
A crisis creates malleability, a moment of opportunity to introduce new ideas and 
to bring changes to the global system, a more propitious set of circumstances for 
beginning to advance or at least formulate some genuinely interesting proposals, 
which will have a much more positive reception among global leaders and others 
than would be the case in more normal times. 

(Malloch-Brown 2009)

Both the emergency rescue effort that saved lives in the aftermath of the 
Wenchuan earthquake and the reconstruction campaign that took place 
afterward on the ruins were systematic and highly complex projects that 

were swiftly implemented. They required close and well-coordinated attention 
to myriad issues, including agenda setting, capacity building, resource mobili-
zation, and policy implementation. Further, the examples of past responses to 
such large-scale disasters have taught us that such projects cannot rely merely 
on the capacity and wisdom of the government; the private sector, volunteers, 
and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) also have an important role to 
play.1

As discussed in the introduction, China’s emergency management sys-
tem, like most public policy systems, is dominated by a top-down scheme. 
The government plays a central part in the process, whereas regular citizens 
and NGOs are rarely involved. However, following the devastation of the 
Wenchuan earthquake, a large number of volunteers, NGOs, corporations, 
and media organizations eagerly offered an outpouring of help in the form of 
their time, money, and material supplies, and they were all willing to do their 
part in helping to relieve the pain experienced in the aftermath of the disas-
ter and in contributing to the reconstruction campaign. In fact, 2008 became 

 1 Third sector, nonprofit organizations, public welfare organizations, and social organizations essentially 
mean the same thing as NGOs. In order to highlight the interaction patterns between these 
organizations and the government, they are uniformly referred to in this chapter as NGOs.
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known as the beginning of China’s era of “civil society” and “civilian volun-
teer activities” (Xu 2008). Amid the tragedy and chaos of the huge earth-
quake, a modern civil society was born in chronically disaster-afflicted China 
(He 2009).

The growing role of NGOs in disaster management was promoted by the 
government in the official Wenchuan recovery and reconstruction plan, in 
which the principle of Chuàngxīn jīzhì xiézuò gòngjiàn— which roughly trans-
lates to “establishing a mechanism to integrate government, the private sec-
tor, NGOs and the public to cooperate in the recovery”— is central. The plan 
formally identified NGOs as key partners in the response and reconstruc-
tion efforts. Although NGOs supported nearly every area of disaster relief 
and recovery, including medical aid, finance management, technical exper-
tise, and knowledge provision (Guo 2012), their primary role was to supple-
ment the public service delivery system, so the growth in the operational space 
and role of NGOs following the Wenchuan earthquake was mainly within 
this domain.

Unfortunately, the participation of NGOs in disaster management fol-
lowing the Wenchuan earthquake also resulted in some unintended negative 
consequences. For example, a lack of professional capacity and poor communi-
cation with the local people and local governments, as well as an absence of an 
effective platform for information sharing and collaboration between NGOs 
and local stakeholders, discouraged local populations from participating with 
NGOs in the future (Zhang and Yu 2009). A major question related to this 
issue is how the outsider status of these NGOs complicated their efforts and 
whether more emphasis should be put on improving the local grassroots capac-
ity within Sichuan.

International disaster management experience has shown that disasters 
tend to trigger three major changes related to the role of NGOs in society, 
including increasing their capacity and level of participation, improving pub-
lic attitudes toward NGOs, and enhancing policies related to NGOs. A typ-
ical case is the Hyogoken-Nanbu earthquake that hit the city of Kobe, Japan, 
in 1995. After the earthquake struck, more than 1.35 million volunteers 
swarmed into the affected zone to offer assistance. More significantly, a large 
number of new NGOs blossomed following the disaster, with an efficient col-
laborative relationship also forming among relevant organizations. In general, 
most NGOs established in the aftermath of past disasters help to pave the 
way for a broader role for NGOs in general (Li 2009). For example, because of 
the impressive performance of Japanese NGOs during the earthquake rescue 
and relief efforts, the public started to show great appreciation for NGOs as a 
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whole. Riding on this momentum, in 1998 Japan passed the Law to Promote 
Specified Nonprofit Activities, which rendered the relevant institutional envi-
ronment more conducive to the development of the Japanese civil society 
(Zhang and Yu 2009).

However, the development of proposals into actual institutional reform is 
a complex, long-term, and dynamic process. Which factors actually give rise to 
opportunities for NGO participation? Can sustainable institutional changes 
be effected? To answer these questions, we used a multiple streams framework 
to conduct in-depth research on and analysis of the central government, local 
governments, and NGOs based on collaborative surveys. The aim is to explore 
the drivers of social innovation and also to probe the long-term impact associ-
ated with these changes.

Literature Overview: Responses to Huge Disasters 
and Cross-Sector Collaboration
In analyzing the impact of natural disasters on society, we have found the “cri-
sis approach” identified by Boin and ’t Hart (2007), which emphasizes the 
perception of an urgent threat to a way of life or set of values, helpful. This 
approach is useful because even when responses to natural disasters or major 
force events are consensus based and emphasize cooperation, conflicts may 
emerge because of differences in the relevant state or social institutions 
involved and how they respond to disasters. It’s not hard to perceive the afore-
mentioned situation as an opportunity for structural change (Cuny 1983). 
The case of Hurricane Katrina vividly demonstrates how, aggravated by low 
government efficiency and severe social inequality, a somewhat ordinary nat-
ural disaster can turn into an appalling social catastrophe (Hartman and 
Squires 2006).

The inherent characteristics of the disasters themselves usually determine 
the scope and complexity of the response. W. L. Waugh (1994) points out that 
the first-response efforts would determine the success or failure of the whole 
response operation and also enable the prediction of the entire cost incurred 
during the recovery.

The appropriate party to lead the rescue or relief efforts has been a topic 
for heated debate in both academic circles and in actual practice. Academic 
research tends to focus on the coordination measures and interactions 
employed by government systems. Clary (1985) points out that emergency 
management in the United States attaches special importance to the func-
tions of localities and their role as first responders during disaster. However, 
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government bodies at the county and city level are expected to shoulder the 
direct responsibility of emergency management, while government bodies at 
the state and federal level come into the picture only in the event of extenuat-
ing circumstances that exceed local disaster management capacity and which 
are predetermined by existing disaster management policy.

Japan has a well-developed and meticulously designed coordination mech-
anism for emergency response, the most defining feature of which is a tailor- 
made emergency management approach; that is, different emergency response 
agencies and operational mechanisms have been established to address differ-
ent types of disasters (Wu 2005). Russia, by contrast, relies more on the power 
of the president and the Security Council of the Russian Federation to con-
duct its emergency management procedures.

Hurricane Katrina, which hit the United States in 2005, has caused peo-
ple to question the prevailing model of emergency management. The federal 
government proved excruciatingly slow in its response to the hurricane, with 
its government-centered crisis management system nearly paralyzed by the 
disaster. This has prompted people to shift the focus of research to multiparty 
collaboration. As an important disaster response actor in the event of market 
failures and government failures, NGOs’ participation in emergency response 
efforts has been attracting more and more attention.

Kapucu (2005) proposes the concept of “interorganizational networks,” 
using the Dynamic Network Theory and the Complex Adaptive Systems 
Theory to shed light on the importance of an interorganizational network 
among government, private sector, and NGO actors. This type of network 
serves to maximize emergency management’s efficiency. In responding to 
complicated social problems such as those caused by major natural disasters, 
we are always beset with a series of difficult situations ranging from govern-
ment failure to market failure to a lack of volunteers. It is at moments like 
these that cross-sector collaborations— that is, collaborations that involve 
some combination of public, private, or civil-society actors— are expected to 
break down the ever-eroding borders between different types of organizations 
to arrive at optimal solutions.

