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Abstract 

 

 The thesis is an exploratory study of the Thai Health Promotion Foundation (THPF), an 

independent autonomous public organisation (APO) and its NGO partners in Thailand. It aims to 

make an explanatory account on why NGOisation of civil society has unfolded in Thailand. Since 

it was established in 2001, the THPF has operated by subsidising its partners to promote public 

health policies and civil society. It has become one of the biggest sources of funding for the NGO 

sector and has a considerable impact on the trajectory of the sector. The funded NGOs are 

facilitated in adapting themselves to become reliable partners in order to match the aims of THPF’s 

overall programme. However, the relationship between them does not involve an absolute 

patronage relationship. In fact, different NGOs have different kinds of relations with the THPF. 

The different relations also affect the overall character of the THPF. Hence, the relationship is 

dynamic. To be precise, this thesis argues that the THPF-NGO relations are interdependent, 

asymmetrical, and consequential. 

 Two major theoretical frameworks are developed and employed to investigate the 

phenomenon: NGOisation and metagovernance. NGOisation helps examine the influences of the 

funding on the NGOs. It encourages us to look at the signs and the development of the funded 

NGOs. Metagovernance helps conceptualise the way the THPF has steered and governed the 

funded NGO partnership in a way that allows the NGOs to develop their autonomy.  

The research is navigated by critical realism (CR) which typically encourages the search 

for mechanisms of metagovernance and NGOisation instead of people’s understanding or 

associations with them. As qualitative research, information is drawn from in-depth interviews 

with 50 participants from the THPF and the funded NGOs and documents such as minutes of 

meetings and publications of the relevant organisations. 

 The thesis found that while NGOs have relied on the funding to operate, and perhaps to 

survive, the THPF has depended totally on the NGOs to implement the projects/programmes. The 

THPF has been strategically functioning in an ‘innovative’ way combining different kinds of 

governance mechanisms to steer the NGOs in the ways they perceive as appropriate. The THPF is 

also seen to exercise its power through its societal partners signifying a relational aspect of state-

society cooperation. 



 v 

 As an independent APO, the THPF is equipped with resources and the capacity to steer. 

As an enabler to promote health and improvements in society, it aims to bring about changes in 

health and social developments. This thesis argues that the THPF performs metagovernance. The 

THPF strategically uses interactive governance mechanisms, namely quasi-markets (proactive 

granting) and quasi-network (partnership). They are the key mechanisms employed by the THPF 

to metagovern its NGO partners. 

Consequently, NGOisation of civil society has unfolded. This phenomenon signifies a 

version of civil society which is focused on institutional advocacy, elite civil society, and upward 

accountability. NGOised organisations are driven to become more professionalised, 

institutionalised, bureaucratised, and depoliticised. Organisational reproduction is becoming the 

essence of the organisation of NGOs rather than the social constituencies they are supposed to 

represent.  

The THPF-NGO cooperation thus represents a version of state-society relations in 

Thailand, where the state has changed from a traditional form of government to a metagovernor 

exercising its power throughout civil society and a combination of governance mechanisms 

beyond mere hierarchies. It also reflects how civil society has become more professionalised, 

institutionalised, bureaucratised, and depoliticised. This paves the way to looking at a relational 

dimension of the state-society relations and NGOisation. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 

1.1 Research Aims 

Thai nongovernmental organisations (NGOs) are arguably naïve towards state funding. 

The research found that many NGO workers do not see the political aspect attached to asymmetric 

power relations in their interactions with the funder, reflecting a narrow world view of state power 

held by the NGOs (Rakyutidharm 2014a, 2014b). Likewise, in a recent survey of organised civil 

society across the country (n=1,000) conducted by the Civil Society Empowerment Institute 

(Chaiyapan 2019), funding, either from the state or business agencies, is only seen by organised 

civil society as an opportunity for work and a technique which can be managed, notably through 

lobbying and negotiating; it has never been mentioned as a threat to the development of the sector. 

Instead, what is seen as threats are more direct such as government policies that violate community 

rights and jeopardise the environment, government barriers on information access and public 

hearing, capitalism and passive citizenship. Worst, some NGO workers, as stated in the survey, 

tend to view ‘receiving government funding’ as ‘a kind of utilisation of public resources’: an action 

which is legitimate for the NGOs to do. NGOs think that grants derived from people’s tax are spent 

by them in the public interest as they claim to represent a specific constituency. This can imply 

that the NGO community is not concerned much with the indirect effect of state actions, 

particularly funding, let alone other subtle instruments of governing, which can have a 

considerable impact on the sector. The problem is, argued Barnett and Walker (2015), that funders 

control the resources and the agenda although they claim to build a partnership and empower the 

partners; they tend to include only initiatives and actors which reinforce their position and interests. 

Sombatpoonsiri (2018a, p. 9) depicts several weaknesses from which Thai civil society has 

suffered:  

 
Some groups pursued single-issue-based campaigns that were blind to the intersections of different 

social problems. Many competed for resources and prestige rather than cooperating with each other 

and a number of organisations lost their political independence by relying on state funding. Others 

adopted a patronising stance toward grassroots communities and became increasingly detached 

from the changing needs of rural populations… Efforts to address these shortcomings remained 

limited. Together with Thai society’s authoritarian political culture, which views NGOs’ 
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contentious politics as a driver of political instability, this failure to self-reflect reduced the 

legitimacy of NGOs in the public eye. 

 

 The statement above obviously reflects a symptom of NGOisation mostly due to the state 

and its funding. NGOisation of civil society refers to a shift from rather loosely organised, 

horizontally dispersed and broadly mobilising social movements to more professionalised, 

technocratic, member-less, vertically structured organisations (Lang 2013; Choudry and Kapoor 

2013a). Besides, from what Sombatpoonsiri (2018a) said, there is a limited source of knowledge 

concerning the issue of civil society funding and the state-civil society relations in Thailand. The 

relationship that NGOs have with the state and public agencies has not been sufficiently 

empirically investigated. The way the NGOs have been influenced by the state is also overlooked 

in empirical research. This thesis would like to address the state influence and the modus operandi 

of NGO funding, which is often overlooked, by investigating the relationship between the THPF 

and the NGOs. 

This thesis mainly aims to study why the NGOisation of civil society happens and become 

the way it does through the examination of the relationship between the Thai Health Promotion 

Foundation (THPF), one of the largest public funding initiatives for civil society in the country, 

and NGOs in Thailand. The research of the thesis is assisted and guided by critical realism (CR). 

For CR, dealing with ‘why’ is to deal with explaining the cause or reason which requires a 

‘retroductive’ research strategy: the creation of hypotheses regarding the structures and the 

mechanisms responsible for the phenomena of the study and theories to guide the data collection 

and analysis (Blaikie 2010). In other words, retroduction involves an examination into the potential 

mechanisms which lead to the emergence of the phenomena. This will be discussed in Chapter 3.  

Using the analytic of metagovernance and the concept of NGOisation, the thesis 

investigates the ways in which the NGOs are governed and steered by the THPF. It is expected 

that the mechanisms of metagovernance conducted by the THPF are the ones generating the 

NGOisation of civil society in Thailand. As a result, this thesis also aims to build or develop an 

explanation of the phenomenon of NGOisation which has happened through the THPF-NGO 

relations. 

The level of analysis of the research is at the organisational and inter-organisational level. 

This work is interested in the relationship between the THPF and its NGO partners. It suggests 
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that the expansion of THPF funding has been central to the very nature of contemporary civil 

society in Thailand. It describes the new funding landscape which arose after the 2000s focusing 

on the emergence of the THPF that fundamentally altered the terrain of NGOs, and specifically 

shows how the THPF has used its governing mechanisms to transform what may be described as 

the NGO ecosystem in Thailand.  

The main argument of the thesis is that the THPF metagoverns, or strategically steers its 

NGO partnership in a way which typically allows the NGOs as recipients to perform their ‘own’ 

missions and enjoy their autonomy. The metagovernance of the THPF, notably through strategic 

funding and partnership, is mostly responsible for driving NGOisation. The NGOs under the 

funding of THPF have become more NGOised, that is, become preoccupied with organisational 

reproduction and institutional advocacy at the expense of gradually distancing themselves from 

their social base and social movement strategies. With the metagoverning position of the THPF, 

the NGOisation has emerged and continues ‘by default’. The THPF is successful in integrating the 

NGOs into its system and creating partnerships; it is responsible for coordinating non-state 

initiatives. Also, the NGOs share certain agendas with the THPF. They principally and practically 

act in concert with the THPF and the NGOisation.    

Consequently, three main research questions are formulated to reach an explanatory 

account of NGOisation of civil society: 

1) What is the nature and characteristic of the relationship between the THPF and the 

funded NGOs?; 

2) How are the funded NGOs steered and metagoverned by the THPF?; 

3) What does the relationship produce? (or in what way are the funded NGOs driven to 

be NGOised?) 

 

1.2 Setting the scene: an introduction to NGOs and the THPF 

 

 1.2.1 NGO in Thailand 

Among Southeast Asian countries, civil society in Thailand is generally considered to be 

relatively vibrant and able to enjoy a certain degree of legitimacy and political space (Weiss 2015; 

Shigetomi 2004b, 2004b). Thai NGOs have been recognised as influential and crucial actors in 

politics and society at both national and local levels.  According to the National Economic and 
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Social Development Board (NESDB) (2010), there are 70,792 non-profit organisations (NPOs) in 

Thailand which operate in many social fields.  Thai law, namely the Civil and Commercial Code 

(see Cheecharoen and Udornpim 1999), requires NGOs to register either as a foundation 

(mulanithi) or as an association (samakom). Together with numerous unregistered NGOs, they are 

believed to significantly constitute civil society. 

According to the Social Research Institute (SRI) (2003), the non-profit sector contribution 

to gross domestic product (GDP) accounted for 0.062-0.15 percent in 1999. The number is quite 

similar to the studies run by the Centre for Civil Society Studies, John Hopkins University and the 

NESDB which suggested that the contribution of the sector to total GDP is equivalent to an annual 

average of 0.8 percent (Salamon et al. 2012; NESDB 2010). It is important to note that the small 

contribution of the sector to GDP does not necessarily mean that the sector is not societally 

significant. It is believed in Thailand that the role of the sector is not to support the economic 

system of the country but the social sector. The latter is extremely difficult to measure 

quantitatively (SRI 2003). 
Historically, organisations which are nongovernmental and work for philanthropic 

purposes have existed for a century in the form of religious organisations (see Greene 1971; 

Nitayarumphong and Mulada 2001). The first generation of Thai NGOs were founded as a reaction 

against state- led, top- down, inequitable social and economic development (see Leangchareon 

2000; Suksawat 1995; Suwana-adth 1991). They emerged to support underprivileged people, reach 

the ‘ unreached’  and proposed an alternative way for national development (Shigetomi 2004a). 

They operated where the state failed to do. Yet the use of NGOs as leading agents in modern civil 

society did not appear until the 1980s (Baker and Phongpaichit 2014; McCargo 2004; Connors 

2002). 

Since the 1980s, there has been a dramatic growth in the number of NGOs (see SRI 2003), 

as shown in the figure 1.1. The blossoming of the sector made NGOs become more visible to 

government agencies and a mechanism for political transformation as well as a legitimate and 

indispensable actor in public affairs. The proliferation of NGOs allowed the beginning of a 

political structure where NGOs can comment on government policy and launched public protest 

and campaigning as a means of influencing the state. The National Economic and Social 

Development Board (NESDB), for example, made it clear that the government would seek help 

from NGOs for its development (Laothamatas 1991). 
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The positive atmosphere of NGO-government relations continued through the 1990s when 

the country was becoming more liberalised. The government had a clear vision to promote NGOs 

(Farrington et al. 1993). NGO participation in public development is highly recognised and 

organised civil society has been empowered to deliver public services, both locally and nationally 

(see Balassiano 2011; Thammasat University Research and Consultancy Institute ( TU- RAC) 

2012).  

 The 1990s also witnessed the promulgation of the 1997 constitution which significantly 

encouraged public participation and decentralisation.  The constitution transformed the structure 

and governance of the state which then allowed and supported the emergence of non-departmental 

and non-state initiatives, giving a large space for civil society to enjoy. In addition, with the 

application of the notion of ‘ Thammarat’  ( literally means ‘ the righteous state’ )  or ‘ good 

governance’  (see Tejapira 2009; Banpasirichote 2004; Orlandini 2003), integrated into the 1997 

constitution, NGOs and their methodologies were increasingly incorporated into state institutions 

in the name of ‘ good governance’  (Elinoff 2014).  As mentioned by Roy (2008), civil society 

involvement has become a prerequisite as well as an indicator of good governance. This marks the 

beginning of the state-civil society partnership era and the emergence of ‘institutional civil society’ 

in which NGOs could participate more in policy processes and government settings rather than 

keeping protest on the street (see Brenner et al.  1999; Johnson and Forsyth 2002). NGOs have 

since become a leading agent in civil society creating an age of ‘NGO- based civil society’ 

(McKinnon 2011). 

 
Figure 1.1 The proliferation of organised civil society in Thailand 

 
Source: adapted from SRI (2003, p. 177) Year 
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The development trajectory of the NGO sector is dynamic and closely linked with the state. 

In developing countries including Thailand, civil society and its component organisations are 

different from the idealised version of community that is independent of both the state and the 

market.  Indeed, civil society exists in degrees (Boychuk 2007).  The state and government are 

crucial to the development and operation of NGOs. As Lang (2013, p.7) contends, ‘transparent, 

interactive, and very public government- civil society relations’, not a stricter separation of them, 

are pivotal to a stronger civil society. 

There have been several times when the sector was suppressed by the state and censured 

by the public. When the government adopted a more liberal approach, the sector could exercise its 

operation well. When the government took a rather authoritative, antagonistic approach, the sector 

was subjugated. Throughout history, many barriers have been erected by different governments, 

either civilian or military, to constrain civil society.  For example, at the end of the 1990s, NGOs 

were subject to trivial bureaucratic intimidation. Acting from suspicion, the government checked 

the accounts of NGO activists by auditing their activities and finances on a monthly basis.  Those 

who refused to comply were defamed and suppressed.  NGOs were discredited, accused of being 

related to organised crime and heavily investigated by the Anti Money Laundering Office (AMLO) 

(Phongpaichit and Baker 2009).  There was also an attempt to label NGOs as ‘ undesired’  or 

‘ useless’ ,  creating only conflict (see The Secretariat of the Senate 2003).  NGOs were finally 

portrayed by the government as evil anarchists, ‘enemies of the state’ (Janchitfah  2003).  

During the 2000s, the role of NGOs as intermediaries has also been given less importance 

as the government launched a series of policies which resulted in the emergence of a direct 

relationship between the government and the people (Phongpaichit and Baker 2008). NGOs, 

especially ones located in the centre, lost their power over rural areas. Individuals in the rural areas 

were forced to contact the government without the help of NGOs (Prasertkul 2009).  Splitting 

NGOs from their bases considerably reduced the importance of NGOs while increasing the 

positive influence of the government. The government has managed to totally occupy the space 

that used to belong to NGOs.  Complaints were made by activists that people movements and 

NGOs were facing a dilemma of needing to choose between remaining self- reliant without 

contacting the state or rising up against the state (Prasertkul 2009).  Civil society became 

‘superfluous’ for the state (Phongpaichit and Baker 2009). 
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Criticism  and discouragement of NGOs by the government eventually undermined public 

support for NGOs (Simpson 2005), leading the public to begin to be sceptical of NGOs. Anti-NGO 

ideas were disseminated. NGOs were increasingly envisioned as having a top-down, bureaucratic 

relationship, drifting away from their supposed roles, and operating against the national interest 

(Shigetomi 2004a).  As a consequence, they have started to lose public trust and their place in 

public activities (Bureekul et al. 2010, 18).  Nevertheless, as Cohen (2008) pointed out, the 

oppositional discourses of NGOs mainstreamed and became incorporated into government 

ideology, policies and institutions. This in fact indicated the growing influence of the NGO 

movement in the country. 

 

1.2.2 The THPF and the changing landscape of NGO funding 

Before the 2000s, NGOs in Thailand had managed to survive by strengthening their 

independent managerial strategies (Dechalert 2002). Despite that, after the 2000s, as will be shown 

in Chapter 4, Thailand has witnessed the rise of public funds for social purposes managed by quasi-

nongovernmental organisations (quangos). These funds have immediately become a major source 

of funding for the Thai NGOs and influenced the development of the NGO sector driving 

NGOisation of civil society. The NGOs have slowly become dependent on this public funding. 

These quangos have operated to provide funding and support for a certain cause, mostly a policy 

change. Among them, the THPF can be regarded as prominent.  

Since its establishment, the THPF has seen numerous achievements (see Galbally et al. 

