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Do Civil Society Organizations Undermine 
State-building? 

 

Benjamin S Osenbach1 
University at Buffalo, The State University of New York 

 

Abstract 
 
In spite of the long-standing debate among economists on the optimal level of government 

involvement in economic development, little has been said on an optimal level of involvement 

by non-governmental “Civil Society” Organizations (CSOs). In particular, little has been said to 

address the potential trade-off between the influence of Civil Society Organizations (CSOs) 

and the influence of government. Using datasets such as the World Values Survey and the 

World Bank’s World Governance Indicators, a multinomial logistic model is presented to 

model “political legitimacy” (a proxy for governmental influence) in 20 countries against 42 

other variables. The results indicate that there is no such trade-off, and that political factors 

such as confidence in parliament, political parties, and the justice system are more 

significant in explaining political legitimacy than service provision by CSOs.2 

 
 

Keywords: Civil Society Organizations (CSOs), political legitimacy, multinomial logit model 

                                                             
1 Electronic address: bsosenba@buffalo.edu 
2 This report was originally written in Autumn-Spring of 2013 as an Honors extension of a 
course offered in economic development at the University at Buffalo. 
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1 | Introduction 
 

In the wake of the devastating 2010 earthquake in Port-au-Prince, Haiti, nongovernmental 

organizations (NGOs) and other non-state humanitarian actors mobilized in response to the 

crisis. Yet while many of their relief efforts were hailed as successes, these actors have since 

been criticized for diverting 99% of the total international relief funding away from the Haitian 

government (Ramachandran & Waltz, 2012; Lessard, 2010). In particular, these criticisms 

have expressed concerns over the long-term implications of funding humanitarian organizations 

rather than the state on building the capabilities and political legitimacy of the Haitian 

government. 

 

The criticisms of humanitarian responses in Haiti point to a broader question: in general, do 

humanitarian “civil society” organizations (CSOs) promote or undermine the capabilities and 

legitimacy of the state and civil society? This is a question with profound policy implications for 

developing countries. In a post-Washington Consensus framework of economic development, it 

is widely accepted that due to pervasive market failures in developing economies, some degree 

of state intervention is needed in addition to market forces in order to sustain the path of 

development (Todaro & Smith, 2011). If CSOs truly undermine the role of the state, then the 

prospect of them creating an ineffective “phantom state” is more alarming. International CSOs 

rely on the funding of international donors; so two main arguments could be made to show that 

their interventions have detrimental effects on civil society. First, if international humanitarian 

organizations have primary upward accountability to international donors rather than the 

beneficiaries of their services, then their programs will primarily reflect the interests of the 

donors rather than empowering the interests of the local civil society. Secondly, humanitarian 

intervention can divert necessary resources and personnel away from governments that hold 

natural monopolies in the provision of certain public goods. In situations of imperfect and 

asymmetric information, the problem of adverse selection arises as the deadweight loss 

resulting from over-competition could be attributed to political ineptitude. 

 

As compelling as these arguments against humanitarian intervention may be, it certainly is not 

difficult to make justifiable opposing arguments. It may not necessarily be that humanitarian 

responses erode political legitimacy, but rather that low levels of political legitimacy prompts 

humanitarian responses. For instance, the second argument above relies on the assumption 
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that CSOs and governments are competitors offering goods that are essentially substitutes. 

This assumption creates a “zero-sum game” mentality in which any humanitarian provision of 

public goods negatively affects the government’s ability to provide them. Yet in countries where 

the government has limited information or capabilities to provide local public goods to the poor, 

CSOs might not be competing in the same sectors as the government, thereby making their 

interventions complements (rather than substitutes) for economic development. In theory, these 

interventions could reduce the total deadweight loss and even promote the role of grassroots 

civil society through advocacy campaigns. Further, if CSOs are actually more accountable to 

their beneficiaries than their donors, then the results of the first argument will be invalidated. 

 

In light of the previous discussion, it appears that deductive reasoning alone cannot establish the 

direction of causality between humanitarian intervention and political legitimacy. Therefore, 

empirical methods must be used to answer the following three questions: 

 

1. In general, is there an observed worldwide trade-off between the influence of CSOs and 

observed perceptions of political legitimacy? In other words, is there an observed 

negative relationship between these variables after accounting for other sources of 

political legitimacy? 

2. If this trade-off does not exist (either worldwide or regionally), then which variables best 

explain the divergence from the theory presented above? 