This kind of interorganizational collaboration implies the formation of a 
networked and dynamic public management framework involving multiple 
parties such as government agencies, the private sector, and NGOs, as well 
as communities (Bryson, Crosby, and Stone 2006). Simo and Bies (2007) 
apply the cross-sector collaborative framework proposed by Crosby to the 
field of disaster response. They use empirical research related to Hurricane 
Katrina and Hurricane Rita to assert that the establishment of a cross-sector 

72 Chapter 4



collaborative framework— comprising NGOs and other parties involved in 
disaster response— can help realize public values and prevent failures to which 
agencies working alone are typically prone. In fact, this measure has also 
proved exceptionally effective in addressing the severe lack of public services 
typical in the post-disaster phase.

China is a disaster-prone country, with more than 70 percent of its cit-
ies and more than 50 percent of its population distributed in areas vulnera-
ble to meteorological, seismic, geological, or oceanographic disasters (China, 
Ministry of Civil Affairs, Department of Disaster Relief 2008). Disaster 
response has always been an important part of the country’s national public 
governance system. However, because China’s bureaucratic assessment sys-
tem has traditionally measured performance according to short-term goals, its 
disaster management posture has been fairly shortsighted, and policymakers 
tended to place more emphasis on rescue and relief efforts. Especially during 
China’s recent rapid economic growth, the losses caused by disasters typically 
have not seriously compromised its fast-growing economy.

In the past, top-down political mobilization and post-disaster centralized 
command served as the nation’s main coping mechanism. In the meantime, 
bottom-up social organizational capability failed to materialize in China. As 
a result, the local governments lacked initiative, and civil society was virtually 
nonexistent, leading to a paradigm in which the central government served as 
the main actor in emergency response.

China’s response to SARS (severe acute respiratory syndrome) in 2003 
marked an important turning point in China’s disaster management history 
as the whole of Chinese society began to realize the government’s limited 
ability to manage public crises. As an overall planner and allocator of public 
resources, the government is not omnipotent; it needs to establish new govern-
ing structures in consideration of the definition, characteristics, phases, moti-
vating factors and status of modern crisis management (Xue and Zhang 2003). 
Effective crisis management requires the government to consolidate its forces 
at all levels, including those of social organizations, and also to mobilize all 
kinds of social resources (Zhang 2003).

NGOs can play an important role in mobilizing and allocating social 
resources during the response to a crisis. However, the underdeveloped nature 
of China’s NGOs and low level of participation in them seriously undermine 
their functionality (Deng 2003). China should pay more attention to cultivat-
ing and developing social forces during crisis responses (Mao 2003).

To this end, the country unveiled in recent years a series of laws and reg-
ulations containing stipulations that explicitly encourage the participation 
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of NGOs or volunteers. For instance, the Emergency Response Law of the 
People’s Republic of China stipulates that “citizens, legal persons and other 
organizations shall be obligated to participate in responding to emergen-
cies”; and “the State encourages citizens, legal persons and other organiza-
tions to provide materials, funds and technical support and make donations 
to the people’s governments for the work needed in responding to emergencies” 
(China, Standing Committee of the 10th National People’s Congress 2007).

The National Emergency Relief Plan on Natural Disaster also explicitly 
points out that “in terms of working principles, such diverse parties as citi-
zens, grassroots self-governing organizations and social welfare groups shall be 
allowed to play their respective roles”; “due efforts shall be made to cultivate 
and develop NGOs and volunteer teams, whose roles shall also be brought 
into full play”; “the civil affairs departments at the provincial, prefecture and 
city levels shall organize professional training sessions at least once annually 
for county-level and township-level civil affair assistants; and shall also orga-
nize training programs on an irregular basis for responsible officials of rele-
vant government agencies, all kinds of professional emergency rescue teams, 
NGOs and volunteers” (NCDR 2006).

The Overall National Public Emergency Contingency Plan also explic-
itly proposes that “all kinds of social forces including social groups, business 
enterprises, public service institutions and volunteers shall be encouraged to 
participate in emergency rescue work” (China, State Council 2005). However, 
previous social participation has unfortunately been heavily dictated by gov-
ernmental connections, resulting in not just limited participation but also an 
inordinate representation of NGOs possessing ties to the government.

The development of NGOs in China before the Wenchuan earthquake 
struck can be measured by their effectiveness in public service provision and 
their social autonomy. Regarding service provision, the government remained 
the main provider of public products, while NGOs gradually wedged their 
way onto the scene and started to demonstrate their strengths, which included 
growing professionalism, specialization, and agility. Nevertheless, NGOs 
cannot compare to the government in terms of both power and scale. As 
independent entities committed to social autonomy, NGOs are also found 
to be ineffective in public policy advocacy. In this respect, their true poten-
tial to catch up with the government in their capacity as independent entities 
remains to be fully tapped (Zhang and Yu 2009).

Table 4.1 lists NGOs’ roles in massive disasters in China prior to the 
Wenchuan earthquake. 
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TAbLE 4.1 NGOs’ disaster response prior to the Wenchuan earthquake 

Event Level of NGO Participation Characteristics 

1976 tangshan 
 earthquake 

nGos did not participate, and interna-
tional aid was also rejected. 

a government-led, civil-mobilization- 
based response 

1998 Yangtze river 
floods

the red Cross society of China partici-
pated fully in the rescue and relief work 
and accepted rMB 323.27 million’s 
worth of international aid and rMB 670 
million’s worth of domestic donations 
of funds and goods. More than 9,000 
medical volunteer teams were sent to 
the affected areas, in collaboration with 
public health authorities at all levels, 
to carry out quarantine measures and 
disease prevention. 

a disaster response in which only a small 
number of nGos, predominantly GonGos, 
participated 

2003 sars outbreak the China Charity Federation, the China 
association of social Workers, the red 
Cross society of China, and the China 
Women’s Development Foundation 
jointly advocated that aid be given to 
frontline medical workers and impov-
erished relatives of patients. What is 
noteworthy is that some grassroots 
organizations such as centers of social 
work facilitators also spearheaded ini-
tiatives aimed at helping vagrant chil-
dren and migrant construction workers 
fend off sars. some volunteers also 
participated on their own initiative. 

nGos, though still predominantly GonGos, 
started to get involved in a limited manner, 
with grassroots nGos also participating to 
some extent. however, because of a lack 
of organizational methods beyond govern-
ment sponsorship, the scale and level of 
donations by corporations and individuals 
and the participation of volunteers were 
far from ideal. (the government desig-
nated the red Cross society of China and 
the China Charity Federation as the main 
channels for receiving donations.)

2008 Chinese winter 
storms

in addition to some traditional GonGos 
such as the red Cross society of 
China, the China Foundation for pov-
erty alleviation, and the China Charity 
Federation, some grassroots nGos also 
started to play an active role in disaster 
response processes. For instance, eight 
Guizhou-based nGos, including the 
Guizhou institute of highland Devel-
opment, formed the Guizhou volunteer 
rescue team, in which the Jet li one 
Foundation project swiftly invested 
rMB 950,000, and certain international 
nGos, including World vision, also 
carried out relief work in Jinxiu Yao 
autonomous County. 

nGos started to play a significant role 
in disaster response, with a multiparty 
response model also developing. however, 
the scale and effect of participation re-
mained limited. 

Source: Zhang (2015).
Note: GonGo = government-organized nongovernmental organization. 
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What factors are likely to provide opportunities for NGO participation 
and thereby facilitate cross-sector collaborations in responding to disasters? 
The cross-sector collaboration framework for post-disaster response was sig-
nificantly improved by Gloria Simo and Angela L. Bies (2007). Simo and Bies 
identify how cross-sector collaboration during extreme events contributes cru-
cial elements to a successful response process. These crucial elements include 
organizational capacity and individual and prosocial behaviors. However, the 
Simo and Bies conceptualization fails to delineate the dynamic aspects of the 
process, including the extent to which institutional actors are shaped by their 
experience with the collaboration mechanism. This mechanism represents 
an important factor in determining whether or not relevant disaster response 
mechanisms can be sustained and institutionalized.

