.

Previous ﬁndings
Empirically, results are mixed. In US surveys, Salamon (2002), Bass et al. (2007),
Mosley (2011), Moulton and Eckerd (2012), and Smith and Pekkanen (2012) ﬁnd a
statistically signiﬁcant positive relationship between government funding and NGO
advocacy. Ullman (1999), Chaves et al. (2004), Greenwood (2007), Císar and
Vráblíková (2013), Sanchez Salgado (2014), and Neumayr et al. (2015) ﬁnd that, in
European countries, national government funding does not restrict or reduce political activity, and EU funding has empowering effects on NGOs. Other scholars ﬁnd
that government funding dampens political activism. Child and Gronbjerg (2007)
and Anheier et al. (1997) ﬁnd that NGOs receiving 50% or more of their resources
from the government participated signiﬁcantly less in advocacy or felt at risk of goal
distortion. Schmid et al. (2008) ﬁnd a signiﬁcant negative relationship between
government funding and political activity among NGOs, even below 50%.
We believe three factors explain these contradictions. First, there is no single
operationalization of advocacy. Some focus on the presence of advocacy, by asking
NGOs if they engage in lobbying (e.g. Chaves et al., 2004; Leech, 2006; Ruggiano
and Taliaferro, 2012). Government funding could be associated with a decrease in
the extent of NGO advocacy without stopping advocacy completely. In studies of
the extent of NGO advocacy, dependent variables vary from amount of expenditure
to event counts for speciﬁc activities (e.g. Boris and Mosher-Williams, 1998;
Berry, 2005). Studying expenditure may underestimate low-cost activities, while
self-reported acts of advocacy are difﬁcult to compare. Second, the NGO sector is
hard to deﬁne. Different databases use different criteria and thus contain different
organizations (Boris and Mosher-Williams, 1998; Berry, 2005; Berkhout and
Lowey, 2008; Greenwood and Dreger, 2013).
Third, most studies focus on regions within the United States (for non-US
perspectives, see Anheier et al., 1997; Beyers and Kerremans, 2007; Onyx et al.,
2008; Schmid et al., 2008; Císar and Vráblíková, 2013; Sanchez Salgado, 2014;
Neumayr et al., 2015). Differences among NGO populations could explain some
variation in the results. Because of its US bias, past research has not investigated
thoroughly the effects of national vs. supranational funding on NGO political
behavior. Using EU data, we examine the effects of government funding from
national and supranational sources across multiple countries. We reproduce
the contradictions seen in past research through the use of different statistical
estimation techniques.
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Hypotheses
We argue that there is a strong negative relationship between national government
ﬁnancing and NGO lobbying expenditure, but the relationship is weak for
supranational (EU) funding. We test ﬁve hypotheses to explore contradictory
ﬁndings in the literature. We also examine two mechanisms to account for
the effects of government ﬁnancing on NGO lobbying expenditure: government
threat vs. NGO self-selection.
HYPOTHESIS

HYPOTHESIS

HYPOTHESIS

1: NGOs that receive any public ﬁnancing are less likely to lobby
than NGOs that do not.
2: NGOs that receive most of their funding from government sources
spend less on lobbying than NGOs that do not.
3: NGOs that receive more public ﬁnancing as a share of budget spend
less on lobbying as a share of budget.

HYPOTHESIS

4: Public funding from national governments has a dampening effect
on NGO lobbying expenditure; public funding from the EU does not
have the same strength or direction effect.

HYPOTHESIS

5: The sector (issue) and national context (restrictiveness of national
regulations) have a smaller effect on NGO lobbying expenditure
than funding source.

Research design
We examine these hypotheses using the European Union’s Transparency Register
(EUTR).6 This source provides more complete and consistent data, particularly
on funding and lobbying, than other sources, including the UIA’s Yearbook of
International Organizations and the United Nation’s (UN) iCSO data set.7 As of
2008, all organizations wishing to engage in political activities in the EU are
expected to register (L191/30). While registration is voluntary, NGOs and
other interest groups must register to gain accreditation and access to the EU
Parliament. Information must be updated annually or the organization is removed
from the Register.
We draw from section III, ‘nongovernmental organizations, platforms and
networks, and similar’, deﬁned as ‘not-for-proﬁt organizations (with or without
legal status), independent from public authorities, political parties or commercial
organizations’ (Annex 1, L191/33-34). Organizations self-select their category, but
are instructed to ‘select the section or subsection that most accurately reﬂects the
6
7