2012; Sopitarchasak, Adulyanon and Lorthong 2015). The most famous campaigns the THPF has 

run are focused on reducing alcohol consumption and the smoking rate, and increasing road safety 

and accident prevention. Many of the THPF’s campaigns have been highly acknowledged at 

international level (see WHO 2016; Glassman and Temin 2016; Moodie et al. 2000). The THPF 

likes to claim that its achievements cannot be attributed only to the organisation, but are to be 

acknowledged as collective contributions by its partners and collaborating organisations 

throughout the country (Adulyanon 2012). Notably, THPF’s investments in health promotion seem 

to provide a high return to the public (Hanvoravongchai et al. 2014). 

The THPF is not resource-dependent on the government as it has a secure independent 

income from ‘earmarked tax’. It is not like a common quango which has limited autonomy over 

its budgeting. Focusing on structural and behavioural changes, the THPF often intervenes in 



 8 

society and other governmental areas. It works through cross-sectoral operations and network 

governance. The THPF is thus a hybrid organisation functioning with multiple mechanisms, 

principally non-hierarchical ones such as market and network. 

Currently, the THPF has annual revenue of about US$120 million. The amount may seem 

large on an individual level compared with other quangos ( see National Reform Council 2015) . 

Yet, it is relatively small ( about 7. 3 percent)  compared with the financial expenses of other state 

agencies in the health sector (Sopitarchasak, Adulyanon and Lorthong 2015; Watabe et al. 2017). 

The THPF annually provides a large amount of funding to various organisations, both public and 

private, through its innovative, proactive scheme. However, the majority of THPF’s grantees are 

local NGOs, universities, and research institutions. Through the funding, the THPF strongly 

advocates the establishment of many innovative social and health policies.  Interestingly, when 

necessary, the THPF even establishes new societal organisations to mobilise and run campaigns 

(Galbally et al. 2012). Expanding networks of partners have become the tools for advocacy of the 

THPF. 

Given these, the THPF is arguably influential in contemporary civil society. The THPF is 

recognised as one of the most significant players in Thai civil society (Pitidol 2016a, 2016b; 

Rakyutidharm 2011, 2014b; Shigetomi 2006, 2009) and believed to be one of the largest sources 

of funding for organised civil society in Thailand (Phatharathananunth 2014; Rakyutidharm 2014a; 

Ungpakorn 2009; Chutima 2004). This influential status of the THPF is also acknowledged by 

every participant in the research. The THPF has a significant impact on NGOs’ decision making 

and activities. Receiving funding from the THPF has led many NGOs to adapt themselves, for 

instance, to become more professionalised1 and institutionalised, in order to suit the THPF’s 

working approach and agenda. This corresponds to an observation mentioned by Phaholyothin 

(2017, p. 193): 

 

                                                        
1 Professionalisation is a contested concept. In NGO studies, Evetts (2007, p. 752) suggests that NGOs 

professionalise ‘in order to promote and protect their own interests’. Professionalisation indicates the ‘authority of 
institutionalised expertise’ which makes NGOs being better recognised and gaining an insider position at negotiation 
tables and institutional decision-making settings, which in turn promises a higher rate of policy advocacy success 
(Lang 2013; Clemens 2006; Zwingel 2005). With the authority of institutionalised expertise, NGO members become 
conversant in the same language as knowledge producers, governments and funders, and reorganise to meet their 
needs (Elbers and Arts 2011; Jad 2007; Henderson 2003). In the context of this thesis, professionalisation is closely 
links the way the NGOs adopted modern management knowledge and skills to enhance their organisational 
performance. Professionality is also associated with the way the NGOs form their organisational identity or signature 
and engage with their donors. This topic will be significantly explored in chapter 5 and chapter 8. 
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With its large annual budget funding over 1,000 projects per year, [the] THPF has been criticised 

for distorting the NGO sector by creating a monopoly on funding and influencing the priorities and 

programs of the sector. 

 

Arguably, the THPF refashions the funding system for civil society in Thailand. As will be 

discussed later, the THPF has become the biggest available domestic funder for civil society in the 

country; the majority of its funding goes through non-state institutions. It is therefore possible to 

see the THPF as a new form of philanthropy in Thailand. The THPF can be regarded as a prominent 

emergent philanthropic actor and a key funding organisation; it is one of the largest grant-making 

entities in philanthropic engagement. However, in Thailand, large foundations such as the THPF 

are the exceptions rather than the norm (Phaholyothin 2017). The creation and operation of the 

THPF is unique. This point will be discussed further in Chapter 4. 

Interestingly, the THPF is institutionally odd in its dual nature: a granting foundation and 

a public organisation. As a foundation, the THPF echoes the ‘outcome-oriented’ type of foundation 

(Tompkins-Stange 2016) mainly aiming to attain desired policy change and produce an impact. 

Phaholyothin (2017, p. 193) points out that there are four major institutional characteristics which 

make the THPF considered to be a new form of local philanthropy and a typical foundation. First, 

the THPF has a secure endowment source, guaranteed by law from the state, through excise tax on 

tobacco and alcohol. Second, the THPF does not obtain donations or money from the public or 

any other source. Third, the THPF has governance and staffing structures comparable to other 

professionally-run foundations. It is overseen by boards, managed by a CEO and run by staff who 

are recruited based on their qualifications. It is also obliged to report annually to the cabinet as 

well as to both houses of the Thai parliament. Lastly, the THPF implements active and strategic 

programmes. Its  ‘partnership model of granting’ (Galbally et al. 2012) places emphasis on seeking 

out grantees rather than issuing open calls for proposals, and thus makes the THPF align with the 

notion of ‘strategic giving/philanthropy’ (see Frumkin 2006, 2010; Reckhow 2013; Brest 2012) 

and ‘venture philanthropy’ (see Scott 2009; Letts, Ryan and Grossman 1997; Frumkin 2003). The 

THPF is working in the ‘new frontiers’ of philanthropy and social investment (see Salamon 2014). 
 As a public organisation, the THPF represents the logic of new governance in which the 

state is hollowed out through networks and contracts (Milward and Provan 2000; Rhodes 2012; 

Goldsmith and Eggers 2004), having some missions devolved to other agencies—thereby, 
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becoming an enabler rather than a doer. In the language of Osborne and Gaebler (1992), the THPF 

mostly performs ‘steering’ while its partners do the ‘rowing’. Its tasks centre on organising 

resources, of both itself and others, to produce outcomes within the web of multisectoral 

relationships. In this sense, the THPF strategically manipulates its partners to run the business, 

performing ‘metagovernance’. As an orchestrator of metagovernance, the THPF draws NGOs to 

play in the field under the state-applied rule in which the NGOs became the state’s partners and 

assistants in reaching the THPF’s and the state goals. The emergence of the THPF can be 

conceptualised as a new form of statecraft that aims to (re)gain control over a networked 

administration/civil society, although it does not function like a straightforward instrument of the 

state. 

 However, the state is not coherent and homogeneous (Miliband 1973). Although the THPF 

can comfortably be seen a part of the state system, it has barely been perceived as a ‘state’ agency 

in practice. It would be misguided to address the THPF as a department of the state for the reason 

of its proximity to the state and its law of establishment. However, the THPF can be analytically 

seen as an ‘incarnated’ form of state agency which reflects the state’s success in creating a 

‘bureaucratic field’ (Bourdieu 1994). In this regard, the THPF is also an object of metagovernance 

of the Thai state. It is a delegated state mechanism in the form of a quango: an arm of the state.  

Besides, it is misleading to see the THPF as merely working in the health sector with health 

actors. In fact, the THPF has been working with a variety of actors across areas of interest mostly 

outside the health sector such as education, sexuality, women, family, children, labour, 

environment, food and nutrition, agriculture, social development, human rights, volunteering, 

media literacy, and so on. Applying the Ottawa Charter on Health Promotion (WHO, 1986), the 

THPF is using the ‘non-health to address health’ approach signifying an emphasis on non-health 

sectors. Hence, it is can be suggested that the THPF is an actor in civil society, or specifically, as 

part of the infrastructure or ‘enabler’ of civil society. 

Unfortunately, the THPF is one of the most significant and the most controversial, yet 

understudied, institutions in Thailand. The logic which guides the THPF and its partners is not 

well understood and acknowledged. Arguably, the THPF is a key element in Thailand’s unwritten 

and rarely described state and civil society. Studying and examining the THPF is thus important, 

not just to debate its merits but unavoidably invoking particular risks to principles which the THPF 

is seen to embody, most of all those fundamentals of the relationship between state and society. 
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A major strand of literature concerning the THPF is written by its own staff and its 

associates to promote the development and the operation of the THPF as a health promotion fund 

(e.g. Sopitarchasak, Adulyanon and Lorthong 2015; Vathesatogkit, Lian and Ritthiphakdee 2013; 

Buasai, Kanchanachitra and Siwaraksa 2007). There is also an amount of literature focusing on 

financial investment in health promotion by the THPF (e.g. Tangcharoensathien et al. 2017; 

Srithamrongsawat et al. 2010; Chandoevwit, Thampanishvong and Rojjananukulpong 2014). 

Unfortunately, little social research on the role of the THPF has been conducted.  

Among the available social studies of the THPF, the research conducted by Atchara 

Rakyutidharm (see Rakyutidharm 2014a, 2014b) is worthy of mention. Rakyutidharm’s work 

mainly aimed to study the general transformation of NGO-state-people relations in the context of 

resource and environmental policy. Parts of her project looked at the relationship between the 

THPF as a state funder, NGOs, and people in the funding context. The THPF was considered in 

the work as an arm of the state inviting NGOs to operate in a bureaucratic field under the state’s 

rule and financial support. The NGOs were found to be working in a collaborative manner sharing 

certain common development ideologies with the THPF. Her research concluded that the 

emerging, dynamic relationship between the THPF and the NGOs has significantly affected the 

positioning of the NGOs in society where they are cooperating more with, rather than challenging 

the state in order to gain positive responses from the state. By ‘cooperation’, the NGOs are not 

only obtaining money from the THPF. They also share opinions, work together and support each 

other in reaching a common goal. The relationship ‘blurs the boundary between the state and civil 

society’ in Thailand (Rakyutidharm, 2014a, p. 530). However, her research merely addressed the 

THPF as an actor in the bigger picture of the politics of NGO funding. The work did not 

particularly highlight the THPF per se, the ways it relates or steers the NGOs, its impact on the 

NGO community, and why it has become the way it is. Hence, it is possible to say that the THPF 

and its relation to NGO recipients has been overlooked in the social science literature, not only in 

Thailand but also in general as the case can contribute to other societies as well. 

 

1.3 State of the research 

There are three important aspects to the thesis. The first aspect involves an enquiry into the 

characterisation of the relationship between the THPF and its NGO partners highlighting 

collaborations and tensions. As noted by Fernando (2011), most NGO scholarship has downplayed 
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or failed to address the ways in which NGOs can be co-opted, disciplined, transformed, and 

reproduced within the ideological parameters of the state. The role of the state and its institutions 

in this process has not yet been widely studied even though it is a very important determinant of 

NGOs. The role and posture of the Thai state, its agency and relationship with civil society is 

reflected on. This work aims to refocus the debate on NGOs and examine how they have been 

affected and transformed by the THPF, and perhaps the state, which leads to the second and the 

third enquiry.  

The second aspect is concerned with the cause of the transformations of the funded NGOs 

through the funding of the THPF. As the NGOs are financially dependent on the THPF, they are 

driven to develop certain attributes to become a ‘suitable’ partner of the THPF. NGOisation of 

civil society thus happens. The third aspect is focused on metagovernance, the rationale and 

techniques of governance strategically employed by THPF in relation to its NGO network. There 

is a significant overlap between these enquiries. 

 

1.3.1 NGOs and the state funding 

Nowadays, NGOs in reality are part of the neoliberal state-devolved service delivery 

sector, the ‘community face of neoliberalism’ (Petras 1997). There are growing critical accounts 

of NGO actions which evidence that NGOs appear to be themselves ‘the problem’ rather than 

solving problems (see Henderson 2003; Blaser, Feit and McRae 2004; Barry-Shaw and Jay 2012; 

Choudry and Kapoor 2013b). All too often, NGOs place themselves and work as outriders of 

neoliberal ideology (see Fowler 2000), albeit not necessarily bound to it, and ignore democratic 

and public practices. NGOs are seen as part of an extended or shadow state functioning through 

contracts made with government. Wolch (1990) proposed the ‘shadow state’ thesis which refers 

to an increase of the non-state actors in performing welfare state functions. These functions were 

subsidised, enabled, and regulated by the state which made the NGOs subject to state-imposed - 

directly or not - constraints on their autonomy. In this sense, NGOs have progressively become 

channels for and direct beneficiaries of development aid provided by national and foreign 

governments (Biel 2000; Wallace 2003). This situation makes government-NGO relationships 

grow and continue; governments, in particular, turn increasingly to NGOs for support in carrying 

out publicly funded functions, the process which has been called ‘nonprofitisation’ (see Nathan 
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1996; Salamon 2015). Expansion of the funding base for NGOs through government contracting 

and corporate sponsorship is counted as a mega-trend for civil society (Casey 2016).  

In the study of NGO-funder relations in Russia, Henderson (2002) argues that the often-

proclaimed goal of funders to ensure the development of civil society was in fact stalled by their 

preoccupation with projects focusing on short-term objectives and reports instead of long-term 

civic development. As a result, NGO projects have become homogeneous and the NGOs 

themselves are developing into a vertical, institutionalised, and isolated, albeit well-funded, civic 

community. Moreover, the changing environment of NGOs in relation to the state donor suggests 

that NGOs are now operating in the age of contract and new governance, where the cooperation 

between governments and NGOs is increasingly becoming a common practice. NGOs are made to 

financially rely on government and public funding. In such an environment, NGOs are facing the 

‘fundamental revenue problem’ (da Silva Themudo 2004) which causes resource scarcity and 

uncertainty. The funding is conditioned by donors’ motives and presents challenges for NGOs to 

survive while keeping to their original missions effectively.  

An increase in government-NGO cooperation signifies a less confrontational position of 

organised civil society towards governments and the state. Smith and Lipsky (1993) argue that 

government-funded NGOs are conditioned to remain on good terms with government because the 

relationship they have with government is unbalanced reciprocity, albeit interdependent. 

Government is the dominant force in the relationship. Besides, public funding and programmes 

under the umbrella of ‘new governance’, in particular, are believed to depoliticise NGOs, making 

them detach from political activity and attempting to influence the government decisions (see 

Bloodgood and Tremblay-Boire 2017). However, the relationship can also be productive 

depending on contingencies such as the ability of NGOs to steer the relationship in their favour 

(see Commins 1997) or the characteristic of the funder and the state (see Smillie et al. 1999). As 

shown by da Silva Themudo (2004), resource dependence on the funder does not necessarily lead 

to the loss of organisational independence. NGOs can pursue various independence strategies to 

negotiate with the structure of funding and the funder. Moreover, the relationship between the 

funder and the funded should not be addressed only from a financial dimension but also on other 

non-financial, symbolic dimensions in which NGOs can have more power over the relationship 

(Ebrahim 2005). 
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To become reliable partners of government, NGOs find themselves experiencing an intense 

pull to professionalism and ‘being colonised by governmental ways of doing business’ (Harwood 

and Creighton 2009, p. 19). In this respect, NGOs are influenced by inner-organisational processes 

and a rationalisation of modern bureaucracy to maintain their organisational reproduction. The 

issue of the position of NGOs in relation to government and their changing behaviours thus prompt 

a critical account to look at NGOs in some detail.  

 

1.3.2 NGO studies in Thailand 

Like many Asian countries, the Thai third sector or organised civil society was not given 

much attention before the 1990s (Lyons and Hasan 2002). This has resulted in a serious lack of 

information regarding the infrastructure, scope and size of the sector (Salamon and Anheier 1997).  

Most literature about Thai civil society and NGOs did not start to show a significant 

presence until the late 1990s (Shigetomi 2004a). Reliable quantitative data on the size of the sector 

in Thailand began to be gathered only at the beginning of 2000 (see SRI 2003). Dechalert (2002) 

points out that the analysis of NGOs in Thailand is confusing and varied because there is little 

academic research dedicated to distinguish NGOs from the bigger picture of civil society.  

Most literature about civil society and NGOs in Thailand has heavily revolved around the 

roles, activities and organisational attributes of NGOs (e.g. Prompitak 2009; Sangiampongsa 

2003), the development of the philanthropic, nongovernmental sector and civil society (e.g. 

Nitayarumphong and Mulada 2001; Chiengthong 2000; TDRI 2000; Pongsapich 1997), grassroots 

organisations and community actions (e.g. Natsupa 1991; Tabchumpon, 1998), and social and 

political movements (e.g. Missingham 2003; Phatharathananunth 2006; Pintobtang 1998).  