In exploring this issue, an evaluation of the disaster response work follow-
ing the Wenchuan earthquake might be instructive. The Wenchuan crisis is 
significant not only because it influenced changes in strategies for coping with 
disaster but also because it serves as a reminder of the important role played by 
NGOs and the new paradigm for collaboration between the government and 
NGOs. Effective crisis management requires collaborative partnerships to be 
formed among the government, civil society, corporations, the international 
community, and international organizations (Zhang 2003).

This chapter presents a panoramic review of the heightened participation 
by volunteers, NGOs, and other civil society members during the Wenchuan 
earthquake response. It also seeks to outline how the model for post-disaster 
collaboration between NGOs and local governments— a model based on the 
changing state-society dynamic— has evolved (Teets 2009). Examining this 
model illuminates how an opening has emerged for collaborations among the 
public, private, and civil society sectors in the post-disaster phase. In addition, 
the chapter sets out to identify and discuss those influences that led to the 
cross-sector collaboration mechanism being institutionalized.

Research Methods and Data Sources
Thrust into a leadership role, or voluntarily playing such a role, to fill in 
the gaps in available services caused by local, state, and federal administra-
tive failures, nonprofit organizations frequently respond to crises by form-
ing or engaging in collaborative activities. This approach is by no means new 
(Agranoff and Pattakos 1979), but it is groundbreaking and of great signifi-
cance as far as China’s institutional environment is concerned.
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This chapter reviews the cross-sector collaboration paradigm formed in the 
aftermath of the Wenchuan earthquake and analyzes the trajectory of changes 
in the behaviors of major actors such as the central government, local govern-
ments, and NGOs. A multiple-streams framework of public policy processes 
is employed to explore the institutional causes of such a window of opportu-
nity’s emergence. This approach will help shed light on the factors that influ-
ence the changes in cross-sector collaboration mechanisms.

The data come primarily from on-site observations, analysis of available lit-
erature and research, structured interviews, and large-sample questionnaire 
surveys the author and his research team have conducted in areas affected by 
the Sichuan earthquake since 2008. In 2012 we conducted two tracking sur-
veys on NGO participation. The first one was conducted on 263 NGOs that 
participated in the earthquake rescue and relief work in 2008: the service 
entry information for 129 were studied, and 74 of these NGOs were selected 
for organized structured interviews.

The second survey was conducted in 2009 and focused on the partici-
pation of NGOs in reconstruction campaigns in affected areas. This sur-
vey included 28 NGOs (20 Chinese-mainland-based NGOs; 4 Hong Kong/
Macao/Taiwan-based NGOs; 3 international NGOs; and 1 collaboratively 
established organization) and involved interviews with the heads of these 
organizations. Given the informal and poorly monitored nature of NGO par-
ticipation, the first stage of participant selection was simply based on involv-
ing as many NGOs as possible. In the meantime, we also consulted with or 
conducted interviews with relevant policymakers in the central government 
and the leading cadres within relevant local governments.

This chapter also uses the data of the “Survey on the Needs of Residents 
during the Reconstruction Campaign Following the Sichuan Wenchuan 
Earthquake” (2010) conducted by the School of Social Development and 
Public Policy of Beijing Normal University. The survey adopted a strati-
fied sampling method, with sampling conducted on earthquake-affected 
residents in the Mianyang area at four levels: the county/city level, town-
ship level, village level, and household level. The subjects sampled at each 
level were first ranked based on economic status, and then an equal num-
ber of samples were selected among subjects of high economic standing, sub-
jects of medium economic standing, and subjects of low economic standing. 
Finally, a total of 733 affected residents were surveyed, yielding 730 effec-
tive subjects, 68.4 percent of whom were male and 31.6 percent of whom 
were female.
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Panoramic Review: Cross-Sector Collaborations in 
Response to the Wenchuan Earthquake
Autonomous social participation reached its peak following the Wenchuan 
earthquake. Take donations for instance: survey results indicate that a total of 
RMB 107.05 billion was received (including monetary and in-kind donations) 
in 2008, registering an annual growth rate of 515 percent over 2007 (for a dif-
ferent assessment of donation amounts that uses government statistics, see 
Figure 4.1). The first volunteers who entered the earthquake-affected zone to 
offer help (on May 13 and 14, 2008) were mainly self-initiated/self-organized 
volunteers (Tan 2008). (Note that the “volunteers” mentioned herein are both 
registered members of all types of NGOs/volunteer groups and self-organized/
self-initiated volunteers.) According to the Sichuan Provincial Civil Affairs 
Department, more than 150,000 volunteers from within the province either 
directly participated in rescue and relief work or provided services to armed 
forces engaged in disaster relief as well as to earthquake victims (Bian, Wang, 
and Wang 2011).

The number of volunteers who set out to help with rescue and relief work 
in the zone affected by the Sichuan earthquake totaled 1.3 million (Deng 
2009). The Working Committee of Volunteers of the China Association of 
Social Workers estimate that, in areas outside of the earthquake-affected zone, 
the number of volunteers participating in boosting Wenchuan earthquake 
awareness, raising donations, and moving earthquake relief materials exceeded 
10 million. The value of the services provided by all volunteers is estimated 
to have reached a whopping RMB 16.5 billion (China Charity and Donation 
Information Center 2008).

In responding to one of the most destructive natural disasters in China 
and one of the world’s most devastating disasters in recent years, volunteers 
and local quake victims played a significant role. More than 87,000 people 
were rescued from the earthquake, some 70,000 of whom were self-rescued or 
mutually rescued (Qu 2007).

During the period of heightened social participation following the 
Sichuan earthquake, NGOs became an important resource facilitator bind-
ing together all relevant parties, and they also directly promoted the for-
mation of a post-disaster cross-sector collaborative paradigm between the 
government and society as a whole. The sections that follow describe the 
work conducted by NGOs and the roles they played during the Wenchuan 
earthquake’s emergency rescue phase, as well as during the post-earthquake 
reconstruction phase.
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Emergency Rescue Phase

According to the Sichuan Provincial Civil Affairs Department, after the 
May 12 Wenchuan earthquake occurred, more than 6,000 nonprofit orga-
nizations from within the province participated directly or indirectly in the 
rescue and relief work. Of these, 2,456 nonprofit organizations directly par-
ticipated in rescue and relief work, providing services to armed forces person-
nel engaged in disaster relief as well as aid to earthquake victims. More than 
5,600 nonprofit organizations issued calls for disaster relief donations and 
raised a total of RMB 2.62 billion in cash and RMB 1.66 billion in supplies. 
More than 300 nonprofit organizations also participated in the first-responder 
relief task forces that went to the affected areas to save lives, treat the injured, 
evacuate victims, and transport aid supplies. They helped rescue or treat more 
than 170,000 injured victims, aided more than 300,000 quake victims, estab-
lished 32 settlements for victims, and evacuated more than 120,000 victims 
(Bian, Wang, and Wang 2011).

We tracked 263 NGOs that participated in rescue and relief work, and we 
researched the service entry information of 137 organizations. Figure 4.2 shows 
the results for 129 of those organizations (8 organizations are not covered in 
Figure 4.2 because they entered affected areas after the month of May). The 
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horizontal axis denotes pertinent dates in May, while the vertical axis signifies the 
number of NGOs starting work in the quake-affected zone on each of those days.

Figure 4.2 shows that NGOs were extraordinarily quick in responding 
to the earthquake. Their swift reaction is also reflected in the prompt estab-
lishment of a collaborative operational network for NGOs. As one news 
report described it, “Almost immediately after the earthquake struck, NGOs 
throughout the country promptly rallied their forces and initiated mutual col-
laborations in offering aid and help to the earthquake zone.” (Figure 4.3 shows 
their geographic origins.) On the second day after the earthquake, Chengdu 
Urban Rivers Association initiated prompt negotiations with NGOs and vol-
unteer groups in such diverse places as Chengdu, Beijing, Guizhou, Shanghai, 
and Yunnan and established the 5/12 Nongovernmental Aid Service Center. 
Its purpose was to offer aid information to interested NGOs and volunteers to 
ensure a smooth rescue operation and effective relief work.