http://europa.eu/transparency-register/
http://esango.un.org/civilsociety/login.do
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nature of their organization and work’ (EUTR, 2012: 5). There are limited strategic
incentives to choose NGO (section III) vs. another category (section I, professional
consultancies/law ﬁrms, or section II, in-house lobbyists, professional/trade
associations). Organizations report similar information, with this exception:
consultants and law ﬁrms report turnover from activities within the scope of the
register, in-house lobbyists and trade/professional associations report estimated
costs of activities, and NGOs report overall budget (Annex 1, L191/36). Registered
organizations cannot use the EUTR as a ‘publicity tool’ or means of self-promotion.
The Joint Transparency Register Secretariat has the authority to contest and remove
organizations, including those with proﬁles found to contain ‘purely gratuitous
statements that cannot be backed up with facts or results’ (EUTR, 2012: 8).
We use reported lobbying expenditure as a measure of NGO advocacy and our
proxy for political activity. Reported lobbying expenditure is an imperfect indicator
of political activity, as discussed earlier, but is the best measure available for
quantitative cross-national research. The inclusion of lobbying expenditure in
the Register suggests its importance as an indicator for the EU itself. Because
lobbying expenditure is systematically assessed, it is likely to play a role in future EU
policy-making on non-state advocacy.
NGOs are expected to report the estimated cost of ‘all activities … carried
out with the objective of directly or indirectly inﬂuencing the formation or
implementation of policy and the decision-making processes of the EU institutions,
irrespective of the channel or medium of communication used’ (L191/30/IV/8).
Information is self-reported, but ‘by registering, the organization and individuals
concerned … guarantee that the information provided for inclusion in the register is
correct’ (L191/30 v.17). Lobbying expenditure includes the costs of contacting
government ofﬁcials and their staffs, preparing and circulating promotional
material and letters, participating in formal and open consultations, and organizing
meetings (including social events and workshops) with government ofﬁcials (L191/
29/22.7.2011; L277/11/19.9.2014). Lobbying ﬁgures are the organization’s
estimate of the costs of direct and indirect interest representation to EU institutions
in a year, including stafﬁng, in-house operational and ofﬁce expenditure,
representation costs, hiring lobbying ﬁrms, and membership fees for joining
networks and coalitions, rounded to the nearest 25,000 euros (from 0 to
>10 million euros) (JTRS, 2015: 13).
Reported lobbying expenditure measures both cooperative advocacy via coalition
building and networking within government structures (as expected by the European
interest group literature) and adversarial approaches and indirect lobbying via media
campaigns (as expected by the American interest group literature).8 We expect this to
8

Advocacy activity for self-promotion, including to secure funding (Smith and Lipsky, 1993; Ullman,
1999; Mosley, 2012), would not be counted unless the activity was also directed at a speciﬁc policy or
decision-making process. This is supported empirically by the lack of endogeneity in our results
(see Seccombe, 2014).
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be understated, nonetheless. NGOs are prohibited from partisan politics in some
countries and many NGOs do not view political activities like education and awarenessraising as lobbying (Ruggiano and Taliaferro, 2012). Zero declarations for lobbying
must be justiﬁed, however, and the Secretariat contacts organizations when this is
missing. A failure to explain this results in being dropped from the register (EUTR,
2012: 4). We control for the headquarters country of each NGO to account for national
restrictions like prohibitions on lobbying by charities.
We choose to use the Transparency Register, rather than the UIA or the UN,
because its reporting requirements produce more complete and consistent data. The
UIA Yearbook of International Organizations is the ‘gold standard’ for data on
NGOs in most academic research. The UIA provides self-reported data on some of
the same variables as the EUTR across a larger set of organizations operating in
more countries. Financial data are largely missing, however, as NGOs can choose
not to report it and still appear in the Yearbook, and the UIA does not ask NGOs
about lobbying activities. The UIA also lacks the EUTR’s authority to check
information or remove non-compliant organizations.
The UN’s iCOS data set9 makes available information on an expanding set of
organizations. The NGO Branch of the UN Department of Economic and Social
Affairs, like the EUTR Joint Secretariat, has the authority to compel information,
particularly from NGOs with consultative status. This data set does not
make ﬁnancial information on organizations public, however. Furthermore, the
Transparency Register includes a diversity of NGOs interested in engaging with the
EU at different levels of formality and commitment, while iCOS only contains
complete data for NGOs granted UN consultative status. Governments can limit
the political capacity of NGOs by denying consultative status and thus iCOS may
over-represent less politically active organizations. While national data from tax
authorities or charity registers provide the most complete data on the greatest
range of NGOs with the most coercive authority to prevent false reporting, these
data are only available for a few countries and reporting categories are not
easily compared.10
The EUTR provides the most complete and accurate data on NGO ﬁnancing and
political expenditures. It replaces the CONECCS (Consultation, the European
Commission and Civil Society) database (Berkhout and Lowery, 2008; Mahoney
and Beckstrand, 2011), which was discontinued in 2008. Greenwood and Dreger
(2013) estimate that EUTR contains about 60% of NGOs interested in the EU and
argue that the EUTR, while ﬂawed, is better than competitors.11 As the stakes of