Also, too many studies have explored civil society and its political role in democratisation 

(e.g. Pitidol 2016b; Kuhonta and Sinpeng 2014; Kongkirati 2015). According to Elinoff (2014), 

political studies of civil society in Thailand are focused on two different, but related, aspects of 

civil society: its role as a regulator of the state, and its role as an organisational sphere that serves 

as the agent of democratisation. Such attention has made most literature on civil society in Thailand 

both analytical and normative, portraying civil society as a singular protagonist driving a uniform 

democracy. The language of civil society in Thailand expects civil society to be ‘the repository of 

hope’ (Phongpaichit 1999), a space for those who have been left out of formal politics. Civil 
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society has thus become ‘a dream that sought to produce a particular version of democratic 

governance’ (Elinoff 2014, p. 363).  

 This kind of vision of civil society has certain ‘eschatological’ features, signifying an end 

of and an end to history. Such features reflect a linear, teleological understanding of history in 

which history changes and progresses toward the final destination. In this sense, civil society is 

dreamed of as a sphere or a state of virtue and instructive solutions to problems signifying the 

victory of good over evil and an end to suffering, conflict and corruption (see Dean and Villadsen 

2016). Problems arise as, in reality, civil society and NGOs are definitely not an always happy 

solution to the problems of society, and civil society always raises questions about legitimacy, 

accountability, and democracy and is sometimes itself the centre of conflict.   

Arguably, one important point that these various studies commonly imply, explicitly and 

implicitly, is that the dynamics of the NGO sector and civil society is significantly related to that 

of the state.  This thesis supports the position that organised civil society, specifically NGOs, has 

consistently been defined vis-a-vis the state. In other words, the development, role, and positioning 

of NGOs can best be understood in terms of their dynamic relationship with the state (see Purdue 

2007). A state-society dialectic is in play: ‘through its administrative, legal, and coercive systems, 

the state structures its relationships with civil society, as well as relations within civil society’ 

(Smith 2013, p. 94). 

As the sector is growing in influence, it has interacted with other sectors, especially the 

state. Unfortunately, study concerning the influence of the state and government policies on the 

NGO sector has received much less attention than that of the state on the business sector (e.g. see 

Laothamatas 1992; Siroros 1995; Doner 2009). To a certain degree, this thesis would also like to 

fill the gap that few people have researched, by exploring the relationship between the state through 

its institutional mechanism and its influence on the NGO sector. This helps contribute to the 

understanding of the development of the sector in the country.  

 

 1.3.3 Why does NGOisation matter? 

Since the 1980s, more movement-oriented organisations have turned to or/and been 

replaced by more professionalised and effectiveness-oriented groups, developing a powerful 

NGOised footprint (Lang 2013). This phenomenon has led to the centralisation of funding to 

NGOs, particularly those located in the capital city, and the change in the NGOs’ ecosystem, which 
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creates preconceived notions of how civil society should operate and the divisions of NGOs 

(Edwards 2014). In this thesis, to become NGOised is to become overwhelmed with organisational 

reproduction and institutional advocacy at the expense of public movement. The inward-looking 

approach, which impels the NGOs to prioritise organisational reproduction, has replaced the 

forward-looking one, which drives NGOs to make social changes. NGOisation thus represents a 

change of NGOs both in terms of organisational structure, mission, management, and activity and 

their interaction with other agencies and the public. 

NGOisation does not just happen naturally. It is caused. Research has found that incentives 

from ‘outside patrons’ are inclined to promote routinisation and professionalisation (Stone 1996; 

Guo 2007; Walker and McCarthy 2010). More specifically, funding from government, often 

expressed as  a sub-contracting relationship or foundation, is the key source of the pull to 

NGOisation (Choudry and Kapoor 2013a; Lang 2013; Carroll 2016). The critical factors for 

NGOisation are donors’ capacities to control through funding and expectations. Repeatedly, ‘the 

donors expected to encounter an upwardly mobile, fully service-oriented, professional 

environment exhibiting all the regalia of a trustworthy business enterprise’ (Lang 2013, p. 84). 

Aksartova (2009) points out that NGOs are constrained by ‘quantifiable indicators’ of success, 

such as numbers of projects conducted and reports issued, created by public donors as a part of 

result measurement and for public presentation of the donors themselves. Project-by-project 

funding compels NGOs to transform their organisation by adopting certain forms of professional 

practices, functions and priorities (Choudry and Kapoor 2013a). 

Funding is the important parameter in the development of relationship between donors and 

their NGO partners (Malhotra 2000). An extensive amount of literature places attention on the 

impact of funding or pressures from donors and government toward the recipient organisations, or 

how the funding has shaped or influenced the recipient organisations (e.g. Edwards and Hulme 

1996; Hudock 1999; Deakin 2001; Ebrahim 2005). Government funding, in particular, has been 

seen to decrease NGOs’ autonomy and flexibility, displacement of goals, bureaucratisation and 

accountability conflicts (see Smith and Lipsky 1993; Salamon 1995; Froelich 1999). 

NGOs tend to rely on financial assistance from sources outside their control (Fowler 1997; 

Lewis 2014). This can be seen as dependency which puts NGOs in a vulnerable position by being 

subjected to external constraints such as international agencies, governments, and donors (Hudock 
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1997). NGOs, then, are at risk of losing their identity and legitimacy, drifting away from their 

original course (Hudock 1995). 

Donors are seen to have a significant influence over recipient NGOs as they can force 

NGOs to accept their agenda (Edwards and Hulme 1996; Lewis 2001). It is imperative to note that 

donors are not naïve; they hold certain ideologies and agendas which are normally translated and 

channelled through funding. Funding has never been merely a matter of giving money but has 

often embraced the donors’ agendas (see Ottaway and Carothers 2000). The funding relationship, 

particularly when funding is project-based, is suspected of putting NGOs in a position where they 

are treated as mere instruments of donor agencies and thus damaging the endeavour to establish a 

genuine partnership. NGOs may ultimately become more responsive to, or compliant with, donors’ 

demands, agendas, and ideologies rather than those of their constituencies or beneficiaries (Fowler 

1994, 1998). In other words, NGOs are becoming more distant from their bases. This concern is 

known as the ‘piper hypothesis’ (da Silva Themudo 2004) referring to the saying ‘the one who 

pays the piper calls the tune’. It suggests the potential danger which NGOs can have of losing 

independence and playing the funder’s tune rather than their own when they receive increased 

funding or become resource dependent on the funder. The higher the resource dependence NGOs 

have on the funder, the less they can keep their organisational independence. This reflects the 

increase in external control and constraint over NGOs. Being resource dependent allows the 

activation of a range of interventions which have been adopted to influence NGOs including the 

use of ‘sticks’ (closure, deregistration, investigation and co-ordination) and ‘carrots’ (tax exempt 

status, access to policy makers and public funding) (Edwards and Hulme 1997).  

It is also important to mention that the literature of NGOisation heavily revolves around 

the investigation of ‘neo-colonial’ and externally induced mechanisms operated by foreign donors, 

Western governments, and global philanthropic foundations, which in turn advocates for the 

scrutiny on movements to transcend ‘beyond NGOisation’ (see Alvarez, 2009; Jacobsson and 

Saxonberg, 2013a). This literature corresponds with the popularity in the study of the relationship 

between NGOs and foreign, international donors/funders (e.g. Henderson 2002; Ebrahim 2005; 

Mercea and Stoica 2007). 

However, this thesis aims to apply the concept of NGOisation to explain domestic 

government-induced pulls for NGOs to transform themselves, mostly in terms of 

professionalisation and institutionalisation. It looks at the relationship between NGOs and a certain 



 18 

‘local’ public funder in a context where international/foreign donors have become less significant 

for, or perhaps absent from, the contemporary development of civil society. In such settings, local 

funders have become more influential and essential for the survival of the NGO sector. 

Unfortunately, little systematic research on the relationship between the Thai NGOs and 

their local funder exists, let alone NGOisation. The Thai NGO community is seen to be lacking 

self-reflection and being occupied by ‘familial hierarchy’ (Simpkins 2003; Rakyutidharm 2014b; 

Pitidol 2016b). The uncritical context of the sector potentially limits the healthy development of 

the sector and also knowledge generation in the field. A critical examination of the sector is needed. 

Looking at the role and position of the NGOs in politics and society can explain the livelihood of 

civil society but cannot say much about the situation within the sector. This study instead aims to 

critically investigate what is going on between the NGOs and their funder. 

Studying NGOs through the lens of NGOisation can bring us back to the reality of their 

operation. The concept allows us to see NGO transformation in terms of professionalisation, 

bureaucratisation, institutionalisation and depoliticisation in the context of ‘neoliberalisation of 

civil society’ (Goldman 2005). NGOs are not inherently democratic but political. They have a 

complex relationship with their funder and the state. It is important to note that changes in 

NGOisation are neither linear nor haphazard but transformational (see Archer 1995). NGOisation 

refocuses the study of NGOs by looking at the sector and its relations, not its role as a force 

for/against democratisation or the state. It focuses on what is going on within the NGO community, 

especially in the funding context. NGOisation will, to some extent, lead us to see the contradiction 

of NGOs in terms of their legitimacy, accountability and democratic values. This thesis is not 

interested in what an NGO is but how the ‘NGOisation’ is done through the metagovernance of 

the THPF. 

 

1.3.4 Why does metagovernance of the THPF matter? 

The concept of metagovernance is highly and variously conceptualised but poorly applied 

in empirical research. The way this thesis applies metagovernance is rather different from many in 

the field. The concept is popularly used to investigate the macro-level phenomenon, namely the 

relations between the state and society, and to analyse the state departmental governance because 

the state is obviously the one holding the absolute authority over its territory. It is less likely to be 

used for meso-/micro-level analysis concerning the inter- and intra-organisational relations 
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(Meuleman 2008). Besides, Baker and Stoker (2015) explain that the interest in metagovernance, 

indeed, comes from (a) the rise of the disaggregation of the state resulting in a relatively stable 

pattern of devolved institutions that are semi-autonomous yet ultimately subjected to government 

authority or operate in the ‘shadow of hierarchy’ and (b) the continuing significance of hierarchies 

due to the enduring capacity of the state in steering, coordinating and shaping norms and values in 

some circumstances. This thesis would like to take the challenge in applying the concept to study 

the meso-/micro-level by looking at the functioning of a devolved institution of the state – that is 

the THPF, and its relations with its NGO partners. 

Unfortunately, only a handful of scholars are interested in using the concept to explain 

semi-autonomous, non-departmental public bodies or quangos (e.g. Hammond et al. 2019; 

Dowling and Washington 2018; Flinders and Tonkiss 2016; Dommett and Flinders 2015), let alone 

non-government actors. Their analyses, however, revolve around the relationship between the 

quangos and the state, typically envisioning the quangos as an object of metagovernance. Unlike 

them, this thesis distinctively examines the relationship that such non-departmental bodies have 

with non-governmental actors, which mainly points to the metagoverning quangos as the potential 

subject of metagovernance, not only the object of it. 

Metagovernance is simultaneously taking place within, and shaped by, the broader power 

relations which exist in society (Jessop 2010). This makes metagovernance an interesting issue 

and worthy of study. Metagovernance is closely related to the state-society relations. As McMahon 

(2017) argues, the state is ‘credited or criticised for the growth of NGOs [and other societal 

institutions] and their expanding budgets, but rarely is the relationship explored in much depth’ 

(p.68). In contemporary governance, the state has not lost its power to the growing number of 

societal actors, but is increasingly sharing the power with them and sometimes exercising power 

through them (Bell and Hindmoor 2009). Collaborative relationship with societal actors is the key 

for the state to develop its capacity to govern. This has resulted in an increase of the state-society 

partnership and is why the research needs to adopt a relational approach to comprehend how 

interactions shape perceptions and practices of the NGO as well as the state (see Anderson 2015). 

It is the relationship that matters. 

The way the state and its institutions employ power does not merely rely on traditional 

government but a variety of new modes of governance that are non-hierarchical and hybrid. The 

state, together with its apparatuses, performs a form of governance which is more subtle, giving a 
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distance to those being governed. The THPF can be seen to perform metagovernance, which is an 

attempt to influence and coordinate, notably through funding and strategic supervision, its societal 

partners by offering ways for them to see one another as mutual partners.  

It is appealing and interesting to study the THPF and its NGOs through the lens of 

metagovernance because this can uncover the operation of the THPF and the relationship it has 

with the NGOs. The THPF arguably performs metagovernance in two senses. Firstly, it 

strategically utilises and combines different, but related, modes of governance-hierarchies, 

markets, and networks-in order to achieve its goals. This emphasises the significance of interactive 

governance. Indeed, it is not surprising that the THPF involves a range of governance mechanisms 

because health is an area where ‘hybrid’ forms of governance are widely witnessed (Kickbusch 

and Gleicher 2012; Ramesh, Wu and Howlett 2015; Hort, Jayasuriya and Dayal 2017). Secondly, 

the THPF governs or steers its partners, in this case, the funded NGOs as a self-organised, inter-

organisational governance network. The THPF as the metagovernor applies the designed 

interactive governance to metagovern its NGO network. To be effective, these two kinds of 

metagovernance have been conducted in the shadow of hierarchy. 

 

1.4 Structure of the thesis 

The thesis contains 9 chapters in total. This chapter provides the overview of the thesis 

encompassing the rationale of the research, purpose of the study, and structure of the thesis. 

Chapter 2 critically provides the theoretical frameworks applied in the thesis. Metagovernance and 

NGOisation will be elaborated. Chapter 3 discusses the methodology developed and used to 

navigate the research. The qualitative approach guided by critical realism will be fleshed out. 

Chapter 4 critically discusses the background of the study focusing on the state-society relations 

in Thailand, the NGO funding narrative, and the creation and the governance of the THPF. Chapter 

5 analytically explores the different relations the NGOs have with their funder, the THPF, within 

a context of the THFP-NGO partnership. It also looks at the different characters of the THPF as 

perceived and expected by stakeholders. These facilitate and constraint the capacity to steer of the 

THPF which in turn influences metagovernance in practice. Chapter 6 investigates the THPF as a 

metagovernor which favours civil society and NGOs and interactive governance. It also looks at 

the manifestation of the ‘shadow of hierarchy’, the necessary condition where metagovernance 

takes place. Chapter 7 further examines the key mechanisms of metagovernance of the THPF: 
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partnership strategy (the ‘tri-power strategy’) and proactive granting. Chapter 8 explores the 

NGOisation as a consequence of metagovernance by the THPF. The funded NGOs are driven to 

develop certain attributes to suit THPF’s frameworks. This significantly affects the trajectory of 

the sector in general. The thesis concludes in Chapter 9 by summarising the significant points made 

and their implications. 
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Chapter 2 

Theoretical frameworks: NGOisation and Metagovernance 

  

This chapter discusses the core theoretical frameworks employed in the thesis: NGOisation 

and metagovernance. They are, implicitly and explicitly, related to one another and used in a 

complementary way explaining the same phenomenon from different perspectives (see Cairney 

2013). The value of the multiple explanations using a complementary approach to theorising lies 

with their potential to give different answers to the same phenomenon and encourage researchers 

to search for evidence which they would not otherwise uncover (See Allison 1969). 

The concept of NGOisation provides a theoretical basis to investigate the way the NGOs 

have been influenced by their funder in the modern world to become more inward-oriented 

corporate organisations. It is used in this thesis to help explore what kind of the influence the THPF 

has on the funded NGOs and civil society as the NGOs have been driven, intended or not, to 

develop certain characteristics so that they can become ‘suitable’ partners for the THPF. To further 

examine the way the THPF relates to the NGOs resulting in the NGOisation of civil society, the 

concept of metagovernance is employed as a framework to study the THPF-NGO relations. It 

systematically and distinctively provides an analytical lens on how state agencies like the THPF 

steer decentralised (governance) networks. It also emphasises the coordination of structures and 

processes of interactive governance mechanisms within a particular system or institution. Through 

metagovernance, the rationales and techniques of the funder towards the relationship are 

highlighted. In this thesis, the concept helps explore how and why the THPF steers or governs the 

funded NGOs.  

 

2.1 NGOisation 

The concept of NGOisation has been variously used to comprehend the condition of civil 

society (see Lang 2000; Kamat 2004; Aksartova 2009; Choudry and Kapoor 2013b). 

Unfortunately, its analytical power is underdeveloped. Most literature addresses the term in a 

descriptive, rhetorical way. Few have developed it as an analytical framework to investigate 

empirical events. This thesis takes an approach which relates NGOisation to the financial 

dependence of NGOs suggested by Choudry and Kapoor (2013a, p. 5). In other words, to analyse 

NGOisation is to: 
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examine ways in which funding and other material support can orient organisations to prioritise 

institutional survival and maintenance at the expense of mobilisation, and account for how 

NGO/movement actions may be shaped by material incentives.  