On the same day, more than 40 informal NGOs from within Sichuan 
Province and other places such as Yunnan and Guizhou jointly issued calls for 
nongovernmental aid, attracting more than 100 NGOs to participate in the 
cause. On May 14, the NGO Collaborative Office for Sichuan Earthquake 
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Rescue and Relief was set up in Chengdu; it subsequently went into opera-
tion at the office of the Roots and Shoots Environmental Culture Exchange 
Center. Figure 4.4 shows that in the earthquake-affected zone, volunteers 
and nongovernmental welfare organizations were active throughout the 
most heavily affected areas in Sichuan, including Chengdu, Ngawa Tibetan 
and Qiang Autonomous Prefecture, Deyang, Mianyang, and Guangyuan. 
Outside of the affected areas, nongovernmental welfare organizations in more 
than 10 provinces and municipalities, including Beijing, Shanghai, Guizhou, 
Guangdong, and Xiamen, launched active aid campaigns that offered supplies 
and monetary donations to the affected areas and provided information and 
technical support as well as volunteers.

Figure 4.5 breaks down NGOs by type and shows that grassroots orga-
nizations constitute a significant share. Among the types of NGOs shown, 
the “duly-registered enterprises,” “pre-existing unregistered NGOs,” and 

“individual- driven organizations” (organizations that are run by a limited 
number of people and lack a clear governance structure), are actually rather 
typical grassroots NGOs.

During the emergency response phase, NGOs provided services mainly in 
four ways. The first way is to provide monetary aid and supplies; Figure 4.6 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

Nu
m

be
r o

f o
rg

an
iz

at
io

ns

Province of origin

hub
ei

Jia
ng

su

Sha
nx

i
anh

ui
heb

ei

hun
an

hen
an

Gua
ng

xi

Yu
nn

an
Gan

su
Fu

jia
n

Sha
an

xi 

Sha
an

xi 

Sha
ng

ha
i

Gua
ng

zh
ou

Gua
ng

do
ng

Sich
ua

n

Beij
ing

tia
nji

n 

FIguRE 4.3 Geographic origins of organizations conducting rescue and relief work 
in Sichuan

Source: Chen et al. (2008).
Notes: the data are based on a study of 234 responses out of 263 surveyed nGos that were conducting rescue and relief 
work locally; some nGos (nongovernmental organizations)  offered their services in two or more places.

Cross-seCtor soCial innovations 81



shows that more than two-thirds of the participating organizations donated 
money and supplies. The second way is to provide specialized services and aid 
on the spot and to collaborate with the government in enhancing awareness 
and issuing calls for action. The third way is to provide technical support and 
information. The fourth way is to coordinate and manage the work of volun-
teers and provide them with specialized training (Zhang et al. 2008, “Research 
on the Mechanism of NGO Participation in Rescue and Relief Work”).

During the earthquake rescue and relief process, some organizations 
temporarily shifted their services from those they specialize in to those the 
 earthquake-affected areas needed most urgently. Surveys and investigations 
also discovered that though many NGOs specialize in fields other than disas-
ter rescue and relief, they nonetheless actively participated in rescue and relief 
work, a tendency most obvious among several local NGOs (Han and Ji 2008).

FIguRE 4.4 Geographic distribution of some NGOs providing services to areas heavily 
affected by the Sichuan earthquake

Sources: Map from national Geographic’s MapMaker interactive; data from the Centre for Civil society studies, the hong 
Kong institute of asia-pacific studies, the Chinese University of hong Kong, and the institute for Civil society (iCs) of sun 
Yatsen University (n.d.).
Note: nGos = nongovernmental organizations
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A 2008 survey conducted by the Chinese Academy of Science and 
Technology for Development on social capital in Sichuan earthquake– 
affected areas shows that among the local participants in public welfare activ-
ities, the highest proportion, 67.9 percent, consisted of civilian voluntary 
organizations. Researchers on social capital also stress that the active partic-
ipation of local civilian voluntary organizations and social forces (including 
NGOs) had become a highlight of the local public welfare cause. This demon-
strates and reaffirms a basic feature of civil society, that is, voluntary social 
participation (Zhao, Deng, and Li 2010).

Post-Earthquake Reconstruction Phase

On June 8, 2008, the State Council promulgated the Regulations on Post-
Wenchuan Earthquake Rehabilitation and Reconstruction, which stipu-
lates six principles that were to be followed in earthquake zone rehabilitation 
and reconstruction. The second principle was that “the strategy of combin-
ing a government-led approach and social participation shall be adopted.” 
Thus, NGOs were acknowledged as an important social participation 
force and became legally permitted to participate in the reconstruction of 
 earthquake-affected areas.
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FIguRE 4.5 NGOs participating in rescue and relief work during the emergency response 
phase after the Sichuan earthquake, by type

Source: Zhang et al. (2008).
Note: nGos = nongovernmental organizations. Data shown here cover 71 organizations that provided relevant information. 
individual-driven "organizations" are organizations that are run by a very limited number of people and a lack of clear 
governance structure.
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Evidence shows that in addition to sending rescue and relief forces to 
the quake-affected zone at the earliest possible time after the earthquake 
hit, NGOs also became highly active in all aspects of the government-led 
post-earthquake reconstruction campaign, playing a critical role in rehabili-
tation and reconstruction efforts. Additionally, relevant foreign experiences 
demonstrate that highly specialized NGOs not only can play a significant role 
in rescue and relief efforts by taking advantage of their specialized knowledge 

a) Donating money
B) Donating supplies
C) Sending volunteers
D) training volunteers
e) Conducting on-site rescue operations
F) Comforting residents of affected areas
G) Financing or aiding school construction
h) Offering (or preparing to offer) psychological help
i) Boosting social awareness and calling for help
J) Conducting surveys on needs of affected areas
k) Comforting social intermediaries and providing resources
L) helping particular types of survivors (such as the elderly and aiDS patients)
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FIguRE 4.6 NGOs by type of work conducted during the emergency response phase after 
the Sichuan earthquake

Source: Zhang et al. (2008).
Note: nGos = nongovernmental organizations. the data shown here cover 74 nGos that provided relevant information.
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and expertise, but they can also be vitally helpful in terms of post-disas-
ter reconstruction.

With services spanning numerous areas in post-earthquake reconstruc-
tion, NGOs mainly provided assistance in the following fields: housing 
reconstruction, medical care and health, livelihood development, environ-
mental protection, psychological reconstruction, education development, cul-
tural preservation, and resources support (Zhang and Yu 2009). The present 
author conducted both in-depth, on-site surveys and structured interviews 
with 28 selected organizations that are representative of NGOs that carried 
out the above-mentioned functions. Twenty of them were established before 
the May 12 earthquake, five of them were established during the emergency 
response phase (May 12 to June 8), and three of them were established during 
the post-earthquake reconstruction phase (June 9 and after). Figure 4.7 shows 
the organizations by type.

NGOs also played a crucial role during the post-earthquake reconstruc-
tion phase by providing an array of public services to meet medical, psycho-
logical, cultural, educational, and reconstruction needs (See Table 4.2). In 
government-led infrastructure reconstruction projects, such as housing recon-
struction and school campus reconstruction, NGOs were well positioned to 
exploit their advantages in offering personalized services. They were capable 
of identifying and incorporating local cultural characteristics and better meet-
ing the needs of local residents.