9

http://esango.un.org/civilsociety/login.do
National data are available for England and Wales, Scotland, Spain, the Netherlands, Norway,
Belgium, the United States, Canada, New Zealand, and Australia.
11
Greenwood and Dreger (2013) ﬁnd 15% of organizations registered as NGOs should be categorized
as trade/business/professional associations and some lobbying expenditures are suspicious or mistaken
(ALTER-EU, 2012; Greenwood and Dreger, 2013).
10
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misreporting are high and the ﬁnancial data must be reported in a speciﬁc way and
tally correctly, the likelihood of honesty is increased. The Joint Secretariat has
prepared updated Guidelines to assist organizations in data reporting.
While our sample is skewed toward advocacy NGOs from Europe operating transnationally, descriptive statistics show substantial diversity. In total, 356 NGOs have no
reported lobbying expenditures, 472 have no reported government funding, and 154
have neither [see Table A1 (Appendix)]. Almost two-thirds are headquartered in
Western Europe, but they are evenly split between national NGOs and international
NGOs (operating in more than three countries) (Table A2). The range of organizations
in the EUTR, with diverse funding sources, political expenditures, home countries,
geographic focus, and issue areas, thus allows us to test our depoliticization hypotheses.
We estimate multiple statistical models. Lobbying expenditure and public
funding are treated as dichotomous and continuous variables to test if whether
NGOs receive government funding or the amount of funding effects whether NGOs
engage in lobbying and the extent of their lobbying expenditure. Ordinary least
squares and binomial logistic regression models are ﬁtted, depending upon the
dependent variable. Logs of ﬁnancial measures adjust for the skewed distribution of
NGO ﬁnancing. We also estimate a fractional logistic model (Buis, 2006; Baum,
2008) given the number of ‘0’s and ‘1’s that occur in our measures of government
ﬁnancing and lobbying expenditure as a share of NGO budget. We use the ‘glm’
function in STATA with the assumption of a binomial distribution and a logistic
link function, as recommended by Baum (2008) and Buis (2006). To test whether
governments fund some organizations but not others (or whether NGOs choose
ﬁnancial sources over others), we treat the ‘0’s and ‘1’s as generated by the same
processes as the rest of the data (i.e. not exogenous or errors). We compare the
results of the fractional logit model with a zero-one inﬂated beta model and ﬁnd that
the fractional logit model ﬁts better (Table A6) (Table 1).

Table 1. Descriptive statistics
Variables
Lobbying expenditure
Public ﬁnancing
National ﬁnancing
European ﬁnancing
NGO budget
NGO regulatory index
Number of countries of operation
Humanitarian aid
Foreign affairs
Energy
Equal opportunity