 

 There is ambivalence in the concept of NGOisation. The term can create obfuscation in its 

conflation of process and end-state of that process and their invocation of inevitability (see Taylor 

2000).  It can refer to a process (of becoming NGOised) and an outcome of that process which 

consists in a particular organisational form, a constituted entity with a formal or informal 

regulation and emergent effect. Recognising the double meaning of the term NGOisation is 

important for the analysis. This thesis develops and employs concept of NGOisation-as-a-process, 

as a theoretical framework while the NGOisation-as-a-product is the state of NGOs expected to be 

seen as a consequence of the process. The former is better referred to as the ‘NGOisation process’ 

while the latter is addressed as the ‘NGOisation of civil society’.  

It is noted that the concept developed here aims to move beyond conceptualising 

NGOisation as inherently ‘good’ or ‘bad’. Instead, it seeks to highlight NGOisation as an analytical 

concept to understand NGOs and their relations with funders, or the state in general. NGOisation 

thus describes ‘a culturally and politically mutable tendency rather than a narrowly confined path’ 

which possesses ‘different iterations and [can] be fuelled by different processes in different global 

or local constellations’ (Lang 2013, p. 65). 

 

2.1.1 NGOisation process 

According to Kamat (2013), two important factors are relevant for NGOisation around the 

world: the weight of geopolitical imperatives2 and the nature of the state. As this thesis is interested 

in the domestic force of the Thai state toward the NGOisation, the focus here is rather on the latter. 

The way the state governs society and the history of the country suggest the extent to which NGOs 

can act. The society that has strong centralised, bureaucratic government without political stability 

                                                        
2 Geopolitics is quite clear, for example, in some cases where western influences and national elites play 

pivotal roles in a surge of NGOs. NGOs strive to adapt themselves to the requirements of foreign donors and fail to 

meet the need of the people or their constituencies. In other cases, there are resistances against the NGOisation process 

or even rejection of NGOs as a politically viable organisational form given the historical trajectory of the activists and 

organised movements. 
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is likely to have a limited and uneven NGOisation process. NGOisation thus unfolds and manifests 

differently in different contexts and struggles (Choudry and Kapoor 2013a, p. 10). Historical 

context and the idea and practice of NGOs in a specific society are important in comprehending 

NGOisation of a particular country (Mojab 2009). There is no ‘Iron Law’ of NGOisation (Alvarez 

2009). Yet, it is possible to see common characteristics of the phenomenon. 

NGOisation, for Choudhry and Kapoor (2013a), refers to the institutionalisation, 

professionalisation, depoliticisation and demobilisation of movements for social and 

environmental change. In this sense, it involves the capacity of NGOs to depoliticise practices and 

discourses of social changes, becoming a more conformist/reformist, rather than a radicalist. A 

more systematic account of NGOisation is provided by Lang (2013, pp. 63-64) who frames it as,  

 

the process by which social movements3  professionalise, institutionalise, and bureaucratise in 

vertically structured, policy-outcome-oriented organisations that focus on generating issue-specific 

and, to some degree, marketable expert knowledge or services. 

 

The latter definition highlights organisational reproductions and the cultivation of funding 

resources. It seems that there is no difference between large and small organisations when they are 

needed to be treated as legitimate actors by government donors; they experience a similar pull to 

behave as professional organisations albeit with different capabilities to respond. For Lang (2013), 

NGOisation therefore signifies a move to more institutional and professional organised civil 

society featuring an inward orientation and represents a ‘bureaucratic’ organisational type, which 

is different from social movements representing a collectivist-democratic type of organisation (see 

Rothschild and Whitt 1986).  

 Likewise, in a cross-national and cross-organisational study of the third sector by Kallman 

and Clark (2016), five basic institutional logics of the nongovernmental sector, which operate 

simultaneously within the sector, can be identified. Their combined presences, to a different 

degree, generate tensions, synergies and unevenness in the sector. The five institutional logics are: 

clientelism (emerged in terms of financial support); paternalism (appeared in practice of 

                                                        
3 Social movements in this definition refer to any collective endeavour to change the social structure which 

occasionally utilise extraconstitutional methods (Minkoff 1997). They are not confined to mean just an organised 

movement which protests on streets. 
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philanthropy); bureaucracy (emerged in negotiating power sharing and responsibilities in 

conjunction with arms of government); activism (appeared as the language and tactics of social 

movements or organisation of volunteers to make sense of participation); and 

professionalism/professionalisation (emerged as the process which transforms a job into a skilled 

profession). These institutional logics stress an organisational-sociological dimension as to how 

certain constructed belief systems shape NGOs’ cognition and behaviour in a given environment. 

In other words, they are the ‘institutional properties’ of NGOs. 

 Consequently, NGOisation can be conceptualised and defined as an organisational shift from 

social movement properties towards NGO properties or institutional logics.4 Specifically, 

NGOisation in respect of NGOs – which is the main focus of this thesis – denotes the intensifying 

of their specific properties, quantitatively and qualitatively. In other words, NGOisation drives 

NGOs to have stronger commitments to the properties. As the thesis aims to study the cause of the 

NGOisation, it develops the concept in line with the aforementioned conceptualisations and 

suggests four major developments which should be looked at as signals for the beginning of 

NGOisation: professionalisation, institutionalisation, bureaucratisation and depoliticisation. 

Inducements from funders significantly generate these developments, which in turn fuel the 

NGOisation process. It is also possible that the NGOisation drives the developments.  

 Under such a framework, the degree of agency played by NGOs is recognised as NGOisation 

which is essentially about responses to environmental pressures and the ‘processes of material 

complicity with capital’ (Choudhry and Kapoor 2013a, p. 14). When material or organisational 

forms of civil society meet capital or money, NGOisation is a consequence, though commonly 

unintended. In order to capture NGOisation, it is important to look at funding, reporting and 

monitoring requirements, and other subtle signs of funders as principle inducements for 

NGOisation. 

 In this respect, NGOisation as a theoretical framework does not merely refer to an increasing 

number of NGOs but a conjunction of certain mechanisms with emergent properties: the 

professionalisation; the institutionalisation and organisation; the bureaucratisation; and the 

depoliticisation (see Figure 2.1). These mechanisms are not mutually exclusive. For instance, 

                                                        
4 These properties or logics are not strict in reality. It is hard for an organisation to appear in the pure type. 

In particular, NGOisation-as-process means that an organisation can possess properties of both organisational types. 

Civil society thus has multifaceted organisations which are not limited to NGOs. 
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professionalisation drives more institutionalisation, while institutionalisation serves as a 

supportive base for professionalisation. Ultimately, NGOisation intensifies these developments 

too. It is imperative to note that, in reality, the mechanisms can be counter-acted. Contingencies, 

such as institutional stickiness of NGOs, the context and nature of the organisations, and the nature 

of the funder, are likely to play a part in the process as well. The NGOisation process is thus 

dialectical, interactive, and iterative. It has emergent properties which are irreducible to its 

components. NGOisation, in a broader context, changes the landscape of the civil society 

ecosystem, and at an organisational and institutional level, changes the properties of a particular 

NGO in a way that either professionalisation or institutionalisation alone cannot make. 

 
Figure 2.1 NGOisation framework 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 2.1.2 NGOisation of civil society and its implications 

 As mentioned, NGOisation generates a certain outcome, which is a more inward-oriented 

organised civil society focusing on organisational reproduction and institutional advocacy. Such 

an organised civil society has been professionalised, institutionalised, bureaucratised and 

depoliticised. Lang (2013) asserts that NGOisation brings material and symbolic returns to NGOs. 

Through material returns, NGOs will achieve a better legal status which in turn makes it easier for 

them to access funding and to influence policy. By symbolic returns, it makes it easier for NGOs 

to get closer to the donors or governments, thereby normalising the relationship they have with 

governing agencies and donors. These, however, have drawbacks. When a relationship is strongly 
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formed, there is always the exclusion of some parties and perspectives which show less organised 

interests. This results in a form of client or insider relationship between selected NGOs and 

government (see Alvarez 1999; Lang 2000). In summary, NGOisation serves as a conduit for 

internal/organisational reproduction and external legitimacy for gaining funding (Lang 2013). 

 Moreover, NGOisation has considerable implications for the transformation of civil society.  

 

 Modern civil society in Neoliberalism 

 First, it is a specific condition that NGOs operate in the 21st century or the late modern civil 

society influenced by neoliberal ideologies and policies. For some, it is a product of neoliberal 

globalisation and the rise of issue-specific NGO-led civil society (Stubbs 2007; Yacobi 2007; 

Sheppard et al.  2009). It also refers to a development in the organisational formation of civil 

society vis-a-vis the government. NGOs become more stable which enables them to ‘support moral 

claim-making with fact-driven claims’ (Lang 2013, p. 86). 

 According to SustainAbility (2003), the 21st century NGOs are more insiders and a part of 

the system which would be changed. They are focused more on solutions delivered through market 

mechanisms which are contradictory to the previous generation of NGOs that spotlighted problems 

considered as symptoms of market failure. They also invest heavily in networks and see 

government and corporate funding as investment. They then actively persuade supporters that they 

are good investors and professionals. In addition, they do not solely follow charity sector rules but 

adapt strategy and business management to their work. New modes of governance that are non-

hierarchical seem to be the NGOs’ preferred way. 

 Phenomena like professionalism and bureaucracy feature modernity. Bureaucratisation in 

particular is considered as one of the main features of Neoliberalism (Hibou 2015). Promoting 

NGOs is seen as the policy and practice of strengthening civil society and good governance which 

are counted as intrinsic pillars of neoliberal policy (Petras and Veltmeyer 2005; Kamat 2004). For 

donors, funding NGOs is then a strategy to democratise a society through ‘civil society’ 

(Veltmeyer 2007). Therefore, professionalisation and the other developments function well for 

neoliberal regimes. Many point out that NGO operations are inclined to welcome capitalism rather 

than seeking to transform it (Greenfield 2001; Petras and Veltmeyer 2001; McNally 2002). 

Funding, in fact, is a market mechanism that is the act of providing financial resources. NGOised 

organisations have become part of the ‘non-profit industry complex’ (INCITE 2007) modelled on 
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capitalist structures. NGOisation, ultimately, to put it in Petras and Veltmeyer's words (2005), 

serves to keep the existing power structure intact while promoting a degree of change and 

development. In short, the process of NGOisation, especially professionalisation, is driven by the 

neoliberal policy context in which NGOs work (Kamat 2004). 

 

 Collaborative partnership between the state and NGOs 

 The second feature of NGOisation is that the state-NGO relationship is developing into a 

greater ‘collaborative’ kind. The changing relationship heavily relies on the capacity of the state 

donor in drawing NGOs to function with government. Under such a relationship, NGOs better 

meet the need of the state and donors that seek reliable and competent partners. NGOs realise that 

public advocacy strategies typically involving protests and direct opposition are not welcome by 

government donors. A collaborative environment then transforms the working approach of NGOs 

to be a more professional but tamed civil society. In this sense, NGOisation happens in an arena 

of new governance. NGOisation represents a precondition for NGOs to engage in modern 

governance arrangements, especially state partnerships.  

 Conceptually, a considerable change in the new governance is the selection of the 

instruments to reach a governance purpose by the state. Instead of depending on traditional 

‘command and control’, the state utilises ‘softer’ or more indirect instruments such as co-operative 

arrangements with non-state actors, and ‘co-production’ in particular (see Ostrom 1996; Pestoff 

2012; Pestoff, Brandsen and Verschuere 2012). In this sense, the state has shifted from being a 

direct ‘doer’ to become a ‘regulator’ of private provision, thereby, becoming a ‘regulatory state’ 

(see Majone 1997; King 2007; Levi-Faur 2013). This kind of state increasingly expands the use of 

rule-making, monitoring and administrative techniques over the societal actors. For Power (1994, 

1997), such desire to enhance the capability of the state to oversee non-state actors is well 

manifested in an ‘audit explosion’: the increase in state strategies for creating and managing 

networks and partnerships through setting up all kinds of arrangements for auditing and regulating 

other organisations. 

 A greater collaboration between the state and NGOs facilitates ‘civic society’, rather than 

civil society (see Huang and Young 2016; Lee 2002; Koh and Ling 2000). ‘Civic society’ is not 

inherently political and exists in concert with most authoritarian polities (Hewison and Rodan 

1996). The state is happy to support ‘civic’ activities which are confined to effective and efficient 
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management and governance of communal matters (Huang and Young 2016). It is not content with 

activities that inherently challenge its authority. In this sense, NGOisation helps the state to secure 

influence over civil society by making the NGOs become integrated into the state system. The 

promotion of the ‘civic society’ generates a ‘manufactured’ civil society (Hodgson 2004): a civil 

society which is not developed organically but engineered or formed and funded through some 

type of state initiative, at least initially. Such civil society prioritises the state and tries to reach 

agendas set by the state that ‘manufactures’ it. Then, the state-manufactured organised civil society 

becomes ‘a tool for the government to co-opt and control [other parts of] civil society’ (Crispin 

2000, p. 21). 

 Furthermore, government-NGO collaboration raises an important question of what makes 

NGOs legitimate actors in late modern civil society and public affairs. In fact, some point out 

various sources of legitimacy which NGOs can claim (see Thrandardottir 2012; Beetham 2013; 

Lang 2013). Even so, this thesis argues that it is the process of NGOisation which significantly 

makes an NGO a legitimate and reliable partner for governments. 

 

 Donor-driven NGOs and ‘elite civil society’  

 Legitimacy from the donors is prioritised over that from the movement base. Upward 

accountability to donors is expected. As a result, NGOs are inclined to become a ‘memberless’ 

and donor-driven (see Atia and Herrold 2018). NGOisation makes NGOs learn to speak the 

particular linguistic repertoire of their donors for acquiring funds and status (Aksartova 2009). It 

is possible to say that NGOisation reveals one of the basic truths about NGOs: they are not only 

working for their beneficiaries as commonly assumed, but they are also serving their donor(s) and 

aiming to produce projects (see Krause 2014). The NGOs’ organisational reproduction becomes 

the goal around which work is organised, displacing other ends. 

 The greater collaboration between the state and NGOs also points to the rise of ‘elite civil 

society’ which is upwardly accountable to donors and the state, not the people. Carroll (2016) 

argues that NGOisation brings about selective political inclusion in which NGOs that are happy to 

cooperate and compromise with the state are legitimised and can gain better access and resources 

while those who are not willing to, are excluded. NGOisation, on the one hand, presents an image 

of pluralism and openness favouring non-state initiatives. Yet, on the other hand, it has the 

potential to divide civil society into the group that is ‘good’ and the other that is ‘bad’, seen as 
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closed and radicals. The ‘good’ ones tend to become an ‘elite civil society’ which functions on 

models of harmony and consensus, sharing certain common interests with the state and donors 

rather than with the constituencies they are supposed to represent (Choudry 2010; Guilhot 2007; 

Phatharathananunth 2006).  

  

 Institutional advocacy 

 The fourth implication involves the growth of ‘institutionalised advocacy’ (Lang 2013), a 

mode of work giving NGOs better access to institutional contexts and being competent and reliable 

experts in a particular state governance arrangement. Institutional advocacy refers to ‘the attempt 

to influence decision making by gaining some degree of insider status in institutions or in 

organisations that initiate, prepare, legislate or execute policy change’ (Lang 2013, p. 22). Major 

tools are lobbying and sharing experience and knowledge. It champions informal/internal 

consultation and collaboration. This is different from public advocacy, defined as ‘attempts to 

achieve policy success by engaging broader publics and… actively stimulating citizen voice and 

engagement in the process’ (Lang 2013, p. 23). Important to the latter approach are such tools as 

protest and social movement. It champions external communication with the public and 

confrontation. These advocacy approaches are summarised in the figure 2.2. 

 Although techniques performed in institutional advocacy seems to give greater help to 

NGOs in reaching their advocacy goals and getting in contact with the authority (see Adams 2007), 

it has drawbacks. Institutional advocacy diverts NGOs from their constituencies and public 

movement activities. NGOs tend to become elitist, upscaled, and uncommitted to the real lives of 

people (see Henderson 2003; Carroll 2016; Choudry 2010; Guilhot 2007). Institutional advocacy 

produces images of expert NGOs ‘speaking for’ instead of ‘engaging with’ their social base (Lang 

2013). NGOs also run a risk of NGOs being co-opted. In society where the NGO sector is 

developing, fragmented, and heavily dependent on the state for funding due to chronic lack of 

other resources, state-NGO collaboration can, and is likely to, be used as a ‘co-option’ strategy by 

government because the government may understand that NGOs are often guided, notably through 

fiscal and contractual mechanisms, toward provision of social services and away from advocacy 

(Breen, Dunn, and Sidel 2017, p. 9). 
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Figure 2.2 Public advocacy and institutional advocacy 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Source: adapted from Lang (2013, 23) 

 

2.2 Metagovernance 

 Metagovernance is a popular, yet often undeliberated, practice of contemporary public 

management conducted by different kinds of actors. As Sørensen (2006) wrote, ‘metagovernance 

can potentially be exercised by any resourceful actor – public or private. All it takes is resources 

and a desire to influence activities performed by self-governing actors’ (p.103). There has been an 

increased use of metagovernance as a scholarly concept since 1997, yet the concept is still 

relatively ill-researched and has never become a trending topic in academia. Meuleman (2019, p. 