In terms of the provision of intangible public services such as psychological 
and physical rehabilitation, NGOs also played a significant role, because the 
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FIguRE 4.7 NGOs operating during the post-earthquake reconstruction phase, by type

Source: Zhang and Yu (2009).
Notes: nGo = nongovernmental organization; data shown here cover 28 representative nGos.
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government had long been unable to meet the needs of these areas even before 
the earthquake hit. NGOs boast professional advantages over the govern-
ment in those fields. More importantly, the bottom-up participation model 
embodied by NGOs also motivated the voluntary participation of earth-
quake victims.

NGOs are well positioned to establish platforms for coordinating 
resources, set up community service centers, and provide personalized care for 
the disabled, the widowed, and the elderly within communities and help them 
rebuild their lives. They can further consolidate community resources and 

TAbLE 4.2 Main functions of NGOs in post–Wenchuan earthquake reconstruction 

Field Function Representative Organization Problems and 
Challenges

housing 
 reconstruction

Financial support the Caring for Children Foundation earthquake victims have 
credit problems 
Difficulties in coordinating 
interests 
Difficulties in working 
with the government

technical guidance Mianzhu livelihood Cooperative 

Direct participation in 
rebuilding activities habitat for humanity China

Medical care and 
health 

services for the 
disabled eden social Welfare Foundation earthquake victims being 

too conservative 
high costs
Difficulties in integrating 
local resources 

aiDs prevention and 
treatment

Chengdu tongle health Counseling 
service Center

aibai Chengdu lGBt Youth Center

livelihood 
 development 

Full services for 
projects 

liangshan Yi empowerment Center

shortages of funds and 
techniques
earthquake victims being 
uncooperative 

Wild Grass Cultural Communication 
Center

China social entrepreneur Foun-
dation

nGo Disaster preparedness Center

environmental 
protection 

Combination of 
environmental pro-
tection and livelihood 
development

shanshui Conservation Center earthquake victims being 
too conservative
 insufficient resourcesWild Grass Cultural Communication 

Center

psychological 
reconstruction 

professional psycho-
logical perspective

Mianyang project, Jiangsu volunteer 
service psychological aid team
aibai Chengdu lGBt Youth Center

insufficient professional 
techniques 
earthquake victims being 
too conservativeperspective of profes-

sional social workers 

nGo Disaster preparedness Center
aide et action (aea)
horizon education Center of China
China Foundation for poverty 
alleviation
liangshan Yi empowerment Center

(continued)
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combine livelihood development with social reconstruction by offering com-
munity services, and they can tap the full potential of community residents, 
and growing grassroots democracy, through the organization of participatory 
activities of all kinds.

The collaboration between such NGOs as the China Social Entrepreneur 
Foundation and the Mianzhu government is representative in that tangi-
ble operating bodies have been established. The adopted collaborative mech-
anism also consistently showed signs of improvement and expanded in the 
ensuing three years. From organizations such as Zundao Township Volunteers 
Coordination Office to Zundao Township Social Resources Coordination 
Office to Mianzhu Social Resources Coordination Office to Mianzhu Public 
Welfare Joint Conference, a new, trailblazing model for government–NGO 
collaboration, known as the Mianzhu model, has been aggressively explored.

This exploration of collaboration models has contributed enormously to 
the post-earthquake reconstruction campaign of Mianzhu city (Bian, Wang, 
and Wang 2011). The formation of the Mianzhu model has demonstrated 

Field Function Representative Organization Problems and 
Challenges

education 
 development 

Financing for school 
construction 

China Foundation for poverty 
alleviation
the Caring for Children Foundation
China social entrepreneur Foun-
dation
aide et action (aea)

no prominent problems

Financial assistance 
and other aid for 
children 

nGo Disaster preparedness Center
aide et action (aea)

Cultural 
 preservation 

assistance in devel-
oping ethnic-style 
products for the 
improvement of 
livelihood 

liangshan Yi empowerment Center

resource deficiency 

tibetan-Qiang association of tech-
nology-Driven poverty alleviation & 
Development 

Financial support
China social entrepreneur Foun-
dation
nGo Disaster preparedness Center

resources 
support

information platform

Zundao township social resources 
Coordination office 
5/12 nongovernmental assistance 
Center 
www.51gongyi.org 

Deficient nGo capability 
insufficient collaboration 
among nGos

Consultancy service Chengdu tongle health Counseling 
service Center

Source: Zhang and Yu (2009). 
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that in response to the Wenchuan earthquake, the degree of NGO participa-
tion has reached such a point that the relationship between the government 
and NGOs evolved from a supplementary and complementary relationship to 
an adversarial relationship at the social self-governance level. In other words, 
NGOs prod the government into formulating and adjusting public policies so 
as to ensure that it must itself be held accountable to the public. On the other 
hand, the government can influence the behavior of NGOs by regulating their 
services and by being more or less responsive to their requests (Young 1990).

Opening of a Window of Opportunity:  
A Multiple-Streams Analytical Framework
The panoramic review presented above makes it clear that a collaborative gov-
ernance model between the government and social organizations has emerged 
in response to the Wenchuan earthquake, resulting in policy changes at some 
levels (relevant documents issued by the central government prescribe the 
strategy of combining a government-led approach with social participation, 
with local governments also piloting self-dependent policy innovations such as 
the Mianzhu model).

What gives rise to such a variety of cross-sector collaborations that involve 
NGO participation on a large scale and draw attention to social needs at the 
grassroots level? How can we begin to comprehend the driving force behind 
such a policy change phenomenon? Currently, in analyzing and rationaliz-
ing policy change, some classic policy change theories have already formed in 
academic circles. These theories include the multiple-streams framework, the 
punctuated equilibrium theory, and the advocacy coalition framework. In 
order to delineate the dynamic complexity of the policy change process, the 
evolutionary theory has also been adopted as a basic theoretical framework 
(John 2003).

To better illuminate policy changes that take place in huge disaster scenar-
ios, the present research adopts the multiple-streams framework with a view to 
understanding the driving mechanism behind the changes. This policy pro-
cess model was first proposed by American public policy expert Kingdon, who 
believed that “if an item is put on an agenda, it is the result of the confluence of 
multiple factors interacting at a particular moment, not of any individual fac-
tor acting alone” (Kingdon 1995). This kind of interaction represents the con-
fluence of the “problem stream,” the “policy stream,” and the “political stream.”

The problem stream contains all kinds of information the government 
must pay attention to and address; the policy stream contains various types of 
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policy suggestions, propositions, and plans; and the political stream contains 
such factors as public mood, public opinion, power redistribution, and shifts 
in interest group configurations, which reflect political situations, trends, 
and backgrounds. Therefore, the confluence of the three streams implies an 
organic integration of particular issues, policy plans, and political situations. 
In order for the three streams to achieve confluence, policy entrepreneurs 
(that is, stakeholders who are able to inspire others to prioritize particular 
issues and to use specific solutions to address them) will also have an import-
ant role to play (in greatly promoting the said confluence or by taking opti-
mal advantage of the opening of a policy window). Kingdon argues that when, 
at a particular moment, the three streams meet, the “window of opportunity” 
would open, putting relevant problems on the policy agenda and allowing pol-
icy plans to get finalized (Birkland 2011).

Some researchers rationalized policy change in the following way using the 
multiple sources framework: changes in problem stream or political stream → 
opening of policy window → policy entrepreneurs effectively utilize the oppor-
tunity → confluence of three streams → policy change (Bai 2010). However, 
in concrete situations, the confluence of the three streams is usually not lin-
ear, which is why the present research tends toward a more dynamic interac-
tion framework, as shown in Figure 4.8, known as the Theoretical Framework 
for the Transformation of Knowledge into Policy Actions. This framework 
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FIguRE 4.8 Theoretical framework for the transformation of knowledge into policy actions

Source: adapted from ashford et al. (2006).
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postulates that when an organic confluence among the three streams is 
achieved, the window of opportunity for policy change will arise. Three 
actions will be helpful in promoting the opening of a window of opportunity: 
agenda-setting, coalition building, and policy learning (or enhanced policy-
maker knowledge about specific issues) (Ashford et al. 2006).