3. If the trade-off does exist (either worldwide or regionally), then which institutions could be 

adopted or adapted to promote the role of the state and civil society in development? 

 

The remainder of this paper is oriented towards answering the first question, with the 

understanding that the second and third pose a compelling area for future research. 

 

1.1 Terminology 
 

In order to qualify the results of the analysis in this paper, several terms must be made clear. 

First, the term “non-governmental organization” (NGO) is not particularly descriptive for the 

diversity of purposes, methods, organizational structures, and other variations that characterize 

civil society groups. In this paper, I will use the term “Civil Society Organization (CSO)” to refer to 

a very specific subset of all organizations formed without a profit or legislative motive; namely 

those engaged in charitable or humanitarian operations, whether locally or internationally. Such 

operations may include, among other things, the direct provision of goods and services, 
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humanitarian aid, and capacity-building assistance for local sectors of the economy. The choice 

of the term “civil society’’ reflects its definition in the Oxford English Dictionary as, “that aspect of 

society concerned with and operating for the collective good, independent of state control or 

commercial activity; all social groups, networks, etc., above the level of the family, which engage 

in voluntary collective action” (Oxford English Dictionary, 2010). Finally, the contested concept of 

“political legitimacy” (which is central to the analysis in this paper) is formalized according to 

sociologist Max Weber’s definition of the term as, “the acceptance of [a political] authority and 

of the need to obey its commands” (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2010). Having defined 

these terms, the empirical section of this paper will proceed by modeling political legitimacy as a 

function of various governmental and CSO factors. 

 

2 | Model 
 

In order to test the relationship between the influence of CSOs and the observed perceptions of 

political legitimacy, it is necessary to control for all other conceivable determinants of political 

legitimacy. In general, the econometric model at the focal point of this paper includes 42 

variables and is specified by the equation: 

pollegit = e069.11 = β!"#
x001
…

x052
+ β!"#

e069.40
…

civicus.∗
+ β!"#

b018
…

e069.01
…

e069.41
cpi
wgi.∗

+ u 

Let us now examine each part of this equation in detail. 

 

2.1 Demographic factors 
 

The first cluster of independent variables consists of demographic factors such as age, gender, 

income levels, etc. These variables are taken from the fourth wave of the World Values Survey 

(2005-2008); a panel data set commonly used in political science literature as a means of 

quantifying the subjective valuations that respondents place on key political and social 

institutions. Additionally, the categorical variable e069.11 (“Confidence: The Government”) from 

these surveys is used as a proxy variable for political legitimacy, the dependent variable in the 

model. 
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2.2 Civil Society factors 
 

The second set of variables relates to this paper’s area of interest, namely the influence of civil 

society on perceived political legitimacy. Yet due to the notorious difficulty of measuring the 

reach of civil society, phase 1 of the Civicus Civil Society Index (2003-2006) has been 

decomposed as a set of proxy variables for CSO size and influence. Specifically, civicus.∗ refers 

to four variables relating to the four “dimensions” of the index: Structure (the degree of citizen 

participation in civil society), Environment (socio-political climate and state-civil society relations), 

Values (democracy, transparency, etc.), and Impact (effectiveness of CSOs to meet civil societal 

needs). Unfortunately, the short term of this index restricts the range of observations to those 

between the years 2003 and 2006, reducing the number of usable observations in the original 

World Values Survey by roughly 90%. Hopefully, the remaining 25,434 observations across 20 

countries should be sufficient to prevent a strong bias in the results; however this issue will need 

to be remedied by a better proxy of civil society in the future. 

 

2.3 Political factors 
 

The final set of variables in the model relate to other political determinants of political legitimacy. 

For this section, crude measures of government service provision as well as a range of other 

“confidence” factors (the e069.∗ variables) from the World Values Survey are included. As the 

state of political society influences people’s perceptions of political legitimacy, the World Bank’s 

World Governance Indicators (WGI) data set has been included as the group of variables wgi.∗ 

to provide relatively unbiased measurements of governmental quality through six indices: Voice 

and Accountability, Political Stability and Absence of Violence, Government Effectiveness, 

Regulatory Quality, Rule of Law, and Control of Corruption. Additionally, Transparency 

International’s Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI) (2003-2006) has been included as the 

variable cpi in order to better capture the effect of corruption on political legitimacy.
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3 | Results 
 
Due to the categorical nature of the dependent variable (and others in the World Values 