84) suspects that this is because studying metagovernance requires people ‘to step out of their 

comfort zones’.  

The literature of metagovernance is varied across disciplines (see Stoker and Baker 2015; 

Jessop 2004, 2011; Kooiman and Jentoft 2009; Meuleman 2008; Torfing et al. 2012). As a 

conceptual framework, metagovernance generally encourages us to look at the modes or orders of 

social coordination and how they are manifested, utilised, and interacted. As a practice, it is about 

a process of ‘steering devolved governance processes’ (Peters 2010, p. 37), involving,  
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deliberate attempts to facilitate, manage, and direct more or less self-regulating processes of 

interactive governance without reverting to traditional statist styles of government in terms of 

bureaucratic rule making and imperative command (Torfing et al. 2012, p. 122).  

 

Hence, any attempts to coordinate different modes of governance essentially is sufficient 

to be called metagovernance because at the heart of the concept is the interactive nature of 

governance. It is constructive to develop the analytical concept of metagovernance to help study 

the practice and process of steering better and more critically. 

 

2.2.1 Metagovernance and governance 

The concept of metagovernance cannot replace that of governance which provides the 

general basis for metagovernance. A discussion of governance is needed upon which to build the 

understanding on metagovernance. 

Governance is one of the most contested, but ubiquitous, concepts within the study of 

politics and public policy (Fawcett 2016; Bevir 2012; Frederickson 2005) where government has 

become an increasingly complex matter dependent on hybrid practices and diverse stakeholders. 

Governance broadly refers to a mode of social coordination (Thompson et al. 1991; Lowndes and 

Skelcher 1998; Meuleman 2008; Bevir 2012). The study of governance is believed to cover the 

study of structures and procedures (of the governance itself and the governor) and the relations 

with those who are governed, be they subordinates, partners, or clients (Meuleman 2019, p. 23).  

For Jessop (2016a, p. 74), ‘governance’ is ‘both equivocal, because it has different but 

stable meanings in different contexts, and ambiguous, as its meanings vary even in similar 

contexts’. Its utility is slippery (see Welch 2013) and the term is often used in conjunction with a 

particular qualifying prefix (Ansell and Torfing 2016). Hence, ‘governance’ has the character of a 

stipulative definition (Rhodes 1997) in which the term can be given a certain meaning for a certain 

purpose in a certain context. However, ‘governance’, in essence, could etymologically be traced 

back to the Greek word ‘kybernân’ or ‘kubernetes’ which means ‘the art of steering, governing, 

piloting’ associated with how to create a system of rule (Kjær 2004; Torfing, et al. 2012). 

As a theory of governing, governance is an analytical tool to understand and participate in 

the purposive actions and practices of attempting, directly or indirectly, to provide or coordinate 

ordered governing mechanisms/structures regardless of whether government plays an active role  
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(Peters and Pierre 2016; Ansell and Torfing 2016; Bevir 2012). Indeed, there is no ‘single theory’ 

of governance, but rather many overlapping theoretical discussions and debates (see Ansell and 

Torfing 2016). In the area of politics and public management, one common point the theories of 

governance contribute to is a re-consideration of the role of the state in governance arrangements. 

Governance theories do not suggest that the state has simply lost its power in governing but that 

the state is exercising power in a different manner. To study governance is thus to study the state 

and its relationship with society. 

 Two major generations of governance studies can be identified (Palumbo 2015; Ansell and 

Torfing 2016; cf. Rhodes 2012). The first generation has sympathetically focused on the 

innovations generated through changes in governance and usually highlighted their positive 

achievements. Its theories have revolved around a unidirectional shift from ‘government to 

governance’ suggesting that processes of governing were somehow self-organising and did not 

require government. This conceptualisation of governance is still dominant in the field. In contrast, 

the second generation has put more emphasis on the critical aspects of those alleged achievements. 

Governance is starting to be seen as not replacing government, but rather supplementing and 

transforming government. Some even prefer to see how governance operates in the shadow of 

hierarchy and how government participates in governance. In addition, critical analysis of any 

ideal forms of governing has been advocated. A form of governing is seen in itself susceptible to 

failure. This second generation of governance studies is inclined to envision governance in the 

broader sense emphasising the relational dimension of governance: ‘how different governance 

modes, hierarchies, markets, or networks co-exist and the potential tensions and dilemmas that 

arise from their co-existence’ (Kjær 2011, p. 106). Metagovernance is derived from, and positioned 

in, the second generation. 

 

2.2.2 Steering through hierarchies, markets, and networks 

 Given that governance involves a mode of social coordination in a complex, intertwined 

system, it not involves oversight and control (hierarchies), but also non-hierarchical coordination. 

Treated as a coordinating mechanism, several kinds of governance are identified by governance 

scholars (see Jessop 2011, 2016b; Thompson et al. 1991; Kooiman 2003; Meuleman 2008). The 

three most basic ‘modes of governance (steering)’ are often classified as hierarchies, market, and 

networks. This classification is typological or speculative rather than empirically grounded (Jessop 
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2016b). They are three ideal types of social coordination. Each of them depends on a certain form 

of steering to coordinate actions. Some see these modes as structural arrangements, the ways of 

providing direction towards certain governance problems (Pierre and Peters 2000). This means 

that there is a ‘right’ governance solution through manipulating the ‘structures’ within which it is 

presumed to be generated. In this respect, the occurrence of governance is at the intersection of 

different modes of social relations which then allows the plausibility of adopting different 

approaches to their interplays. Various hybrids are possible. 

 Each mode has its own distinctive strengths and weaknesses. They are not interchangeable. 

Hierarchies depend on authority and centralised control. They divide complex tasks into more 

manageable ones, thereby encouraging a division of labour, specialisation, and effective goal 

attainment. The typical hierarchical relation involves dependency and subordination. A good 

example of hierarchical governance is steering through rules and regulations. On the contrary, 

markets depend on prices and dispersed competition. They produce coordination through 

exchanges although most of their activities often rely on laws and governments. The typical market 

relation involves independency. Market governance aims to reach efficient allocation of resources 

typically through steering by contracts and grants. 

 In contemporary new governance arrangements where various non-state stakeholders and 

‘wicked problems’ (Peters 2017) are involved, hierarchies and markets are seen as not being 

sufficient for the distribution of public goods and services. On the other hand, networks are 

championed by governance scholars, especially those of the ‘network governance’ school (see 

Rhodes 1997; Smith 1998; Richards and Smith 2002). Networks depend on trust across webs of 

associations. They do not usually contain an authoritative centre to coordinate, but repeated and 

continuous dialogue. The typical network relation involves inter-dependency, coordination and 

reciprocity. Steering through co-operations, coalitions, and partnerships are good examples of 

network governance.  

 

 2.2.3 Conceptualising metagovernance 

 There are various conceptualisations of metagovernance (see Jessop 2004, 2011; Sørensen 

and Torfing 2007; Meuleman 2008; Stoker and Baker 2015). In general, metagovernance can be 

examined from the macro-level of the whole governance system (Jessop 2003, 2004; Kooiman 

2003; Kooiman and Jentoft 2009) and from the more micro- or meso-level which focuses on how 
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networks are steered and, if they can be steered, in what ways and by whom (Sørensen 2006; 

Meuleman 2008). The former chiefly emphasises how the national governance system rearranges 

and interacts, involving normative aspects. In contrast, the latter tends to see metagovernance as 

‘network management tools and techniques’ for steering networks by: (a) ‘hands-off’ approaches 

implemented at a distance such as design and framing contexts and conditions; and (b) more 

interventionist ‘hands-on’ approaches implemented by a network manager within the network such 

as through management and participation.  

 Metagovernance is also usefully comprehended through state-centric approaches (see 

Torfing et al. 2012; Bell and Hindmoor 2009; Jessop 2007, 2016b) rather than through more 

society-centric ones, which favour network governance and a relatively dominant role of non-state 

actors for steering networks. For the state-centric approach, metagovernance is focused on how 

the state revitalises its role in response to the changing context of governance. In such a context, 

the state might be less hierarchical in terms of organisation, yet hierarchies still play an important 

role in terms of coordination. As Scharpf (1993) contends, hierarchical organisation and 

hierarchical coordination are not the same. This means that hierarchical organisations can rely on 

non-hierarchical forms of coordination, or non-hierarchical organisations can rely on hierarchical 

coordination.  

In any public organisation, state power is routinely and authoritatively implicated in the 

exercise of all forms of governance. The state is central as it can bring to bear enormous financial 

resources to develop and support governance arrangements (Bell and Hindmoor 2009, p. 13). Even 

though the state has become less hierarchical, it does not necessarily ‘exclude a continuing and 

central political role for... states’ in creating the rules and context within which governance takes 

place (Jessop 2004, p. 66). 

State actors execute metagovernance with a relatively dominant role, mostly, by 

influencing the strategic context within networks (Jessop 2004; Daugbjerg and Fawcett 2017). 

Metagovernance is not only limited to the world of network governance. Advocates of state-centric 

metagovernance argue that the state plays a relatively crucial role, and non-state actors have little 

incentive to metagovern (see Bell and Hindmoor 2009). However, this does not mean that non-

state actors and institutions beyond the centre cannot perform metagoverning (Sørensen 2006; 

Sørensen and Torfing 2007; Meuleman 2019). They can metagovern but in the ‘shadow of 

hierarchy’ where,  



 36 

the state threatens—explicitly or implicitly—to impose binding rules or laws… in order to change 

their cost–benefit calculations in favour of a voluntary agreement closer to the common good rather 

than to particularistic self-interests (Börzel and Risse 2010, p. 116). 

 

Jessop is regarded as a prominent voice in studies on the state-centric conceptualisation of 

metagovernance. He originally defined metagovernance as ‘coordinating different forms of 

governance and ensuring a minimal coherence among them’ (Jessop 1997). Later, he described it 

specifically as ‘the organisation of the conditions for governance’ involving the calculated 

combination of modes of steering to reach the best possible outcomes as set by those engaged in 

metagovernance (Jessop 2003). In this respect, taking a bird’s eye view on governance, 

metagovernance is a matter of rebalancing different modes of governance grounded in the 

philosophy of critical realism (CR) (Jessop 2005). CR will be discussed in the next chapter as the 

philosophy navigating the research of the thesis. 

Besides, for Jessop (2004), metagovernance implies the co-existence of government and 

governance in the ‘shadow of hierarchy’. Governance does not exist without government. This 

suggests an analytical way of seeing the state-centric and the society-centric approach to 

metagovernance as a ‘continuum’, rather than a dualism (Fawcett and Daugbjerg 2012; Daugbjerg 

and Fawcett 2015). It is a matter of degree as to how the government and the governance merge 

themselves in relation to one another. 

 

2.2.4 The analytic of metagovernance 

Wood (2016, p. 527) argues that metagovernance is a ‘multilevel concept’ which,  

 
can be applied in multiple contexts, and can have both a deep critical theoretical and even 

philosophical meaning, but also refers quite legitimately to concrete acts that can be usefully 

measured in empirical research.  

 

It is possible to state that the analytic of metagovernance is a critical approach to the study 

of steering self-governing systems: a mode of thinking about how governance is structured and 

applied. Metagovernance broadens analytical horizons to the study of governance and is developed 

within four important conceptions of governance as shown in figure 2.3. 
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Figure 2.3. The analytic of metagovernance 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(1) The coexistence of government and governance  

Metagovernance arguably broadens the analytical capacity by encouraging us to critically 

examine the oversimplification of the oft-cited idea of unitary shift from old government 

(hierarchies) to new governance (non-hierarchies), concurred by mainstream governance theories 

in the aforementioned ‘network governance’ school. The ‘network governance school’ is often 

criticised for portraying naïve political relationships and underlying changes in governing 

characterised as ‘governance without government’, often equating governance simply with 

networks as the only realistic mode of steering if better governance is expected (see Marinetto 

2003; Peters and Pierre 2006; Davies 2005; Ungsuchaval 2017). Metagovernance contends that 

the importance of the state should not be deemphasised. Instead, it follows the research which has 

found that the state and hierarchical governance persist and function well even where network 

governance is predominant (Bell and Hindmoor 2009; Peters and Pierre 2006; Lynn 2011; Hill 

and Lynn 2005). Metagovernance better captures the reality of public governance as the state in 

modern governance is a ‘congested state’, full of fragmented and plural forms of governance, not 

just those of networks (Skelcher 2000). 

Metagovernance does not pre-suppose that certain practices or actors are oriented to one 

superior kind of steering. The underlying idea of metagovernance to govern ‘better’, not less, is 

often implicitly associated with processes of governmentality (Sokhi-Bulley 2011). Subsequently, 

‘government’ and ‘governance’ should be given equal attention. Metagovernance does not portray 
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governance and government as having an ‘either-or’, binary relationship, as mainstream 

governance theories often uphold. Instead, government (old, hierarchical steering) and governance 

(new, non-hierarchical steering) can coexist in a metagovernance perspective. As Whitehead 

(2003) argues, metagovernance breaks down the arbitrary divide that has been constructed between 

government and governance, suggesting instead a hybrid form of governance that is fashioned ‘in 

the shadow of hierarchy’. 

It is noted that the term ‘government’ used in metagovernance studies is not simply equated 

with the central administrative agency of the state. It can also mean any formal structures of the 

public sector, the apparatuses of the state, and the set of actors which exercise state power including 

non-departmental bodies (Peters and Pierre 2016). Government, accordingly, is not a single entity 

but a conglomerate of actors. The term can also be alternatively interpreted as a mode of governing 

featuring hierarchies. These two interpretations are often used interchangeably. 

Metagovernance treats modes of governance equally as the fundamental units of analysis. 

It highlights theory development of metagovernance in terms of ‘and-and’, not ‘either-or’ 

(Kooiman 2003). Government and governance are positioned as a duality, not a dualism (Marsh 

2011). Empirically, Kjaer (2010) argues that rather than involving contradictory developments, 

governing and governance in the case of the EU are mutually constitutive in that more governing 

implies more governance and vice versa. Torfing et al. (2012) found that governments are in fact 

capable of influencing policymaking in the decentred world of interactive governance through the 

exercise of metagovernance. 

There are numerous ways that governments establish the ground rules for governance (see 

Jessop 2016b). From a metagovernance perspective, how government and governance coexist, for 

instance, could be understood as a series of state transformation trends and counter-trends (see 

Jessop 1997). What should be emphasised here is the trend referred to as ‘a destatisation of politics’ 

where ‘governments have always relied on other agencies to aid them in realising state objectives 

or projecting state power beyond the formal state apparatus’ (Jessop 1997, p. 575). This correlates 

with the relational approach to state-society relations and interactive governance which suggests 

that governments often enhance their power and capacity by developing close, interdependent 

relationships with non-state actors and using networks to govern (Bell and Hindmoor 2009; 

Larsson 2013). Chosen governance strategies are in fact interactive showing a combination of 

different modes of governance, not merely those of the state. The trend signifies an increase of 
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‘partnerships’ between governmental, para-governmental, and non-governmental actors. The state 

integrates more non-hierarchical forms of governing and policy making such as networks and 

public-private partnerships into its system. This leads the state itself to consider metagovernance 

issues such as casting the shadow of hierarchy over governance arrangements or adjusting the 

relatively mixed modes of governing to ensure an effective outcome. 

 

(2) Dialectic of structure-agency in governing 

Promoting the co-existence of government and governance, often treated as binary, reflects 

a distinct stance regarding structure and agency in governance, which transcends mainstream 

governance theories. Different governance theories raise questions about structure and agency in 

governing and reflect different meta-theoretical positions (see Ungsuchaval 2016a). Some theories 

are inclined to be based decisively on structural explanations emphasising the mechanisms of 

institutional constraint of governance (see Peters 2011; Hay 2002) while the others are focused on 

decentring the institutions by prioritising the independent agents of governance and constructed 

narratives (see Bevir and Rhodes 2003, 2015). They place a different priority on structural or 

agential forces. 

However, metagovernance pays attention to the dialectic of structure and agency in 

governing. It can be seen as an outcome of strategic interaction between governance modes, 

interactions, and calculations (see Jessop 2005, 2007). As Jessop (2011, p. 108) asserts, 

governance comprises ‘the structures and practices involved in coordinating social relations that 

are marked by complex, reciprocal interdependence, and metagovernance refers in turn to the 

coordination of these structures and practices’. Grounded in the dialectic of structure-agency, 

metagovernance does not merely involve structures or processes but ‘social relations’.  