This section analyzes the characteristics of the post-earthquake actions of a 
series of institutional actors that include the central government, local govern-
ments, and NGOs. It aims to identify the institutional cause of the opening 
of a window of opportunity for social innovations using the multiple-sources 
framework. Of course, all of these analytical attempts are based on a prem-
ise outlined by the Public Choice School concerning government action, that 
is, as “rational economic men,” governments at all levels all pursue self-inter-
est maximization.

Problem Stream: government Failure in Huge Disasters

Under the multiple-sources framework, what causes policymakers to pay 
attention to the problem stream is not political pressure but quasi-systemic 
influences. These influences might be (1) positive or negative changes to indi-
cators that have received widespread attention; (2) increased public atten-
tion to one or more high-profile events— either because the events have just 
occurred or because the events have generated a significant formal or informal 
response; (3) the presence of some alternative solutions (Kingdon 1995). From 
the perspective of the multiple-sources framework, a major natural disas-
ter is a typical high-profile event that causes profound changes in the basic 
social indicators pertaining to the residents of affected areas and also receives 
global attention.

The Wenchuan earthquake destroyed a huge number of houses and large 
swaths of infrastructure, caused massive losses to the local industrial and 
agricultural sectors, and greatly disrupted the local natural environment. It 
has not only had a direct impact on the daily lives of the local residents but 
has also made a serious dent in the government’s public governance ability. 
In responding to huge disasters, a traditional top-down government struc-
ture such as China’s risks a huge public policy debacle, resulting in situations 
of “government failure” (Le Grand 1991) or a “weak state.” In the case of the 
Sichuan earthquake, policymakers faced three major challenges to mounting 
an effective response.

First, there were large differences in the demands being made for 

 policy change. The areas affected by the earthquake were huge, covering 
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417 counties in four provinces, with an affected population of a  whopping 
46.24 million. There were big differences among those areas. The 
 earthquake-affected areas span a variety of terrain, including mountainous 
regions, hilly regions, and plains. They include economically strong counties 
such as Shifang and Mianzhu (both are among Sichuan’s top ten economically 
strong counties), but also some poor counties that receive aid from national- 
or provincial-level offices. Some of the affected counties and cities boast 
strong industrial foundations, whereas others rely heavily on agriculture and 
labor export.

Such disparities in the economies of the affected areas were bound to result 
in demands for different policies, which created challenges in designing recon-
struction policies and in maintaining fairness. Because the affected areas and 
populations were vast, a great deal of effort was made to ensure that principles 
of fairness shaped the process of designing and formulating recovery policies. 
The principle of equitable recovery policies doesn’t necessarily imply simple 
and absolute equality, nor does it suggest that affected areas should be ranked 
on the basis of damages suffered in being on the receiving end of recovery 
policies; instead it is more determined by how the affected residents psycho-
logically respond to the policies. Therefore, the sense of fairness in recov-
ery policies cannot be reflected in the results of the implemented policies but 
rather in the formulation process itself.

Second, the social impact of disasters poses challenges for traditional 

response mechanisms. Not only will an earthquake have a devastating effect 
on the local economy and cause large numbers of deaths and casualties, it 
will also have an impact on the local social fabric (Zhang, Zhang, and Zhang 
2008): some family networks, neighborhood networks, and co-workers’ net-
works got seriously disrupted in an instant; some people had to relocate 
numerous times, leaving their familiar communities behind; village autono-
mous organizations and functions of communities underwent great changes; 
middle-aged earthquake survivors, local rescue workers who had relatives 
killed in the earthquake, and even some volunteers working in the affected 
areas have all, to varying degrees, suffered emotional trauma or social diffi-
culties.2 Such problems as the rehabilitation of the disabled, the restoration 

 2 The collapse of a large number of school buildings had caused a great many deaths among stu-
dents. By May 8, 2009, there had been a total of 5,335 students who were pronounced dead or 
designated unaccounted for by the Sichuan provincial government. Under the one-child policy 
that had been implemented for decades in China, the loss of a young child usually means dashed 
hopes for many middle-aged parents.
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of community functions, and psychological reconstruction could persist 
for years and continue to compromise the local reconstruction campaign.3 
China’s crisis management system and past experiences in crisis management 
merely focus on the offering of aid and assistance to restore livelihoods and 
productive capacities; the top-down administrative mobilization mechanism 
is inadequate and has repeatedly failed to address problems relating to recon-
struction of the social fabric.

Third, policymakers face implementation challenges. When designing 
and formulating policies, we tend to take it for granted that all policies will be 
properly implemented, and if the local governments fail to do so, all we need 
to do is introduce some supervision and oversight measures. However, in the 
Sichuan earthquake, the local governments and administrative bodies were 
greatly damaged, with buildings destroyed and lives lost. Therefore, in design-
ing and formulating policies, we should keep in mind that the local govern-
ments had been greatly compromised in their ability to function properly; 
hence, we should not expect too much of them.

During the emergency response phase, because a large number of govern-
ment officials had been killed in the disaster, all affected areas suffered admin-
istrative command system failures. Take one county, Beichuan, for instance. 
Four hundred sixty-six local officials were killed in the quake, accounting 
for 23 percent of the county’s total number of officials before the earthquake. 
Another 200 or so local officials were injured in the quake (Deng 2009).

In addition, the earthquake significantly damaged the communications 
infrastructure. According to an estimation by the Sichuan Communications 
Administration, the quake cut off communications with 109 townships under 
the jurisdiction of eight counties in the most heavily affected areas. At the 
early stage of rescue operations, because of communications failure and wide-
spread road closures, information on quake damages couldn’t be gathered and 

 3 Based on past experiences, some professionals estimate that the Sichuan earthquake caused 
145,000 people to suffer mild disabilities, 83,000 people to suffer moderate disabilities, and 
31,000 people to be severely disabled (Zhao 2008). People who survived the Tangshan earth-
quake (which struck on July 28, 1976) tended to develop post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), 
which plagued their mental health for a long time afterward. These people are three to five 
times more likely to suffer from psychological problems such as depression, anxiety, and pho-
bias. Findings of the “Monitoring the Lives of Residents of 5/12 Earthquake-Stricken Areas” 
survey, jointly conducted by the Horizon Research Consultancy Group, the China Foundation 
for Poverty Alleviation, and the Social Entrepreneur Foundation, showed that up to 66.7 percent 
of adults in the affected areas felt a strong sense of pressure and 33.1 percent suffered from 
severe melancholy and sadness. Sixty-six percent of adult residents of the affected areas who 
were themselves injured or had injured relatives, as well as 58 percent of adult residents who lost 
some relatives in the disaster, suffered from severe PTSD.
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conveyed to the operations and command center, leading to the latter’s lack 
of awareness of the distribution and extent of damages in the affected areas. 
On May 14 and 15, maritime satellite phones became jammed and were con-
sequently unable to convey commands swiftly; as a result, the rescue teams 
could not get accurate information and were unable to go to the places where 
they were most urgently needed.

In a sense, this meant they missed out on the best window of time to con-
duct rescue operations. For example, the county seat of Beichuan was lit-
erally wiped out in the quake, but the county government couldn’t get the 
information out. All they managed to do was to send three separate teams of 
people, walking on foot, to report on their situations to the Mianyang city 
government. When the State Council and the Sichuan Earthquake Relief 
Operations and Command Center realized that Beichuan was actually among 
the most devastated areas in the quake, one vital day had already passed, 
which disrupted the overall rescue and relief operations.

In fact, Beichuan wasn’t alone in adopting this foot messenger method 
to get the information out. Most of the other heavily affected townships did 
practically the same thing. Among the 238 townships surveyed by the author, 
each and every one of them was faced with communications failures immedi-
ately following the earthquake, with some severely affected areas not having 
their communications capability restored until two weeks later.