N

Mean

Minimum

Maximum

1105
1105
1105
1105
1105
934
1105
1105
1105
1105
1105

63,751
2,048,639
956,997
316,650
6,260,685
1.85
9
0.25
0.18
0.26
0.32

0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

1,000,000
6.44e + 08
4.26e + 08
1.20e + 08
8.07e + 08
5.5
50
1
1
1
1

NGO = non-governmental organization.
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NGO budget, a measure of NGO regulations in the NGO’s home country, and the
number of countries in which the NGO has ofﬁces or afﬁliates control for size and legal,
institutional, and cultural inclinations toward government funding. States’ funding of
civil society and NGOs’ share of government vs. private funding vary cross-nationally
(Salamon et al., 2004: 301). National regulations may constrain, or incentivize,
government funding of NGOs according to national political preferences or traditions,
and may prohibit lobbying expenditure by NGOs. The NGO regulatory index
(Bloodgood et al., 2014) measures the extent to which a country enables or restricts
NGOs through its regulations. Higher values on the index (which ranges between
−7 and 8) signify more enabling national regulations.
All models include dichotomous variables for the following self-reported
issue interests: humanitarian affairs, energy, or equal opportunity. International
development organizations are argued to receive more government funding,
given their large operating budgets and preference for service over advocacy.
These organizations may be more willing to self-censor as government funding
may be the only source large enough to sustain them (Fowler, 1992; Stroup, 2012).
Humanitarian affairs, rather than development, is used as a proxy because of the risk
that ‘development’ is seen as ‘fundraising’ rather than issue focus. While 25% of the
NGOs in the data set claim to work on humanitarian aid, 39% claim development.
Environmental and human rights organizations are argued to privilege their
autonomy and independence, restricting themselves to private funding (Wells,
2001). Energy is used for environment, rather than food security or ﬁshing, as it
reﬂects a diversity of environmental NGOs. While 26% of NGOs work on energy,
only 16.5% work on ﬁsh and 19% on food security. Equal opportunity is the closest
proxy for human rights. In robustness checks of the issue measures, alternative
speciﬁcations do not change the magnitude or statistical signiﬁcance of the
relationship between lobbying expenditure and public ﬁnancing.
Scholars observe differences in size and funding needs between national and
international non-governmental organizations (INGOs). INGOs are larger and
need more funding for basic maintenance, but have access to more varied funding
sources. INGOs thus might have different funding proﬁles than national organizations (Reimann, 2006). Their access to multiple national contexts might inﬂuence
their lobbying expenditure; access to multiple policy arenas and government
funders may help INGOs avoid government pressure to reduce advocacy. We
include a count of the number of countries of operation.12

Government funding and NGO lobbying
To explore government funding and NGO political activity, proxied by reported
lobbying expenditure, we focus on three aspects – the extent to which public
12

We include interest in foreign affairs as a proxy for international focus, even if NGOs are not
organized transnationally. This is statistically insigniﬁcant in most models.
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funding affects lobbying expenditure, the effects of different sources of public
ﬁnancing, and the variations in these effects in different NGO populations.

Public ﬁnancing
To assess past contradictory results, we model the relationship between government
ﬁnancing and NGOs’ reported lobbying expenditure in three different ways
(Table 2). First, we test for a black-and-white relationship between government
ﬁnancing and NGO lobbying using dichotomous variables for the presence of
government funding and lobbying expenditure. We hypothesize that NGOs
receiving any government money are less likely to engage in lobbying. We estimate a
logistic regression with variables coded 1 if the NGO receives any government
ﬁnancing (0 if they do not) and 1 if the NGO spends any money on lobbying
(0 if they do not).
The results of the logistic regression are mixed. The coefﬁcient on the public funding
dummy is statistically signiﬁcant and negative (Table 2, column 1), but marginal
effects are small. Government-funded NGOs are 6.8% less likely to lobby. If we
separate national and European funding, the coefﬁcients on the two dichotomous
variables are not statistically signiﬁcant. Table A5 (Appendix) shows all models.
Accepting some government ﬁnancing is not sufﬁcient to prevent NGOs from
lobbying. Of the 781 NGOs that receive government ﬁnancing, 66.7% (or 521) report
spending some money on lobbying. The pseudo R2 for this regression is low,
accounting for only 2.7% of the variation.
Second, we test the relationship between public ﬁnancing and lobbying
expenditure using continuous variables. Table 2, column 2 provides the results of an
Table 2. Public ﬁnancing and NGO lobbying
Lobbying dummy
(marginal ﬁxed effects)
Public ﬁnancing D
Log public ﬁnancing
50% threshold
NGO budget (log)
Regulatory index
Number of countries
Humanitarian aid
Foreign affairs
Energy
Equal opportunity
R2
N

Lobbying expenditure
(euros logged)

−0.0678 (0.033)**

Lobbying expenditure
(euros)
8985 (11,052)

−0.0929 (0.031)***
0.0215 (0.005)***
−0.0115 (0.010)
0.0015 (0.001)
−0.0216 (0.042)
0.0600 (0.045)
0.0453 (0.034)
0.0286 (0.035)
0.03
934

NGO = non-governmental organization.
Standard errors in parentheses.
*P < 0.10; **P < 0.05; ***P < 0.01.
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0.4708 (0.048)***
−0.2315 (0.112)**
0.0273 (0.014)**
−0.1129 (0.441)
0.5106 (0.473)
0.4380 (0.363)
0.2400 (0.376)
0.09
934