In analytical terms, the dialectic of structure and agency gives rise to the emphasis on the 

structural ‘tendency’ and the relationship a metagovernor has created.  Jessop (2004, p. 70) refers 

to metagovernance as ‘the organisation of the conditions of governance in terms of their 

structurally inscribed strategic selectivity, that is, in terms of their asymmetrical privileging of 

some outcomes over others’. Consequently,  a part of metagovernance points to the analysis of the 

strategic selectivity or ‘structural tendency’ of certain governance structures and arrangements 

(Jessop 2005, 2007; Biebricher 2013), namely of what is privileged by a metagovernor and  what 

context gives rise to a governance arrangement that is strategically-selective or structurally biased. 
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In other words, metagovernors have an ineradicable tendency to favour, produce and reproduce 

certain structures and structural configurations including actors, strategies, and discourses over 

others. At the same time, the structural tendency of the governance arrangement is a structural 

constraint influencing the operations and behaviours of the metagovernor so that they can orient 

their strategies and tactics to reach a satisfactory outcome. It is noted that the idea of structural 

tendency is about ‘tendency’ rather than absolutely constraining (Jessop 2016b). Steering is not 

apparently neutral. Coordinating modes of governance is thus about strategies in the web of 

complex interaction between structure and agency, and involves inbuilt tendencies or biases of 

privileging. Yet whether how and how far these tendencies are actualised depends on the changing 

balance of forces, strategies and tactics metagovernors perform in practice. 

In practice, metagovernance signifies the dialectic of structure-agency as well. In their 

application of metagovernance, Stoker and Baker (2015, pp. 38-39) assert that metagovernance 

‘recognises governmental capacity and the constraining role played by institutions and structures 

whilst allowing for the agency of networked actors’. Metagovernance gives the potential for 

simultaneous recognition of the continued power of the state that does the governing and the 

reflexivity of networked players that are the governed. Therefore, to study metagovernance, 

primarily, is to look at the role, capacity, and legitimacy of metagovernors to exercise control over 

the more devolved and decentralised forms of decision-making characteristic of network 

governance (Fawcett 2016). 

 

(3) Interactive governance in the ‘shadow of hierarchy’ 

The emphasis of metagovernance is not only on the co-existence, but the interactive, 

interdependent nature of different concepts of governance. As mentioned, hierarchy, market and 

network as the major concepts of governance are normally conceived in terms of ‘ideal’ or ‘pure’ 

types. However, it is difficult to find one mode at work purely and solely, especially in the public 

sector. Bartlet and Le Grand (1993) argue that, in the area of social policy, ‘market’ is different 

from ‘pure’ ideal-type markets. In practice, all modes share some of each other’s attributes and 

function in combination. They rely on one another. 

For example, as hierarchies rely on networks, Larsson (2013) argues that networks also 

rely on sovereign power to preserve the conditions for effective network governance. Davies 

(2011) suggests that coordination of networks has the tendency to degenerate into hierarchical 
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systems because they fail to cultivate the ‘connectionist citizen-activists’ who could energetically 

solve policy and management problems in de-politicised, trust-based networks. Similarly, others 

also found that markets can and often do rely on command, as do networks on competition and 

hierarchies on trust (Grote 2012; Davies and Spicer 2015). Hence, networks are unlikely to exist 

without hierarchy and market influence. Markets are unlikely to function without hierarchy and 

network influence, and so on. In this way, the interactive form of governance proves the fact that 

government and governance coexist with one another (Fawcett 2016). 

Consequently, what is potentially found is quasi-markets, quasi-networks, and quasi-

hierarchy (Exworthy, Powell, and Mohan 1999). This corresponds with Torfing et al. (2012), who 

suggest two key forms of the interactive governance arrangement: quasi-markets (e.g. granting) 

and quasi-networks (e.g. partnership and governance network). If modes of governance are only 

perceived in ideal, pure form, one cannot make sense of a high degree of command and control 

found in managerialism associated with NPM and market-driven governance (see Deetz 1992; 

Carlisle 2011). NPM, in essence, combines the alleged efficiency of managerial and budgetary 

practices from the private sector and the regulatory efficacy of steering and funding from the public 

sector (Bartlett and Le Grand 1993; Hood 1991). It has never been the matter of the market alone. 

To see the interactive feature of governance is an important stance in the analytic of 

metagovernance. 

Actually, the idea that governance arrangement consists of a combination of modes of 

governance is not entirely new. What is new in what metagovernance offers is a theorised 

conception of the compatibility (such as potential complementarity) or incompatibility (such as 

tension) and the interactive feature of steering within a specific governance arrangement. The 

challenge of metagovernance in practice is how to provide direction to a governance system 

through mechanisms which maintain the virtues generated by delegated and devolved forms of 

governing while providing central direction and control. Indeed, metagovernance holds the most 

fundamental task of governing, that is, the balancing of control and autonomy. For Jessop (2011), 

the task of metagovernance can be conducted with the ‘collibration’ of governance: a strategic 

attempt to adjust or rebalance several modes of governance in the interconnected coordination to 

improve the effectiveness of steering. This strategic attempt is believed to take place in the ‘shadow 

of hierarchy’. 
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The ‘shadow of hierarchy’ refers to the influence, often subtle and indirect, the state 

exercises over other actors in political and civil society through either the real or imagined pressure 

of executive or legislative action, or both. Such influence draws on the state’s unique capacities 

and powers, including coercion (Jessop 2016a, 2016b; see also Scharpf 1994; Whitehead 2003; 

Héritier and Lehmkuhl 2008). With the ‘shadow of hierarchy’, metagovernance involves the state 

capability and mentality to steer quasi-networks and quasi-markets by designing the context in 

which they operate to secure the compatibility of outcomes and broader interests of the state. The 

‘shadow of hierarchy’ is considered a defining feature of (effective) metagovernance (Jessop 2004, 

2011; Peters 2010; Meyer 2012). It allows the orchestrator of metagovernance to design and 

combine elements of different governance modes as well as switching between the modes when 

necessary so that the effectiveness of metagovernance is reached (Meuleman 2019). Even self– or 

co–regulation featuring networks and markets would not take place without the shadow of 

hierarchy. This stresses the importance of hierarchical steering running through any kind of 

governance arrangement (Rhodes and Visser 2011). It would not be surprising if the state is often 

seen as a default metagovernor which usually decides on the balance between, and the operation 

of, different modes of governance. 

Hence, it is likely that hierarchies in metagovernance are not merely a straightforward 

governing mechanism (hierarchical steering in a ‘pure’ sense) associated with order, efficiency, 

and centralised decision-making power;  they are in fact manifested as quasi-hierarchies in the 

form of the ‘shadow of hierarchy’ often positioned in a higher order to steer a governance 

arrangement. 

 

(4) Higher-order governance as strategic supervision 

 The analytic of metagovernance highlights the stratified reality of governance. Given the 

term ‘meta’ conveys meaning of something over and beyond, metagovernance is usually used to 

refer to the ‘governance of governance’ (Kooiman 2003; Jessop 2011; Meuleman 2008), that is 

the coordination/steering positioned above modes of governance. Specifically, Kooiman (2003) 

treats metagovernance as an emerging order, a third-order governance, which emphasises norms 

and principles for governing as a whole. This metagovernance goes beyond lower order 

governance which mainly deals with problem solving, the day-to-day activities of steering and the 

maintenance of the institutions where the activities of governance take place. In this sense, 
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metagovernance points to the significance of orders of governance, with metagovernance as a 

higher, emergent level conditioning and steering lower-order governance.  

 Comprehensively, Torfing et al. (2012, p. 131) address metagovernance as: 

 
a reflexive, higher order governance practice that involves (a) the production and dissemination of 

hegemonic norms and ideas about how to govern and be governed; (b) the political, normative, and 

context-dependent choice among different modes of governing, or among different combinations 

of governing modes; and (c) the strategic structuring and managing of particular institutional forms 

of governance in order to facilitate sustained interaction, prevent dysfunctions, and advance 

particular political goals. 

 

 The above definition arguably implies that metagovernance is a practice that 

simultaneously involves inward and outward steering. Metagovernance is interested in the 

governing of ‘oneself’ as it steers and conducts distinct, but operationally related, modes of 

governance within a metagovernor’s system of governance (see Jessop 2011). At the same time, it 

can be seen as a practice of governing ‘others’ involving steering and conducting ‘self-organising 

networks’ or governance networks (see Klijn and Koppenjan 2016; Torfing et al. 2012) operating 

outside a metagovernor. 

 It is believed that higher-order governance is necessity because lower-order governance is 

inclined to failure (Jessop 1998, 2000; Meuleman 2008) and therefore needs steering to increase 

its potential. Jessop (2004) argues that metagovernance is used to create some coherence among 

modes of governance and an appropriate balance among different stakeholders and interests for 

the sake of social cohesion. In reality, networks of non-state actors commonly assumed to be able 

to support state agencies in addressing the increasing complex governance problems (see Slaughter 

2004; World Economic Forum 2013; Anheier 2017; Munene and Thakhathi 2017) are not 

sufficiently united in their pursuit of a common goal and not functioning in an efficient, non-

conflicting way. Networks are highly political (Gerard 2017) and having depoliticising effect 

(Wood 2016). The lack of rules in self-governing networks limits their capacity to shape outcomes. 

Metagovernance in this sense is conducted to ensure the functionality of the networks (as lower-

order governance). 

 In practice, metagovernance as a higher-order governance can be framed as ‘strategic 

supervision’. As strategic supervision, metagovernance emphasises the coordination among the 
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actors and mechanisms of steering involved, or how the partnership is developed and run. It can 

posit values and goals for the partnership. Yet, no means of reaching the goals are necessarily 

specified. Those who govern thus retain a substantial degree of autonomy, a condition frequently 

referred to as (self-governing) governance. This is why metagovernance aims at governing, 

specifically steering and framing, ‘the environment of action… rather than the action directly’ 

(Peters 2010, p. 38). A good example of strategic supervision is shaping the structural and 

institutional conditions of the relationship by designing and directing the interactive governance 

arenas (Torfing et al. 2012). 

 To be specific, la Cour and Andersen (2016) suggest that metagovernance as ‘strategic 

supervision’ should stimulate promises about the committed continuation of relationship. For 

instance, merely developing the contractual relationship is not sufficient. Metagovernance should 

aim to build the possible perpetuation of the relationship and the common outcomes the actors 

have not yet created together. The relationship should not be temporary but institutionalised. In 

doing so, ‘soft’ instruments of steering are needed for governing at a distance so that stakeholders 

and partners are positioned into a certain governable terrain, where the metagovernor’s organising 

power and the latitude of the governed are simultaneously enhanced and a common goal is 

expected.  

 Therefore, metagovernance is a strategic attempt to indirectly govern or steer those 

engaged in the relationship, be they relevant actors or modes of governance. Although such an 

attempt is always conducted within the ‘shadow of hierarchy’ to prevent its potential failure, 

metagovernance, through ‘soft’ means, must allow some of the latitude of the actors engaged. In 

other words, in metagovernance, the social actors are given some autonomy to make decisions on 

their own. 

 

2.3 Conclusion 

 NGOisation and metagovernance are the core theoretical frameworks employed in the 

thesis to investigate the THPF-NGO relations. The NGOisation framework helps explore in what 

way the NGOs are driven to develop certain characteristics by the funder. The metagovernance 

framework assists the researcher to investigate how the funded NGOs are steered by the THPF, or 

how the THPF strategically governs its NGO partners. Although the concepts are variously used, 

even in their own fields, they can be linked in a complementary way to study multiple aspects of 
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THPF-NGO relations. Each concept generates different answers to the same phenomenon which 

can bring us a better understanding of it. A ‘multilevel description’ is expected to emerge from CR 

research (O’Mahoney and Vincent 2014). The next chapter is dedicated to the discussion of the 

methodology used for the research, guided by CR insights. 
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Chapter 3 

Methodology 

 

The main purpose of the research is to explore why NGOisation happens through the 

metagovernance of the THPF by retroductively tracing back to the potential mechanisms which 

drive the processes. In this way, the thesis empirically investigates the operation and underlying 

mechanisms of the THPF used to steer its NGO partners and the NGOisation of them. Qualitative 

methodology is applied as research ‘orientation’ (Pernecky 2016) and critical realism (CR) is 

purposively chosen to help navigate the research which orients the empirical investigation in a 

distinct and a flexible way. This chapter aims to discuss the methodology selected and applied in 

the thesis. It starts with elaborating on the philosophy of CR adopted in the research and its 

methodological links. The retroductive research strategy, typically advocated by CR, will then be 

discussed as the dominant strategy. Then, the chapter explains the method selected for gathering 

and analysing data in practice. The chapter ends by discussing reflexivity, challenges and 

limitations of the research. 

 

3.1 Critical realism and social research 

CR is portrayed as a ‘seductive’ idea across a range of theories of human and social 

sciences, mostly because it is commonly known  to hold the ostensible and practicable middle 

ground between (or alternative to) two opposing poles of the philosophical spectrum: extreme 

positivism and radical constructionism (Sayer 2000; Archer et al. 2016; Pawson 2006). Essentially, 

CR helps combine and reconcile a realist/objectivist ontology with an interpretivist/relativist 

epistemology (Maxwell 2012; Sayer 2000, 2010; Bhaskar 1998).  

Even so, CR is a relatively young entrant into social science and its methodology. In 

qualitative research, it can be argued that CR is still developing, often based on some explicitly 

realist approach to the research (e.g. Maxwell 2012; Sayer 2010; Pawson 2006; Pawson and Tilley, 

1997). Not many appealing and accessible materials have been seriously developed regarding 

empirically applied CR or CR-informed methodology (see Yeung 1997; Oliver 2012; Ackroyd 

and Karlsson 2014). Most recognised CR research models (e.g. Bhaskar 2016; Collier 1994; 

Danermark et al. 2002) that are variously applied to the empirical research are often too 

complicated to be practically applied. When they can be used, the empirical application of the 
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models is contested and developing (see Craig and Bigby 2015; Blom and Morén, 2011; Fletcher 

2013, 2017). There is no ‘one-best-way’ to employ and adopt the CR research models. 

Nevertheless, among the contestation, the models are arguably similar in essence. They aim to 

investigate the underlying mechanisms, implicitly and explicitly. 

Many strongly advocate that CR can perform serious and useful work in social research 

and theorising, and as such has implications for methodology (Maxwell 2012; Sayer 2010; Carter 

and New 2004; Danermark et al. 2002), especially in terms of conceptualisation and conduct of 

qualitative research. Bhaskar (2016, p. 79) asserts that the interest of CR empirical study is 

typically ‘exploratory’, that is, ‘to identify, discover, uncover… structures, blocks, and 

(generically) causes, and the particular sequences, combinations, and articulations of them at work 

in specific times and places’. This thesis adopts the ideas of CR as follows.  

 

3.1.1 The layered ontology and the ‘emergence’ 

CR distinctively highlights a layered, but interwoven, ontology to social reality (Sayer 

2010): the ‘empirical’ domain of sensory experience; the ‘actual’ domain of material existence and 

events; and the ‘real’ domain of causal powers and mechanisms. The real domain is not always 

apparent in empirical and actual manifestations. It generates events, which might or might not be 

experienced. In this respect, the social reality is constituted, not only by events and our perceptions 

or experiences of the events, but also by structures and mechanisms which are often unobservable 

and involving tendency. As such the layered ontology of CR enables researchers to investigate the 

mechanisms located at the real domain which are not merely confined to the study of empirically 

observed characteristics held by positivism and symbolically expressed meanings held by 

interpretivism which are located at the empirical level (see Wuisman 2005).  

Moreover, the layered ontology points to the idea of ‘emergence’: the complex interaction 

between entities existing in different levels of reality where new, emergent phenomena cannot be 

reduced to phenomena existing in any one level of reality (Sayer 2000, Danermark et al. 2002). 

CR advocates an emergent approach that sees social phenomena as having distinctive qualities and 

emerging out of certain social conditions. As such the qualities are the ‘emergent property/power’ 

which makes the social phenomena an emergent reality that is irreducible to its discursive 

descriptions or component parts it is formed upon. In other words, the ‘higher level’ entities, which 

are emergent, cannot be reduced to the conditions provided by the ‘lower level’ entities. For 
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instance, NGOisation may be dependent upon certain developments such as institutionalisation 

and professionalisation which causally help constitute it, yet NGOisation has its own specific 

powers and characteristics which generate certain effects which cannot be reduced to the 

developments driving it. Likewise, metagovernance has a higher power than that of a mere mode 

of governance. It can strategically calibrate different modes of governance to reach an outcome in 

a way that each mode of governance cannot do, either alone or together. 

 

3.1.2 Epistemology 

The unique ontological position of CR, in turn, shapes the epistemology in a distinct way. 