In such serious disasters, because of a high level of uncertainty regarding the 
extent of damage and the affected parties, adopting an adaptive, flexible leader-
ship framework becomes vitally important. Such a system helps inspire innova-
tive strategies, encourages collaboration awareness among working teams, and 
establishes a fault-tolerant incentive mechanism (Howitt and Leonard 2009).

In comparison, the traditional top-down policymaking process is less 
effective and cohesive, which is likely to create more problems. On the one 
hand, as earthquakes are usually highly destructive, they tend to affect a broad 
expanse of land as well as a huge number of people. Serious information asym-
metry exacerbates the challenges posed by policy- and decisionmaking, which 
requires decisionmakers to formulate and unveil each policy with great care. 
On the other hand, the dreadful living conditions faced by a large number of 
affected local residents following the earthquake also requires decisionmak-
ers to respond swiftly to the need for new policies and reform. In this policy-
making dilemma, the need to strike a balance between conflicting demands 
has become a major challenge for policy- and decisionmakers, especially in the 
event of catastrophes (Zhang and Zhang 2008).
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Policy Stream: Innovative Solutions

Under the multiple-streams framework, the “policy stream” refers to viable 
solutions. The selection process that ensues is not unlike the natural selection 
process we observe in the biological world. Among all the ideas proposed, only 
those that meet the following two criteria can be recognized as viable solu-
tions: the first criterion is technical feasibility, which concerns not just bud-
get analysis but also whether the execution path and the envisaged result meet 
the public’s expectations; the second criterion is value acceptability, which 
refers to the political or ideological feasibility of the solution. Over the course 
of such a process, policy entrepreneurs will have an important role to play 
(Kingdon 1995).

International experiences with disaster response indicate that because of 
the erratic and unpredictable way in which major disasters tend to strike, the 
successful formation of a policy stream in response to such events depends on 
two conditions. The first condition is cooperation among government, aca-
demia, civil society, and business circles. Different sectors have different needs 
and roles to play at different stages. Figure 4.9 lists the roles of different sec-
tors in three stages— emergency rescue, temporary settlement, and reconstruc-
tion— following the Taiwan 921 earthquake.

The second condition is that actors boldly conduct innovative experi-
mentation and dynamic policy adjustments. Therefore, in response to the 
Wenchuan earthquake, even if the disaster disrupted government activi-
ties to such an extent that it was unable to provide sufficient public services, 
solutions would not have been found were it not for the fact that the central 
government, the local governments, and NGOs conducted viable innova-
tive experimentation and shared relevant international experience. This was 
crucial to facilitating the emergence of a window of opportunity for cross- 
sector collaboration.

After spending years building up its emergency management system, 
the central government put in place a well-developed contingency plan for 
 crisis response and aid systems; on the other hand, and more importantly, 
relevant decisionmaking power has also been shifted downstream, and a 
 government- to-government partner assistance model established. On May 19, 
2008, in the immediate aftermath of the earthquake, the Sichuan earthquake 
relief command center wisely established a model that provided for collab-
oration between six provinces— Jiangsu, Zhejiang, Shandong, Guangdong, 
Hubei, and Henan— and five affected cities in Sichuan. The latter received 
relief supplies from the newly instituted partnership, which laid the founda-
tion for subsequent policy changes.
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For local governments, the emergence of a number of innovative pilot pro-
grams has also produced viable options for subsequent policy changes. A typ-
ical example is the formation of the Mianzhu model. During the very first 
stage following the earthquake, on May 15, 2008, under the coordination 
of the China Social Entrepreneur Foundation and the Communist Youth 
League Committee of Mianzhu city, such organizations as Vanke and the 
Shenzhen Mountaineering Association collaborated in establishing the 
Zundao Township Volunteers Coordination Office. For the first time, the 
government and private companies joined hands to create an open platform 
for disaster relief. After the establishment of the office, thanks to the joint 
efforts of all parties concerned, a coordination mechanism involving four par-
ties— government, businesses, NGOs, and individual volunteers as well as 
external resources— was successfully established, with the office serving as 
its operations center. A total of 40 NGOs (28 of which were registered and 
12 unregistered) and more than 470 registered volunteers participated in the 
mechanism, which has since been widely hailed as the “Zundao model.” The 
local government communicated related experiences and lessons in a timely 
manner and took further steps to institutionalize the mechanism.

The Social Resources (Aid) Coordination Platform Project in Mianzhu 
was established in Mianzhu city, Sichuan Province, on July 17, 2008, with 
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the aim of “Receiving Aid, Demonstrating Love.” On September 26, 2008, 
the government of Zundao township issued formal documents in establish-
ing the Zundao Township Social Resources Coordination Team, with the 
CPC secretary of the township serving as its head. A CPC deputy secretary 
of the township and a representative from the Vanke volunteer group were 
jointly appointed as deputy heads. A Zundao Township Social Resources 
Coordination Office was also set up under the program. In 2009, the Social 
Entrepreneur Foundation, the Mianzhu City People’s Government, the 
Mianzhu City Administrative Service Center, the Mianzhu City Committee 
of the Communist Youth League, and the Mianzhu City Bureau of Civil 
Affairs, collaborated with 30 NGOs working in Mianyang and jointly estab-
lished the Joint Conference Mechanism for Public Welfare Organizations in 
Mianyang (Ran 2011).

On the NGO front, the networked linkages among the various organi-
zations represent a viable opportunity for China’s underdeveloped NGOs 
to fill the response gaps left by government efforts and to establish a proac-
tive collaboration directly with government officials (the pairing system did 
not designate the partner provincial governments as liaisons for their own 
local NGOs). A foremost example is the rapid formation of an extensive inter-
organizational network alliance (Figure 4.10) among NGOs, government- 
organized nongovernmental organizations (GONGOs), informal volunteer 
groups, and businesses. Of the 70 NGOs surveyed, 58.6 percent collaborated 
on an ad hoc basis with at least three other organizations in conducting oper-
ations in Sichuan. Only 29 percent of the surveyed NGOs operated inde-
pendently there.

Figure 4.10 also shows that the networks have provided organizations and 
volunteer groups interested in earthquake relief work with an important plat-
form. In helping introduce NGOs into the affected areas, these networks 
have played a role as significant as that of the government. Of the surveyed 
organizations, 48 percent relied on these networks, a proportion close to that 
of the organizations that relied on the government in entering the affected 
areas (50 percent). Not surprisingly, surveys also show that compared with 
duly-registered organizations (both official and unofficial), organizations 
registered with the industry and commerce authority, as well as unregistered 
ones, were more likely to rely on NGO networks in entering the affected 
areas (Shieh and Deng 2011). The most prominent networks include the 5/12 
Nongovernmental Aid Service Center (Zhao 2009) and the NGO Joint Relief 
Office (Lei 2012).
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In addition, the Internet has played an important role in the exchange of 
relevant information. A variety of nongovernmental forces built up platforms 
for information exchange on the Internet and provided information and tech-
nical support in connection with front relief efforts. The platforms also acted 
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as a medium for promptly forwarding authoritative information released 
by the government in disaster relief procedures; for providing relief-related 
research information as well as data relating to relief demand, relief supplies, 
and volunteers; and for undertaking a variety of other initiatives.

One typical platform is NGOCN (www.ngocn.net), which is dedicated 
to exchanging information on public welfare undertakings and was first set 
up in 2005. After the Wenchuan earthquake, NGOCN launched a dedi-
cated page, “512 Earthquake Disaster Relief Operations,” aimed at providing 
organizations interested in participating in the earthquake relief effort with 
information exchange services— an initiative intended for the public inter-
est. During the emergency rescue phase, the monthly data traffic generated 
by the web page reached 770,000 hits, with its highest number of individual 
thread views hitting a whopping 7 million, providing more than 1,100 items 
of information on earthquake relief. In addition, the Sichuan 512 Voluntary 
Relief Services Center opened up its own dedicated website, which included 
sections on topics such as service information, supplies distribution, a disaster 
relief organizations directory, and relief fund-raising. The Joint Sichuan NGO 
Disaster Relief Office also regularly released information on supplies and vol-
unteers on the www.ngocn.net website. The joint office also directly accepted 
supplies and volunteer resources via the NGOCN site, and after processing 
the information it collected in affected areas, it allocated resources efficiently 
to those affected areas that had received less attention than others. Thus, it 
was able to make up for the deficiencies of the government’s relief efforts 
(Zhang et al. 2008).