−19,948 (12,628)
10,672 (1292)***
−7294 (2549)***
1594 (367)***
−3218 (9058)
21,474 (12,068)*
14,968 (9667)
5634 (9010)
0.12
934
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OLS regression analysis of the relationship between the euro value of the public funding
NGOs receive (logged) and their expenditure on lobbying (logged).13 We ﬁnd public
ﬁnancing has a statistically signiﬁcant negative effect on lobbying expenditure. For each
10% increase in public ﬁnancing, NGOs spend 0.9% less on lobbying. The size of the
NGO budget, the national regulatory climate (NGO Regulation Index), and the
number of countries of operation have large, statistically signiﬁcant effects on lobbying
behavior. For each 10% increase in its budget, an NGO spends 4.7% more on
lobbying. Each additional country of operation increases its lobbying expenditure
by 2.7%. As national regulations become more permissive, however, lobbying
expenditure decreases (about 23% for each index point). The ﬁt of this model is better
than the dichotomous variable model (R2 = 0.09).
Third, we examine a threshold effect; previous studies argue when NGOs receive
a majority of funding from public sources they become dependent upon, and more
responsive to, government (Anheier et al., 1997; Child and Gronbjerg, 2007).
‘Critical’ resource dependence has strong effects as NGOs cannot easily adapt
(Beyers and Kerremans, 2007: 464). Císar and Vráblíková (2013: 154) ﬁnd that EU
ﬁnancing empowers NGO political activity, but only when the NGO receives
more than 40% of their funding from the EU. Table 2, column 3 shows the results
of regression analysis of lobbying expenditure, public funding in euros, and
‘dependence’, coded 1 if an NGO is more than 50% government funded. While the
signs on the coefﬁcients are consistent with our expectation that NGOs that receive
some government funding behave differently from NGOs that receive the majority
of their funding from government sources (Hypothesis 2), they are not statistically
signiﬁcant and the ﬁt of the model is weak (R2 = 0.12).
We conclude that different speciﬁcations of the relationship between government
funding and NGO lobbying expenditure support different conclusions consistent with
the existing literature. We ﬁnd an overall negative relationship between public funding
and NGO lobbying expenditure, as expected, but no support for a threshold effect.
We also ﬁnd that issue focus does not signiﬁcantly affect NGO lobbying expenditure,
but size of the budget and NGO location do matter in most models.
The distribution of public funding and reported lobbying expenditure among
NGOs in the Transparency Register poses a challenge to our analysis, while
supporting our intuition. Both variables are exponentially distributed and the graph
of public ﬁnancing against reported lobbying expenditure as a proportion of total
budget is U-shaped. We conduct non-parametric tests for association with public
ﬁnancing and reported lobbying expenditure as a share of total budget grouped by
deciles. We ﬁnd a statistically signiﬁcant, negative relationship between public
ﬁnancing and reported lobbying activity as a share of government spending.14
13
We use an adjusted log transformation of public ﬁnancing and lobbying expenditures; zeros in the
original variable are set to zero in the logged variable (Hyndman and Grunwald, 2000).
14
Pearson’s χ2(100) = 170, P = 0.000; Kendall τb = −0.1181, z = −4.724; Goodman and Kruskal’s
γ = −0.1474, z = −4.6063.
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Table 3. Government ﬁnancing and lobbying share
Marginal ﬁxed effects, spending on lobbying as share of budget
Public funding as % budget
National funding as % budget
European funding as % budget
NGO budget (log)
NGO regulatory index
Number of countries
Humanitarian aid
Foreign affairs
Energy
Equal opportunity
AIC
BIC
N

−0.0985 (0.039)**
–
–
−0.0962 (0.012)***
−0.0280 (0.010)***
0.0028 (0.001)**
−0.0622 (0.038)*
0.0850 (0.045)**
0.0888 (0.03)***
0.0400 (0.031)
0.9523
−5490
906

–
−0.1232 (0.059)***
–
−0.0968 (0.012)***
−0.0280 (0.010)***
0.0024 (0.001)**
−0.0545 (0.038)
0.0865 (0.044)**
0.0901 (0.03)***
0.0300 (0.031)
0.9537
−5489
906

–
–
0.0423 (0.062)
−0.1003 (0.012)***
−0.0287 (0.010)***
0.0030 (0.001)***
−0.0585 (0.037)
0.0929 (0.045)**
0.0939 (0.03)***
0.0238 (0.031)
0.9568
−5486
906

NGO = non-governmental organization; AIC = akaike information criterion; BIC = bayesian
information criterion.
Standard errors in parentheses.
*P < 0.10; **P < 0.05; ***P < 0.01.