Survey), the model presented here has been estimated through a multinomial logit regression 

rather than the typical OLS.3 Using the statistical package R to run the regression, the results 

for the most significant variables are presented in the table below. Variables marked with one 

asterisk (*) have p-values less than 0.05; those with two (**) and three (***) have p-values less 

than 0.01 and 0.001, respectively. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
3 Given the limited dependent variable structure of the model, it follows that the multinomial logit 
model estimates are the Maximum Likelihood Estimates for this regression. Choosing this 
model instead of OLS has the additional advantage of removing the effects of heteroskedasticity 
(Wooldridge, 2009) 
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pollegit = 1 (A great deal) 2 (Quite a lot) 3 (Not very much) 

(Intercept) -4.106354 ** 
(1.3468444) 

20.303313 *** 
(0.9635749) 

-3.553466 *** 
(0.8762051) 

conf. humanitarian 
organizations =4 

-0.3944353 
(0.2700619) 

-0.2267422 
(0.1472906) 

-0.4867467 *** 
(0.1233037) 

civicus.structure 5.111629 *** 
(0.7698138) 

2.325689 *** 
(0.4903847) 

1.258721 ** 
(0.4416778) 

civicus.environment -3.926179 *** 
(0.6421877) 

-2.352037 *** 
(0.4018497) 

-1.642198 *** 
(0.3601606) 

conf. parliament =1 
 

conf. parliament =2 
 

conf. parliament =3  
 

conf. parliament =4 

1.70054378 *** 
(0.408375) 
0.569224 

(0.2908299) 
-0.31781478 
(0.2834893) 

-1.822516 *** 
(0.3000511) 

-0.09539551 
(0.3639728) 

1.1118699 *** 
(0.2136492) 
0.02565527 
(0.1984411) 

-1.641949 *** 
(0.1996114) 

-0.01136778 
(0.3725755) 
0.2200601 

(0.2079848) 
0.66787556 *** 

(0.1893061) 
-1.129717 *** 

(0.1881433) 
conf. civil service =4 -0.877707 *** 

(0.2615196) 
-0.73104 *** 
(0.1652855) 

-0.5070428 *** 
(0.1467224) 

conf. political parties =1 
 

conf. political parties =2  
 

conf. political parties =3  
 

conf. political parties =4 

1.8178015 *** 
(0.4891703) 

1.0269545 ** 
(0.3154282) 
0.2586464 

(0.3013313) 
-1.2477531 *** 

(0.3082745) 

0.3066966 
(0.4459949) 

0.8761486 *** 
(0.2372039) 
0.3524562 

(0.2152075) 
-1.1900076 *** 

(0.2132262) 

0.1444994 
(0.464603) 
0.3362363 

(0.2363745) 
1.0994661 *** 

(0.2103625) 
-0.3915305 
(0.2074706) 

conf. justice system =1 
 

conf. justice system =2  
 

conf. justice system =3 
 

conf. justice system =4 

2.0608476 *** 
(0.3320093) 
0.5182133 

(0.3010548) 
-0.46553105 
(0.3047413) 

-0.9567153 ** 
(0.3274018) 

1.0997739 *** 
(0.2402132) 

1.1479686 *** 
(0.1916377) 
-0.06721113 
(0.1886527) 

-0.7367234 *** 
(0.1962501) 

0.6110677 ** 
(0.2244807) 
0.3926148 * 
(0.1726592) 

0.47610802 ** 
(0.1672744) 

-0.682699 *** 
(0.1713522) 

WGI Government 
Effectiveness 

3.082065286 *** 
(0.800896) 

0.134310553 
(0.4668284) 

-0.006878197 
(0.4099973) 

WGI Political Stability/ 
Absence of Violence 

3.7592106 *** 
(0.75714) 

1.1621614 * 
(0.4820759) 

0.6784898 
(0.4299231) 

WGI Rule of Law -5.870852 *** 
(1.736368) 

0.4552643 
(1.134947) 

1.3359069 
(1.024359) 

 
Each column of the table above shows the estimates and standard errors for the log odds of the 

independent variables relative to a base value of e069.11 = 4 (None at all). That is, the -

3.926179 estimate for civicus.environment when e069.11 = 1 should be interpreted as 

𝑙𝑛 ! !!!".!!!!
! !!"#.!!!!