For CR, reality does exist independently of our knowledge of it. However, how we see the world 

is theory-dependent or theory-laden, but not theory-determined. It is subject to conceptual 

interpretations. As summarised by della Porta and Keating (2008, p. 24), for CR, ‘there is a real 

material world but… our knowledge of it is often socially conditioned and subject to challenge 

and reinterpretation’. This double recognition of the realist ontology and relativist epistemology is 

relatively novel in social science research (O’Mahoney and Vincent 2014). It is important to note 

that, although CR recognises the interpretive notion of social reality as being communicatively 

and socially constructed, it does not aim to generate the interpretivist solution (Delanty 2005). CR-

inspired research is not interested in meaning, understanding, and interpretation of people as held 

by interpretivist research, nor factual knowledge and law-like generalisations as held by positivist 

research. Instead, CR advocates the search for the means to synthesise an account of key social 

mechanisms and processes with mechanisms from the available ideas and relevant data. 

 Given this, theories are essential to CR research. CR believes in a possible ‘better’ theory 

which can help build more accurate explanations of certain social phenomena and mechanisms. 

However, the theory does not necessarily secure successful empirical research. CR scholars 

believe that theories are the starting point for empirical research (Bhaskar 2014; Greenhalgh 2014). 

It is hard to visualise how the reality perceived could be appreciated without the help of theories 

to clarify and simplify what is observed. Such theories are not absolute but initial and fallible but 

which enable ‘a deeper analysis that can support, elaborate, or deny’ the theories themselves in 

order to ‘help build a new and more accurate explanation of reality’ (Fletcher 2017, p. 184). The 

theories used in the thesis are thus subject to alternation and development throughout the research 

process. This makes the research iterative (O’Mahoney and Vincent 2014) moving between 



 49 

conception and application so that ideas are tested against what could be found and observed in 

empirical settings. 

The THPF-NGO relations are approached upfront through the analytical lens of 

metagovernance and NGOisation. These theories have significantly shaped the way the thesis 

studies the phenomenon. They are believed to be the ‘better’ theories possessing certain analytical 

power which can contribute to the analysis in an innovative way. 

 

3.1.3 Causation and mechanisms 

The aforementioned ontological and epistemological position of CR yields significant 

implications regarding CR research methodology in terms of causality. CR distinctively advocates 

the concept of ‘causation’. This concept is strikingly different from that of positivism, let alone 

interpretivism which rejects the idea of causal relation. Positivism promotes the ‘regularity’ theory 

of causation: the theory that sees causality as involving regular associations between events or 

variables and patterns in data. In contrast, CR employs the concept of ‘mechanism’ as central to 

explanation of causation (see Danermark et al. 2002; Sayer 2000). CR aims to look beyond 

outcomes such as ‘if A, then B’ and rather ‘use(s) perceptions of empirical events [those that can 

be observed or experienced] to identify the [unobservable, underlying] mechanisms that give rise 

to those events’ (Volkoff, Strong and Elmes 2007, p. 835). In other words, the CR view on 

causality is not about ‘a relationship among distinct events (e.g., the fact that event ‘A’ by and 

large has been followed by event ‘B’) but about realising the process and conditions under which 

‘A’ causes ‘B,’ if at all’ (Zachariadis, Scott and Barrett 2013, p. 857). 

According to Lawson (1997), a mechanism refers to the way a structured entity acts or 

works. The thing could not work or act in the ways it does without possessing the power to do so. 

In other words, the underlying mechanisms own inherent powers or tendencies which might or 

might not be actualised or mobilised and expressed in certain contexts (Bhaskar 2008). They reside 

in the properties of things and in tendencies in the real domain. The actualisation of the 

mechanisms or structures heavily depends on contingencies within the contexts. Hence, the CR 

version of causation is not universally deterministic, but contingent and emergent. For CR, 

causality is irreducible to either the actualised or the experienced. 

Given the focus of this thesis, the NGOisation under investigation might be observable as 

an emergent phenomenon but the mechanisms driving it are hardly seen empirically. CR helps the 
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research identify and investigate potential underlying mechanisms which generate the 

phenomenon. Such mechanisms are found to reside in the THPF-NGO relations and the way the 

THPF metagoverns its NGO partners. NGOisation is then arguably the unintended consequence 

of the metagovernance of the THPF. 

Furthermore, in CR research, the causal efficacy confirms the ‘reality’ of entities (see 

Collier 1994; Sayer 2010). In this sense, physical and mental (ideas and meanings) objects and 

processes, albeit inherently independent, are assumed to be equally real and mutually affect each 

other (Maxwell 2012). People’s beliefs have consequences for their actions and the reality they are 

embedded in and vice versa. The threat from managerialism to public governance is a good 

example. Even though it is not actualised and non-physical, it should be perceived as real because 

it has causal efficacy. Managerialism causes changes in public service management thinking and 

practice. It stresses a hierarchical top-down command and control style of management concerned 

with efficiency and control (Deetz 1992; Carlisle 2011). Although inactivated but perceived as a 

potential threat, managerialism leads to reaction and perhaps resistance. The effect of potential, 

indirect threat is real, at least in the minds of agents. This insight implies that meaning, intentions, 

or mental states and attributes given by interview participants, although not directly observable, 

are not just being simply theoretical abstractions or social construction but are parts of the real 

world having causal efficacy. They are considered as mechanisms. 

 The idea of causation and mechanisms ultimately directs the research to focus on 

explanations of why things are the way they are to a certain context. This predisposes the 

researcher to study internal (necessary) relations of the phenomena, the tendencies of the objects 

of study, the effects of one object on another, and the way the relations are actualised (Sayer 2000; 

Danermark et al. 2002; Reed 2008, 2009).  

 

3.2 Retroductive research strategy 

Ackroyd and Karlsson (2014, p. 21) argue that CR methodology should focus on 

connecting ‘the inner world of ideas to the outer world of observable events as seamlessly as 

possible’. In other words, CR research should aim, as closely as possible, to align explanations of 

reality (the mechanisms proposed to account for the outcomes) with reality itself (the actually 

existing mechanisms of ‘social object’) (Bhaskar 2008). To identify and explain the underlying 
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mechanisms methodologically, CR suggests applying neither deduction nor induction, but 

‘retroduction’. 

CR-informed enquiry is believed to use a form of retroductive analysis (Blaikie 2010; 

Blaikie and Priest 2017; Reed 2008, 2009).  Retroduction guides the researcher from the 

phenomenon lying at one level to discover the underlying causal mechanisms lying at a different, 

deeper level (Blaikie 2010; Lawson 1997). In other words,  retroduction is a mode of inference in 

which empirical events are explained by reference to the processes and mechanisms that are 

capable of producing, or at least helping facilitate, them in particular contexts (Sayer 2010). In this 

sense, retroduction ‘works backwards’ from the certain substantive phenomena of interest or 

‘effects’ to the preceding interaction between various mechanisms and contingencies which 

produced and sustained the phenomena, or ‘explanatory structures’ (Reed 2008, 2009). A 

hypothetical model of causal mechanisms is then developed which is believed to produce 

observable events and objects.  

Retroduction prompted the thesis to look for the ‘cause’ of the NGOisation of civil society, 

that is, to look at what led to the phenomenon. The research aim and questions are formulated in a 

CR-inspired way, focusing on why NGOisation happens: what mechanisms can explain the 

NGOisation of civil society and the THPF-NGO relations and why it is the way it is. Blaikie (2010) 

affirms that retroduction is the best fit concept for asking ‘why’. Accordingly, this thesis aims to 

create ‘explanations’ of the underlying mechanisms. It is an exploratory study of the mechanisms 

responsible for driving NGOisation, which resided in the THPF-NGO relation and in the way the 

THPF metagoverns its NGO partners. The researcher’s model of causal mechanisms essentially 

involves agents’ deliberations and reflections on pre-existing relevant social structures (e.g. 

governance, funding and contracting, and partnership) which had facilitating and constraining 

implications for action. The model helped to explain the participants’ experiences of 

metagovernance and NGOisation. NGOisation is seen as an unintended consequence of the 

metagovernance of the THPF in the context of the THPF-NGO relations.  

Through retroduction, the role of the researcher is not to predict or to understand, but to 

establish whether a postulated structure or mechanism exists and operates in the way hypothesised 

(Blaikie 2010) in order to create potential explanations of why certain phenomena are the way they 

are and yield outcomes that they yield. Knowledge produced in this way is invariably context-
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specific and does not allow the formulation and testing of predictive laws or hypotheses (Reed 

2009).  

As such the explanation is theoretically- and empirically- grounded. It is ‘theoretical’ 

because the process of creating explanations involves the intellectual imagination and the 

abstraction of the characteristic and the operation of underlying mechanisms. The mechanisms are 

chosen from amongst ‘known’ mechanisms (Blaikie 2010), which are potentially made up on the 

basis of what we know or we think we know (Williams 2018). It is ‘empirical’ because the 

explanations of the mechanisms are not a work of pure fiction. They are derived from a methodical 

search - through reasoning, interviews, and other methods - for empirical evidence which supports 

the behaviour of the mechanisms in the context they reside in.  

Besides, the theoretical and the empirical are dialectical in the search for mechanisms. 

Some conceptualise the dialectic as the moves between the ‘concrete’ to the ‘abstract’ (see 

Danermark et al. 2002). What the mechanisms look like at first is depended on where the research 

starts from, namely theoretical frameworks. The mechanisms are drafted along the description of 

‘the context of the action, intentions of the social actors, and the processes through which social 

action and interaction are sustained and/or changed’ (Blaikie 2010, p. 21). The mechanisms are 

then confirmed or/and refined through empirical data analysis which later are established as the 

key underlying mechanisms explaining the phenomenon.  

 

3.3 Data collection and analysis 

This section addresses the practicality of the research process by discussing the methods 

and techniques used for collecting and analysing data. The research instruments are structured for 

the unit of observation, that is, the THPF and the funded NGOs which are represented through key 

informants. The research for this thesis utilised in-depth interviews as a core technique with 

supplementary material via document research and observations. These techniques are interactive. 

In-depth interviews mainly aim to engage with participants at the management level of both the 

office of THPF and the funded NGOs. Documentary research deals with text-based resources 

representing what the THPF professes as an organisation and governance issues at board level. 

Observation was occasionally conducted to help the researcher become familiar with and be better 

able to comprehend the field.  
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3.3.1 In-depth interviews 

According to Gorman and Clayton (2005), in-depth interviews usefully (a) give immediacy 

and mutual exploration, focus on investigation of causation (or why individuals or organisations 

act in certain ways), (b) provide data which is otherwise perceived as confidential or sensitive (a 

concern which is particularly prevalent in regard to the study of inter-organisational relations), and 

(c) generate a large amount of data in a relatively short time period and render complete data sets.  

Knowledge generated through interviews provides information on the experience of the 

participants regarding a certain issue (Brinkmann and Kvale 2015). This experience represents two 

important aspects (see Zølner, Rasmussen and Hansen 2007; Brinkmann and Kvale 2015). The 

first aspect involves participants’ observations from places and settings - which could be referred 

to as ‘factual’- which the researcher has not been able to see first-hand. This ‘factual’ data is 

obtained through ‘descriptive’ kind of questions, namely ‘when’, ‘what’ or ‘who’.  These questions 

were asked to encourage the participants to talk about an issue/subject as they had experienced it.  

The second aspect involves participants’ inner perceptions and experiences, in the sense of 

their perception of the social reality and interpretation of such perceptions. These perceptions and 

experiences are acquired through ‘evaluative’ questions, namely ‘how’ and ‘why’. These questions 

demanded the participants to elaborate on their reflections on issues such as their own role, other 

participants’ roles, and internal relations. Examples of questions used to guide the interview can 

be seen in Appendix A.  

In addition, probing was used to generate the follow-up questions which shape participants’ 

responses into useful data. Two specific techniques of probing were employed. The first technique 

is ‘levelling’ (see Orne and Bell 2015) which refers to the technique the researcher used to shift 

participants’ mode of thinking to generate new kinds of information. For example, the participants 

were implicitly asked questions which navigated their opinions to move upwards to narratives and 

experiences and downwards to theorising and mechanisms. This means that the interview guide 

was not strictly used in chronological order. The second technique involves asking agonistic, 

challenging questions which imply disagreement. For instance, the participants were asked to give 

their reflections on a criticism that the THPF is ‘a hub of elite civil society’ in Thailand, or the 

negative effects of the THPF’s funding which leads the funded organisations to be more project-

based and fragmented, spoiling the value of civil society. These questions made the participants 
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defend their statements, generating more information than the researcher would otherwise have 

obtained. 

Indeed, interviewing is a valuable and often the only, way to gain a description of actions 

and events that took place in the past or in which observational access is unavailable. In this sense, 

interviews are a means to gain insights into diverse perspectives related to the inner workings of 

the THPF-NGO partnership, which, in turn, provide the possibility for reaching both the ‘official’ 

account and different viewpoints that infrequently come to the fore. However, it is important to 

note that interview data is merely a description of the observational units, or what the participants 

‘said’ at the experience domain (Maxwell 1992). In CR, there is also a need for the researcher to 

make inferences from the description in order to analyse the social contexts and underlying 

processes and mechanisms, the explanatory unit which is couched in another domain, which 

represent different aspects of a multi-layered social reality within which the participants act. CR-

informed interviews are more than merely appreciating the interpretations of the participants, an 

activity commonly favoured by interpretivists (Smith and Elger 2014). 

To be specific, CR approach to interviewing emphasises the importance of the active, 

investigative, and analytically informed orientation of the researcher/interviewer in generating data 

and participants’ descriptions. As Pawson and Tilley (1997) argue, the interviews should be 

explicitly theory-driven. The subject matter of the interview is ultimately the 

researcher/interviewer’s theories and conceptualisations, which are then confirmed, falsified, 

or/and refined by the participants’ thoughts and actions using their own conceptual basis. This 

suggests that the interviews help connect the research agenda of the researcher to the 

understandings and experiences of the participants. Data collected from the interviews is not 

merely detailed information about the ‘factual’ and the participants’ insights but also hypotheses 

which help to enquire into the relationships among the different causal mechanisms (e.g. modes of 

governance), the contexts in which these mechanisms operated, and the outcomes, whether 

anticipated or unanticipated. 

In practice, a semi-structured interview guide (see Appendix A) was designed and 

structured in four major parts. Part A collected general information on the organisation and the 

interviewee’s experience within it. Part B is specifically focused on the working experience and 

relationship the participants have with their partner organisation(s). Part C is designed for the 

participants to give an assessment of certain hypothesised questions involving influences of the 
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THPF on the funded organisations. Lastly, part D collected the participants’ reflexive opinions of 

the subject being studied. 

The interview guide was pretested in three interviews to increase its validity and 

applicability. These pilot interviews took place in August 2016. Consequently, the original 

interview guideline was revised, shortened, and streamlined in some points. The revised guideline 

was then used with two interviews in December 2016. However, the interviews for the main field 

phase were conducted over an extended period of six months, from March to August 2017. Every 

interview was conducted face-to-face. Over this period, 37 stakeholder semi-structured interviews 

were conducted with THPF staff in different positions, different NGOs under the funding of THPF, 

and relevant stakeholders. In addition, 8 interviews with experts in the academic field were 

conducted to provide supplementary insight on the issues and research challenges. Hence, the total 

number of interview participants is 50 people (see appendix B).  

The interviews lasted between 60 minutes and 90 minutes and were recorded and fully 

transcribed anonymously. This is for reasons of internal validity and reliability and to derive 

verbatim citations which supported accurate data analysis. Receiving ethical approval from the 

Research Ethics Committee of the University of Kent’s School of Social Policy, Sociology, and 

Social Research in October 2016, the research is conditioned to grant anonymity, namely 

pseudonyms, to all participants. Accordingly, no direct connection between the information or 

statements and the participant’s name is presented. It is also noted that the interviews were 

conducted in the Thai language. All citations were translated into English by the researcher. 

Moreover, every participant was first approached personally by the researcher via a face-to-face 

meeting, e-mail or mobile contact with the cover letter and other related documents. The 

documents included the information sheet which consisted of a brief description of the research 

goals and methods, a consent form and the interview schedule. 

The participants in the research were selected through purposeful sampling by seeking out 

people likely to give rich, informative interviews relevant to the study (Morris 2015; Bryman 

2012). Precisely, they were recruited through ‘theoretical sampling’ based on theoretical reasons 

seeking ‘presentedness’, or what is present in the case, rather than representation (Orne and Bell 

2015; Blaikie 2010).  For example, research found that resistance to the funder, at least verbally, 

is common among upper management in NGOs (Ebrahim 2005). The interview is then designed 

to interview senior officers in NGOs which have obtained the THPF’s funding because they tend 
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to show more critical thinking. An interview list of NGO officers was created based on the NGOs 

participating in the public hearings for the Thai Health Promotion Foundation Act (2001) 

amendment in March and April 2017. These events involved key stakeholders of the THPF which 

was a good starting point for contacting relevant stakeholders. Additionally, several more NGOs 

have been added from complementary sources such as the internet and recommendation through 

snowball techniques. Snowball sampling, or relational recruiting, in particular, leverages the social 

networks of the participants to reach people the researcher would not otherwise be in contact with 

(Orne and Bell 2015). As a result, the participants from the NGO sector were at the management 

level of either an organisation or a project.  