We use a fractional logistic regression model to test whether NGOs that receive
more public funding spend less money on lobbying as a share of budget. Table 3
shows the results of the models estimated for total public funding (column 1),
national funding (column 2), and European funding (column 3).
We ﬁnd, supporting our third hypothesis, that public funding has a sizeable,
statistically signiﬁcant, negative effect on NGO lobbying. For a 10% increase
in the public funding share of budget, NGOs reduce reported lobbying expenditures
as a share of budget by about 1% (B = −0.0985; SE = 0.039). We predict the
difference in lobbying expenditure between NGOs with no government funding
and NGOs with only government funding will be 9.7% of their budget,
all else equal. The predicted lobbying expenditure as a share of budget drops
from 36.4 to 26.7% when government funding as a share of budget shifts from
0 to 100%.15

National vs. European funding
Not only should public funding affect NGOs’ lobbying, but the source of public
funding should change the relationship. We hypothesize that national funding will
15
If lobbying expenditure increases public funding, creating endogeneity, we would expect a positive
relationship. Instead we ﬁnd a weak negative correlation between the share of lobbying in the budget and
the total budget (r = −0.0952, P = 0.000). In a regression of lobby expenditure against public ﬁnancing, the
coefﬁcient on lobbying expenditure is not statistically signiﬁcant (b = −1.888; t = −0.52). We conclude
endogeneity is not a problem.
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have a dampening effect on NGO lobbying expenditure compared with European
funding. National governments have strategic and normative reasons to limit
NGOs’ political inﬂuence, while supranational institutions beneﬁt from NGOs’
democratic legitimacy and expertise. We ﬁnd support for this hypothesis. The
relationship between share of public funding and share of lobbying expenditure
becomes more negative (but equally statistically signiﬁcant) when focusing strictly
on national funding. EU funding as a share of NGO budget has no statistically
signiﬁcant effect on reported lobbying expenditure.
As Table 3 shows, a 10% increase in public funding (share of budget) results in a
1% decrease in reported lobbying expenditure (share of budget), while a similar
10% increase in funding from national governments results in a 1.2% decrease in
reported lobbying expenditure. The predicted lobbying budget of organizations that
received no national funding, compared with those that received all of their funding
from national governments, all else equal, changes from 35 to 23.3%, a drop of
11.7%. The coefﬁcient on European funding as a percentage of total budget, on
the other hand, is positive (0.0423) and not statistically signiﬁcant. Changes in
European funding as a share of budget do not effect NGO lobbying expenditure.
When national and European funding are in the same model, the results are the
same (Table 3, column 4).16
We thus ﬁnd support for our fourth hypothesis; funding from different levels of
government has differential effects on reported lobbying expenditure. National
funding reduces NGOs’ reported lobbying expenditure, consistent with resource
dependency arguments and American views of interest group politics (Chaves et al.,
2004; Berry, 2005; Leech, 2006; Suarez, 2011). European funding does not reduce
NGO-reported lobbying expenditure, consistent with European scholarship on the
mutually beneﬁcial relationship between interest groups and the EU (Kohler-Koch
and Finke, 2007; Beyers et al., 2008; Mahoney and Beckstrand, 2011; Sanchez
Salgado, 2014).