= 𝛽𝑥 − 3.9216(𝑐𝑖𝑣𝑖𝑐𝑢𝑠. 𝑒𝑛𝑣𝑖𝑟𝑜𝑛𝑚𝑒𝑛𝑡), where ln(•) refers to the natural 

logarithm, P(•) refers to the probability operator, and 𝛽𝑥 refers to the remaining covariates and 

their estimates. Due to the large number of categories for the variables ethnicity and town size 
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(i.e. ethnic-azerbaij, ethnic-javanese, ethnic-sudanese...), their contributions to the model have 

been summarized through joint significance tests.4 

  

4 | Interpretation 
 

From a first glance at the results of the regression, the negative coefficients for “confidence in 

humanitarian organizations” (one of the proxies for the strength of civil society) would appear to 

imply that there is a worldwide trade-off between the influence of CSOs and perceptions of 

political legitimacy. However, this conclusion is difficult to defend in light of the significance tests 

and the results for the other proxies civicus.structure and civicus.environment. Therefore, it is 

for the following reasons that this author argues against a worldwide trade-off: 

 

1. As a categorical variable, conf.humanitarian.organizations is divided into four levels, with 

level 4 corresponding to “no confidence in humanitarian organizations”. Of all of the levels 

of this variable, only level 4 was found to be significant. It seems paradoxical to argue that 

CSOs most negatively affect political legitimacy only when there is no confidence in their 

actions. 

2. The model finds a positive relationship between the strength of civil society and political 

legitimacy through the civicus.structure variable, yet a negative relationship between 

them through the civicus.environment variable. Interestingly, the estimates for these two 

proxies roughly negate each other (i.e. βenvironment ≈ −βstructure). Additionally, the “impact” 

dimension of the Civicus index (which is the closest proxy for the definitions presented 

above) does not register as a significant variable in the regression. 

3. Compared to the scope of the full World Values Survey data, the recent creation of the 

Civicus index considerably limits the range of usable observations. Not only does it 

restrict the available time range from 2003 to 2006, but its limitation to 20 countries 

could also be a source of bias. As noted earlier, this potential bias could be eliminated 

provided that a suitable proxy for CSO influence is found. 

4. Compared to the other variables, conf.humanitarian.organizations is not nearly as 

significant. From the tests above, it seems that ethnicity, town size, and confidence in 

parliament, political parties, and the justice system are just as significant (if not more) in 
                                                             
4 Using R, it was found that removing ethnicity created a model significantly different from the 
unrestricted model (P (χ2) < 2.2e-16 ***). Similar tests justified the significance of town size 
(P(χ2) < 5.47e-09 ***), as well as confidence in humanitarian organizations, parliament, political 
parties, and the justice system 



Do Civil Society Organizations Undermine State-Building? | 13 

 	  

	  

	  
	   	  

explaining political legitimacy. Further, many of these variables are most significant in 

their main diagonals in the table (i.e. conf.parliament=j is most significant when pollegit=j, 

likewise for others). This would appear to suggest a higher correlation between these 

variables and pollegit than conf.humanitarian.organizations. 

 

While these observations cast doubt on a worldwide trade-off, this conclusion need not hold at a 

regional level. Further analysis is required to answer the second and third questions in the 

introduction, but the results do provide some preliminary hints for the second question. While 

confidence in parliament, political parties, and the justice system are not surprising as 

significant variables, ethnicity and town size are rather unexpected. Here are some potential 

explanations for these variables: 

 

Ethnicity Though this variable technically refers to the ethnicity of the respondent in the survey, it 

seems plausible that respondents of a certain ethnicity would vary their confidence in the 

government based on their access to and treatment by the government. In other words, it 

seems plausible that ethnic minorities exposed to poor treatment by the government would 

have low confidence in the government. Such a situation points to a government failure that 

CSOs might have the potential to alleviate. As mentioned by the former national director of a 

large CSO in Senegal, some CSOs will deliberately choose foreigners as program directors in 

order to prevent accusations of racial or tribal favoritism (Torrey Olson, personal 

communication, August 8, 2013). 

 

Town size Similarly to the explanation for ethnicity, the degree of attention focused on larger 

towns rather than smaller towns could create varying perceptions of confidence in the 

government. This result represents another government failure, but one in which the 

government is unable rather than unwilling to provide services to all citizens. As noted in the 

introduction, CSOs might be able to resolve this failure if they provide complementary services, 

but this hypothesis will need to be tested in the future. 

 

5 | Conclusion 
 

While the criticisms of humanitarian responses in Haiti may have some merit, preliminary 

results show no strong evidence of a worldwide trade-off between the influence of CSOs and the 

levels of confidence in government. Though a better proxy for civil society will need to be 
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developed in order to test the full range of the data, this makes the current results no less 

intriguing. 
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