Likewise, the participants from the THPF were purposively chosen from the top of the 

organisation, namely executive staff and the board members, and relevant key stakeholders. The 

THPF is a public organisation with a relatively flat hierarchical command chain. The CEO and the 

directors of sections are responsible for the management and the governance of the office. They 

all have experience of working with NGO partners and are involved with funding issues so they 

can provide data at both the strategic level and operational level. The participant recruitment 

network is illustrated in Appendix D. 

Although the interviews support the research in terms of providing rich and in-depth 

insights of the participants, they have limitations. The participants commonly attempt to provide 

what they ‘think’ is an accurate portrayal of events (Rubin and Rubin 2012). This is the ability of 

the participants to construct a social ‘reality’ which is usually hard or impossible, to check (Morris 

2015). Other techniques are thus needed to help verify, if possible, the interview data. 

 

3.3.2 Supplementary methods 

Document research as a secondary method was carried out in order to access data which 

could not be gained through interviews or required further clarification with the hope that it may 

allow any other unforeseen content to come forth (Bryman 2012). Also, it was used to deal with 

the inadequacy of interviews with the board members of the THPF. Not many interviews were 

conducted with the board members because most of them were difficult-to-reach, higher-up 

politicians or bureaucrats, who are political appointees and are not normally much involved with 

the THPF’s operation and relationship with the NGOs. 
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In general, key information from the THPF is well-documented while that of NGOs is 

poorly-documented and less publicly available. This is because the THPF is a public agency bound 

to officially produce official documents while the NGOs are non-state agencies which may or may 

not publish their organisational documents. Also, there is a serious lack of detailed information, 

both statistical and descriptive, about the size and the scope of the NGO sector. Government 

reports relating to NGOs necessarily reflect the state’s representation and bias (e.g. The Secretariat 

of the Senate 2003).  

Analysed archival data include the THPF and its partners’ websites, annual reports, 

minutes of meetings and other relevant publications. Among them, the minutes of the THPF’s 

board meetings and annual reports are particularly interesting and useful. Firstly, analysing the 

minutes helped complement the data analysis on the decision-making and the governance level of 

the organisation. Originally, the minutes of meetings between November 2003 and November 

2006, and December 2008 and December 2011 were requested by the researcher. Many THPF 

staff and NGOs claimed that at those times they were governed by governments that were friendly 

to civil society and the THPF, and actively supported social policies and programmes. However, 

access to the records required permission from the THPF. The researcher was asked to provide 

several important documents related to his identity and status as a researcher and the research 

description in order to obtain permission to access them. It turned out that he was only granted 

access to the minutes between November 2003 and November 2006. The permitted minutes were 

also censored, mostly in parts concerning the exact cost of a proposed project and the amount of 

granting to politically sensitive projects. This does not considerably affect the research because 

the figures for granted projects are not the main enquiry of the thesis. Secondly, examining the 

annual reports provided data on what the THPF has stated as an organisation. It also helped 

generate the data on how the THPF operates and interacts with its funded organisations. 

 Apart from the document research, participant observation was also used as a 

supplementary technique, which helped the researcher to familiarise himself with the issues under 

investigation, to make connections and networks benefiting the fieldwork, and to grasp how the 

participants communicate with each other (Bryman 2012). Throughout the fieldwork period, the 

researcher had the opportunity to observe the operations and the activities of different sections of 

the THPF. For example, the researcher ‘officially’ attended events, such as the ‘Sharing for Health’ 

forums, the ‘Presenting, Sharing, and Networking’ forums, and the ‘Thai  Health Talk’ (a 
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considerable event to celebrate the 15 year anniversary of the THPF). These events were organised 

by the Partnership and International Relations Section (PIRS), a main unit of the THPF dealing 

with networking and capacity building of the granted organisations.  

Importantly, the researcher participated in the public hearings for the 2001 THPF Act 

amendment held by the government in March and April 2017. The events allowed the researcher 

to make contact with and continue to observe the ‘Thai Health Promotion Movement’ (THPM): a 

loose movement founded in 2016 consisting of several key NGOs and activists, both within and 

outside the area of health, which aims to develop a health promotion system, health watch policies 

and to advocate the function of the THPF. The meetings and forums of some granted NGOs were 

also observed. For instance, the researcher contributed to NGO events organised by the ‘Capacity-

building Programme for Leadership for Change and Social-Health Justice (Roottogether)’, such as 

the ‘lesson summaries and directions for civil society movement’ forum. The events were critical 

as they generated discussions about the future challenges of the NGO sector and civil society in 

Thailand (see Ungkultassaneeyarat 2017).  

  

 3.3.3 Data analysis 

 Many CR researchers actively used a grounded theory approach to data coding and analysis 

(see Yeung 1997; Oliver 2012; Kempster and Parry 2014). Nonetheless, this study follows Fletcher 

(2017) in taking the position that this approach is not ideal for a CR study and not suited to this 

research. Two major reasons can be provided. Firstly, grounded theory avoids active involvement 

with existing theory during the analysis process. Grounded theory conducts coding to gradually 

develop theories grounded in the data, rather than in theories and concepts derived from elsewhere 

(Corbin and Strauss 2008). CR instead emphasises that ‘active thought experimentation is needed 

before research even begins’ (Hart, New and Freeman 2004, p. 166). This leads to the theory-led 

data processing ‘to find the best explanation of reality through engagement with existing (fallible) 

theories about that reality’ (Fletcher 2017, p. 186). Secondly, grounded theory is principally 

inductive in terms of inferential processes while CR is retroductive. In other words, grounded 

theory is more data-driven while CR involves a more theory- and researcher-driven analytical 

process. 

Given the nature of the data collected in which the ordering and exact wording of the 

answers as well as the questions themselves differ between participants, the thesis adopted a 
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thematic analysis (Orne and Bell 2015; Ritchie, Spencer, O’Cornor 2003) as the strategy of 

analysing data which has the capacity to support the creation of explanatory accounts based on 

empirical data. Searching for themes or codes, in CR, is to look for ‘demi-regularities’, or the 

tendencies of entities and patterns at the empirical level of reality (Fletcher 2013, 2017). It is ‘demi’ 

because CR believes in the open system of the social world where any number of occurrences and 

events often overlap and interact (Brown, Fleetwood and Roberts 2002; Sayer 2010). In such a 

system, absolute, law-like regularities are barely possible. 

 In practice, the interview transcripts were read several times in order for the researcher to 

understand what tendencies or themes/codes were emerging (Silverman 2014). A number of initial 

codes drew on the author’s research agenda mainly inspired by the relevant literature which was 

then supplemented by other codes which emerged from the interview data. In other words, these 

codes were eliminated, changed, and supplemented during the process until every interview 

transcript was coded. This way of generating codes allowed the researcher to avoid the 

preconceptions the researcher had which could distort the interpretation of the data (Fletcher 

2017). For example, there were several important codes which particularly indicated the CR’s 

ideas of emergence, layered reality, and structure-agency, such as ‘network’, ‘relationship’, 

‘funding/granting’, ‘identity’, ‘power/authority’, ‘transformation/change’.  Several codes, such as 

‘governance/governing’, ‘civil society’, ‘NGO’, ‘tri-power strategy’, ‘proactive granting’, 

‘innovation’, and ‘partnership’ were employed to analyse how the THPF metagoverns its NGO 

partners. Other codes including ‘policy advocacy’, ‘professionalisation/professionalism’, 

‘bureaucracy’, ‘project-based’, and ‘accountability’ were developed and used to analyse 

NGOisation. Overall, there were 25 codes. Table 3.1 shows each code used and examples of their 

empirical links. NVivo (version 11) computer software was used to support the categorising and 

coding of data. 

These codes were connected together with other relevant materials at the end of the coding 

stage to identify the various structures, agents, and underlying mechanisms building the relations 

between the THPF and the funded NGOs and the processes driving NGOisation. In other words, 

the data analysis was guided by the following questions in reading the transcripts: what types of 

relationship are established between the THPF and the NGOs? What mechanisms are at play? 

What pattern, if any, is emerging? Who is positioned and perceived as passive, dependent or active, 
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independent? What is implied and what is not said? What consequences do they lead to? To what 

extent are they generating the NGOisation of civil society? 

 
Table 3.1 Codes and their links to empirical data 

Codes Examples of empirical link 
Accountability In a positive way… the THPF made us accountable to the accountability 

system. The Thai NGO sector so far has, frankly speaking, no such system. 
If there is one, it’s weak. Some might not want to receive grants from the 
THPF because they are afraid of being investigated. The point is that this is 
making the NGOs become more professionalised. NGOs must be transparent 
and accountable (Mr Jet, interview). 

Bureaucracy THPF financial regulation, especially the part that requires an external 
auditor, is new to us [NGOs]. This matter might be normal for business 
organisations but for NGOs it is not. Auditing social development projects 
creates difficulties [for NGOs]. It takes time to adapt [to the system]. The 
regulations are also stricter than ones of bureaucracy… For example, we 
need to submit the original receipts for things or services [bought for running 
the project] (Mr Tan, interview). 

Civil society In fact, civil society organisations should be created easily and terminated 
easily as well. If they achieve their missions, they can disappear (Mr Pun, 
interview). 

Community Many NGO workers are thinking that they have done well at community 
work, solving local problems, and fighting for ordinary people. Anyway, that 
era has changed (Dr Luke, interview). 

Development The THPF has helped expand the boundaries of social and development 
enterprises by framing them as relevant to daily life. The work entailed is 
made to become seen as helping oneself, not only others. The enterprise is 
everyone’s business. People at any level started to perceive the social issues 
as their own health issues… Social and development work has become 
diversified (Ms Cat, interview). 

Funding/granting For foreign funders, when they decided to grant, they just granted. They 
didn’t have any interventions after that, but there might have been some 
conditions… They didn’t ask us to write a proposal in order to check whether 
the ideas proposed matched their ideas. They didn’t expect what we should 
do… [Instead,] the way the THPF uses [the strategic framework] is to guide 
the course of what we do by setting the strategic framework and policy 
priority for the funded organisations. Sometimes it becomes involved in the 
activities. Moreover, the THPF has implemented many stricter rules into the 
project review process (Mr Wan, interview). 

Governance/governing The process [of the THPF] in terms of feedback management, maybe, should 
be better than this. This is difficult to say… When I first began to work with 
the THPF, the process of drafting three-year plans was designed by boards 
and committees. The meeting was run by the inner circle [of the THPF]. 
Recently, I’ve invited hundreds of partners. They’re happy for the 
participation. We got new, interesting views. Even so, the process did not 
cover the broader public. We are not there yet… I can’t say that the others 
did the same way I did. Yet, my section is rather more advanced than the 
other sections (Dr Pan, interview). 

Health/well-being The THPF has shifted from the curative approach to health toward the 
preventive approach by making health became the shared responsibility of 
all people. Health for the THPF refers to ‘well-being’ involving everyone in 
the society and having much deeper social roots (Board of Governance 2005, 
2 March, item 4.1). 
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Identity My organisation and I have been working before the THPF was created. So 
the THPF recognises what our identity is and supports us in our direction. 
This is a good point. Yet, I don’t know how the ones founded after the THPF 
will get the support like us unless they build their own identity first (Mr Jet, 
interview). 

Innovation The THPF can be considered as an innovation for civil society because it has 
more than money. It also develops our work and skills… (Mr Pun, 
interview). 

Lobbying The THPF has emphasised the lobbying strategy [through getting into 
contact and having informal conversations with the authorities] because the 
state and the government are authoritative. If we often run external advocacy 
[including public protest and mass mobilisation], the government is surely 
not happy. We will only increase our chance to get attacked (Dr Top, 
interview). 

Movement By adopting the Ottawa Charter, the THPF envisions that the promotion of 
health is not to provide a service by professional health workers but to make 
a change through social movements (Board of Governance 2005, 2 March, 
item 4.1). 

Negotiation/resistance We don’t comply with every suggestion the THPF has made. Recently, I 
disputed with the THPF over withholding tax on wages. What the THPF 
suggested was contradictory to my organisation’s policy. If we had complied 
with the THPF, we would have broken the rules. I made it clear to the THPF 
that we still wanted to do as we have always done… (Ms May, interview) 

Network the THPF is supposed to stay in the original design, that is, to be clever 
enough to know that what to do to enable the changes and how to do it. Some 
changes need money. Others may need knowledge and networks… It is a 
matter of strategy that the THPF should employ different tools, engage with 
different types of actors, to make different changes (Dr Sor, interview). 

NGO Each colour of NGOs has pros and cons. The THPF must properly interact 
with them. With the dark brown, we need to be careful or sometimes avoid 
them when the opponent is the government. The THPF anyway is a state 
agency. We asked our NGOs working in ‘hot’ issues not to show the THPF 
logo, wear THPF jackets and so on. This isn’t only to protect the THPF but 
the NGOs themselves. The government might not be able to deal any hard 
measures with the funded organisations or individuals but it can suppress the 
THPF, the funder… If the government sees the connection between us and 
them, and it can’t deal with the NGOs directly, the government comes to us. 
The NGOs will be worse off in the end (Dr Korn, interview). 

Partnership the way we work as ‘pakee’ [partnership/partner], the term has become 
influential because of the THPF. It was spread to the public… (Mr Pun, 
interview). 

Policy advocacy To advocate policies is to get in contact with the political or policy 
authorities, talk to them with a good manner. We can’t go and order them to 
stop doing anything we don’t like… In politics, negotiation is important. 
They always ask us ‘why should I believe you?’ We need to convince them 
with evidence and rhetoric. I’m trying to create an expertise in advocacy 
[lobby] but it’s so hard (Dr Top, interview). 

Politics/political The THPF is extremely sensitive and defensive on issues such as rights, 
environments, etc. which represent the contemporary peoples movement. 
The THPF is rather happy to work with alcohol and tobacco reduction… I’ve 
faced an unexplained freeze of a project involving human rights literacy 
which challenged the government. The THPF was afraid that the project 
might cause harm. Although the project resumed later, I think this was not 
right. The THPF should indeed execute ‘health’ beyond physical 
dimensions, to cover social and environmental determinants as it always 
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claims. Civil society cannot limit itself to only alcohol and tobacco control 
(Ms Peach, interview). 

Power/authority I told my colleagues that I would take care of it. I started the centralisation 
strategy to gain authority over management. Every decision then was pooled 
into the centre… This centralised strategy is believed to provide coherent 
direction, efficiency and secure time. When things ended, the management 
resumed to the normal (Mr Heat, interview). 

Proactive granting If we emphasise outcomes, the proactive grant can yield more results than 
the open grant. Partners in the proactive scheme are the strategic partners 
such as alcohol and tobacco control movements. They’ve operated for some 
time to know how to make the work successful. Proactive schemes deal with 
ones who can work continuously and advocate policy (Dr Luke, interview). 

Professionalisation/professionalism In a positive way… the THPF made us accountable to the accountability 
system. The Thai NGO sector so far has, frankly speaking, no such system. 
If there is one, it’s weak. Some might not want to receive grants from the 
THPF because they are afraid of being investigated. The point is that this is 
making the NGOs become more professionalised. NGOs must be transparent 
and accountable (Mr Jet, interview). 

Project-based we’re granted less… we’re questioned [by the government and the board] on 
how long we will ask for THPF money. They asked the question with a 
project-based mentality and wanted the clear starting and finishing points. 
Yet, we think with process-based mentality. Work should also empower both 
the people and their thinking. The mentalities [between us and them] are 
different… By thinking in terms of project-based, concentrating on 
indicators, the sustainability [of the activities and works] is reduced (Mr Tan, 
interview). 

Relationship As Buddhist teaching says about interdependence, the NGO is a part of the 
THPF and the THPF is a part of the NGO (Dr Pan, interview). 

Transformation/change We’re only a small NGO, overlooked by the state. How is it possible for us 
to change a policy which some ministries are still unable to change? Is this 
underpaid work? You [the THPF] gave me a few million Baht while the 
public budget for public agencies is a thousand billion Baht, and they still 
cannot change a policy (Ms Jeep, interview). 

Tri-power strategy/Triangle that 
moves the mountain 

The ultimate goal of the Triangle… is mutual learning. Making policy 
change without learning isn’t right. Lobbying is not the goal… The Triangle 
does not suggest the lobbying of authorities… Those working with the THPF 
often assume that in order to make a policy change, they need to use lobbying 
(Dr Rat, interview). 

 

3.4 Reflexivity and research challenges 

 

 3.4.1 Research reflexivity 

Being ‘reflexive’ is to acknowledge that the researcher and the participants are part of the 

social world under investigation (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007). It is to acknowledge the 

inevitable injection of (frequently unexamined) motives, beliefs, personal characteristics, and 

theories of the researcher into the research process on the outcomes (Blaikie 2010; O’Mahoney 

and Vincent 2014; Maxwell 2012).  