Sector and home country
We examine the relative effects of sector and national origin (compared with funding
composition) on NGO-reported lobbying expenditure. We proposed that NGOs in
sectors requiring large budgets, such as international development (humanitarian
affairs), may choose to lobby less. NGOs in the environment and human rights sectors
(energy and equal opportunity) may forego government funding to maintain their
autonomy. We hypothesize that this ‘self-selection’ mechanism has a smaller effect on
NGO lobbying expenditure than public ﬁnancing, which our ﬁndings conﬁrm.
16
Robustness checks, Table A7, demonstrate that this is not the result of an advocacy focus (proxied by
a Belgium ofﬁce or members) or a focus on the EU (proxied by an interest in enlargement, trans-EU
networks, or the internal market). The results are similar to those in the full sample – public funding and
national funding have negative coefﬁcients (signiﬁcant only for Belgium), while EU funding is not
signiﬁcant. The number of observations falls dramatically.
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In Table 3, energy, our proxy for environment, is statistically signiﬁcant, but its
substantive effect is smaller than public funding. Environmental NGOs spend a slightly
larger share of their budgets (~0.9%) on lobbying activities, while humanitarian aid
organizations spend slightly less (the coefﬁcient is not statistically signiﬁcant in most
models). In Table 2, issue area is not statistically signiﬁcant. The source of NGO
funding has a larger effect on lobbying expenditure than sector, providing support for
perceived government threat over NGO self-selection to explain differences in reported
lobbying expenditure.
The number of countries where an NGO operates affects lobbying expenditure as a
share of budget. While being an international NGO does not affect willingness to lobby
(Table 2, column 1), it affects the amount spent on lobbying (Table 2, columns 2–3;
Table 3). The coefﬁcient on the number of countries of operation is positive and
statistically signiﬁcant in Tables 2 and 3. NGOs operating internationally tend to spend
more on lobbying, possibly because of their size and visibility.
The regulatory environment of an NGO’s home country also has statistically
signiﬁcant effects on lobbying expenditures. NGOs from permissive home countries,
with more legal, political, and/or economic latitude, spend statistically signiﬁcantly less
on lobbying. The coefﬁcient on the NGO regulatory index variable is statistically
signiﬁcant and negative across Tables 2 and 3. A one-point increase in the permissiveness of national regulations decreases lobbying expenditure by 2.8% of the NGO’s total
budget, all else equal. NGOs in the most permissive countries spend, on average, 15.4%
less of their budget on lobbying than NGOs in the most restrictive countries.
There are two possible explanations. NGOs from more permissive countries may
be less willing to antagonize a government that could impose more restrictive
regulations. Alternatively, more permissive regulation may signal a good working
relationship between government and NGOs. If a government partner shares the
same goals, NGOs can reduce lobbying and work within ofﬁcial channels. This
suggests that NGOs can ally with government, as expected in the European model
of interest group politics (Streeck and Schmitter, 1991; Halpin, 2006; Kohler-Koch,
2007; Steffek and Hahn, 2010). The negative relationship between national funding
and lobbying expenditure, however, provides support for the adversarial model of
interest group politics underpinning our argument.
We conclude that government ﬁnancing of NGOs, particularly national funding,
has a stronger depoliticizing effect on NGOs’ lobbying expenditure than sector.
National regulations and number of countries of operation likely affect resource
dependence and thus the impact of government ﬁnancing on reported lobbying
expenditure. NGOs active in more countries and NGOs from more restrictive regulatory contexts have greater reported lobbying expenditure.

Conclusions
We argue that the question should not be ‘does government ﬁnancing affect NGO
political activity (reported lobbying expenditure)?’, but ‘how does funding from
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different government sources affect NGO political activity?’. We ﬁnd that the
greater the proportion of an NGO’s budget that comes from government sources,
the less of its budget it reports spending on lobbying. This effect is stronger when
funding comes from national governments, while EU funding does not have a
dampening effect. We posit this negative relationship can best be explained by
governments’ ability to threaten to limit funding (or NGOs’ perception of a threat)
such that they become less outspoken on policy.
Our results are consistent with past qualitative research. Edwards and Hulme
write ‘[t]he increasing numbers of NGOs in many countries, a growth in the size of
individual NGOs, an increasing concentration on service provision, and rising
reliance on ofﬁcial funding all seem to be related’ (1996: 3). Ian Smillie concludes
‘[i]nstitutional funding represents a step forward in the ability of government to
manage and control Canadian NGOs and a step backward from the concept of
NGOs as independent expressions of civil society’ (1996: 192). Andrew Natsios, as
chief administrator of United States Agency for International Development
(USAID), told NGOs in Iraq in 2003 that they are ‘arms of the U.S. government’ and
threatened to replace those who did not support US foreign policy (quoted in Nelson and Dorsey, 2008: 102). Similarly, Australia in 2014 explicitly tied government
funding and NGO political advocacy with clauses in grants that prohibited the use
of government money for advocacy (Seccombe, 2014). NGOs in the United
Kingdom have also expressed concern. An Independence Panel report cited by Jude
Howell in The Guardian states that ‘as many organizations fear for their survival,
self-censorship is becoming a signiﬁcant problem’.17 Furthermore, participants in
the Bass et al. (2007) SNAP (Strengthening Nonproﬁt Advocacy Project) focus
groups said they avoided advocacy for fear of antagonizing government.
We also test the argument that depoliticization may be due to self-selection by
NGOs, as outspoken NGOs choose alternative funding to maintain independence
and legitimacy. We ﬁnd that issue has less effect on lobbying expenditure than
funding composition. We thus believe that government funding has a greater role to
play in NGO depoliticization than self-selection. Because the relationship between
funding source and reported lobbying expenditure does not vary by sector, NGOs
do not seem to reduce their lobbying based on their issue interests. The relationship
between government funding and lobbying expenditure thus seems driven by
(perceived) government actions. The strength of this conclusion is moderated by the
nature of the data, which lacks the full population of NGOs in the EU, and relies on
voluntary self-reporting, we believe that the results are likely understated. The
missing NGOs are more likely to be less political (hence non-participation in the
EUTR) than the organizations registered.
Our research has theoretical and policy implications. We demonstrate that the
relationship between government ﬁnancing and NGO lobbying expenditure
17

http://www.theguardian.com/global-development-professionals-network/2013/mar/26/worldsocial-forum-ngos-ﬁt-for-purpose
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depends on model speciﬁcation, providing an explanation for past contradictory
ﬁndings. We can account for no relationship between lobbying and government
ﬁnancing, a strongly negative, and a weakly positive relationship, depending on raw
or relative amounts of ﬁnancing and lobbying and national or supranational
funding. We conclude, however, that national government funding as a share of
budget has a strong and statistically signiﬁcant negative effect on NGO lobbying
expenditure that cannot be attributed to NGOs’ sectoral focus alone.
Fears about NGO resource dependence may be even greater than previously
argued (Froelich, 1999; Beyers and Kerremans, 2007; Suarez, 2011). Governments
may not be acting in a politically benign fashion when they fund NGOs. The
dampening effect of government funding on NGO lobbying may be political
manipulation by governments. Reductions in lobbying expenditure could be
attributed to NGO cooperation with governments, as expected by the European
model of interest group politics (Wilson, 1983; Greenwood, 2007; Beyers et al.,
2008; Saurugger, 2011). But stronger support for the government threat than the
NGO self-selection mechanism for depoliticization raises questions. Reduced
lobbying expenditure may be due to shifts from external lobbying to collaborative
networking with government ofﬁcials (Bass et al., 2014), but NGO reporting to the
EUTR includes costs for coalition building. Lobbying is a costly signal of credibility
and spending less money could result in reduced policy inﬂuence. Future research
should examine whether NGOs reduce their lobbying because they feel less need or
less ability to lobby.
We integrate several ﬁelds of NGO research – resource dependence and
accountability from sociology and management with NGO advocacy from political
science (Cowles, 2003). International Relations (IR) focuses on the activities of
NGOs against states, often new norms to constrain state behavior (e.g. Reimann,
2006; Stroup, 2012; Pallas and Uhlin, 2014). Sociology and management focus on
the ﬁnancial pressures NGOs face for survival and accountability (e.g. Chaves
et al., 2004; Suarez, 2011; Verburggen et al., 2011; Kearns et al., 2014; Mitchell,
2012). IR has generally ignored the public funding of NGOs in its focus on their
non-state attributes. We demonstrate that government funding is an important
factor in explaining the frequency and location of NGO lobbying, and thus the
ability of NGOs to inﬂuence national and global politics.
This research has implications for EU and UN efforts to foster civil society and
popular engagement. To the extent that public funding dampens NGO advocacy, it
may not be possible to artiﬁcially grow civil society with government funding. We
ﬁnd that EU funding has little dampening effect compared with national funding,
but external funding may create concerns about international interference in
national governance (Mendelson and Glenn, 2002). Political NGOs may need to be
privately funded to serve a full range of political functions. Just as the EU interest
group literature raises concerns about the democratic legitimacy of NGOs and their
ability to serve as popular representatives if their structures are not democratic and
their membership not grassroots (Warleigh, 2001; Halpin, 2006; Greenwood,

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755773915000430 Published online by Cambridge University Press

Does government funding depoliticize NGOs? 421

2007; Greenwood and Halpin, 2007; Kohler-Koch and Finke, 2007; Steffek and
Hahn, 2010; Saurugger, 2011), NGO ﬁnancing may also have signiﬁcant effects on
NGO’s role as effective advocates and representatives.
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