The Political Stream: The Relationship between the Central 
government and Local governments

Under the multiple-streams framework, the political stream is independent of 
both the problem stream and the policy stream and has its own dynamics and 
rules. It’s most important variables include changes in public mood, election 
results, regime changes, ideology, party politics, and changes in government 
officials, as well as campaign strategies of interest groups and their conse-
quences (Kingdon 1995).

The relationship between the central government and local governments 
has always been an important factor in China’s political reform and economic 
development. On the one hand, as the implementers and enforcers of the 
policies issued by the central government, local governments undertake the 
function of running the country in every practical sense; they also wield con-
siderable autonomous power within their own jurisdictions. There are great 
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differences among local governments, as well as a certain level of competition 
(Saich 2011), given China’s promotion of a tournament-style local government 
structure, in which promotion depends on excelling in meeting goals (Li and 
Zhou 2005; Zhong 2007; Xu et al. 2014). In responding to huge disasters, this 
kind of political pattern also lays the foundation for the emergence of win-
dows of opportunity, making it possible for local governments to initiate col-
laborations with external NGOs.

In responding to earthquakes, local governments come under pressure on 
multiple fronts. They must undertake the pressing task of performing emer-
gency rescue operations and conducting post-earthquake reconstruction. At 
the same time, they must deal with complex problems relating to affected 
areas and local residents. In addition, they are forced to compete with other 
local governments for resources from the central government, with a view to 
fulfilling their respective political goals. Under the tough post-earthquake cir-
cumstances when resources tend to be in short supply, they find it difficult to 
accomplish any of these tasks.

Figure 4.11 shows the results of surveys of local residents conducted in 
2008, addressing their degree of satisfaction with the local government and 
other assisting groups. It makes clear that most residents of the affected areas 
thought local governments performed poorly.
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FIguRE 4.11 Local residents’ satisfaction with assisting agencies and organizations in 
Sichuan earthquake relief

Source: horizon research Consultancy Group and the Foundation for poverty alleviation and social entrepreneur Foundation 
(2008).
Notes: ratings by survey respondents where 1 = “not at all satisfied” and 4 = “very satisfied”; volunteers = nGos because 
local respondents were not familiar with the concept of nGos.
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Though the pressures of fulfilling tasks assigned by the central govern-
ment, addressing public concerns in the affected areas, and winning the com-
petition with other local governments were high, local governments succeeded 
in starting to make rational, practical choices. They began to show willingness 
to work with NGOs to solve the social service problems relating to emergency 
rescue and reconstruction. Many local governments not only welcomed volun-
teers and NGOs to come aboard but even took the initiative by leveraging the 
institutional setup of the local Red Cross to help with the fundraising.

As mentioned earlier, a truly innovative model in this regard is the 
Mianzhu model, which set up a coordination office to promote NGO partic-
ipation in local relief work. As shown in Table 4.3, among the 64 NGOs sur-
veyed, 41 were introduced into the affected areas under the auspices of the 
governments of the affected areas or the governments where they are head-
quartered. The governments of the affected areas realized that NGOs can 
constitute an important force in disaster management measures.

According to the results of questionnaire surveys and interviews con-
ducted by the Southwest University of Finance and Economics, government 
officials were generally satisfied with the services provided by the participat-
ing nonprofit organizations; they expressed their belief that nonprofit orga-
nizations are capable of actively contributing to the work of the government 
in effectively meeting the needs of the masses. Having played an important 
role in earthquake relief and post-disaster reconstruction, nonprofit organi-
zations have made commendable contributions to maintaining social stabil-
ity and advancing the development of a harmonious society. They are poised 
to become an important partner of the government in addressing social 

TAbLE 4.3 Channels used by NGOs to enter the area of the Wenchuan earthquake 

Type of Organization 
Personal 

Relationships
Home District Local 

Governments
Quake Area Local 

Governments NGO Networks Other

all organizations 23.8% 14.1% 50.0% 48.4% 12.5% 

registered nGos 20.0% 20.0% 62.9% 48.6% 5.7%

nGos registered as 
businesses 33.3% 16.7% 66.7% 66.7% 33.3% 

Unregistered 
nGos 9.1% 0.0% 27.3% 45.5% 18.2% 

individual-driven 
 organizations 50.0% 0.0% 25.0% 25.0% 0.0% 

Source: survey on 64 participating nGos, conducted by professor tao Chuanjin (2008).
Notes: Based on a survey of 64 nGos; because some nGos use multiple channels, percentages may add up to more than 
100; “individual-driven organizations” refers to organizations that are run by a very limited number of people and lack a clear 
governance structure. 
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problems and conflicts, promoting solidarity, and safeguarding social stability 
(Bian, Wang, and Wang 2011).

For these reasons, despite severe shortages of resources, local governments 
have spared no effort to help the participating nonprofit organizations to 
carry out their services. The survey shows that among the local governments 
that offered assistance, 67.7 percent provided venues for activities; 63.5 percent 
communicated or coordinated with their superiors to facilitate the operations 
of NGOs; 49.5 percent provided office space; 41.7 percent provided NGO 
personnel with accommodations and meals; 44.3 percent provided policy con-
sulting services; 19.8 percent provided transportation; 45.3 percent addressed 
people’s concerns raised by relevant NGOs; 10.4 percent provided financial 
support; and 1.6 percent provided other forms of assistance, such as briefing 
NGOs on local conditions, and notifying or organizing the target audience 
of each participating NGO. Of course, of the forms of assistance provided by 
local governments, such as offering office space and venues for activities as 
well as communicating or coordinating with superiors in facilitating NGO 
operations, make up the largest proportion of the service provided, whereas 
extending financial support remains a rarity (Bian, Wei, and Deng 2009).

Conclusion
Based on the findings outlined in the previous sections, we can pinpoint the 
factors driving the emergence of the window of opportunity for cross-sector 
collaborations in the aftermath of the Wenchuan earthquake. According to 
the empirical analysis using the multiple-streams framework, the Wenchuan 
earthquake, being unforeseen and devastating, resulted in government failure. 
Specifically, the government failed to respond completely to such a large-scale 
emergency in a timely manner, which in turn engendered the problem stream.

In the meantime, dynamic innovations performed by all participating 
actors generated feasible and win-win solutions to the problem: the cen-
tral government adopted the partner assistance model to move decision-
making downstream and encourage social participation; local governments 
started to work with NGOs and explored new working mechanisms such as 
the Mianzhu model; and NGOs made themselves more networked so as to 
strengthen their service delivery capability. All of these dynamic innovations 
formed the policy stream that was indispensable to the opening of a window 
of opportunity.

What’s more, given the current pattern of relationships between the cen-
tral government and local governments, the latter are motivated to collaborate 
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with NGOs, thus forming the political stream. As described in detail in the 
previous sections, the confluence of the three streams triggers the opening of 
a window of opportunity for new policies, ushering in the possibility of bur-
geoning collaborations between the government and civil society in respond-
ing to huge disasters.

Further Discussion
As a result, most of the collaborations formed between NGOs and local gov-
ernments did not extend beyond calculus-based trust and relationship-based 
trust. The Mianzhu model, which was believed to have made certain break-
throughs as a coordinating mechanism, seems to focus more on resource chan-
neling and hence hasn’t reached the level of institution-based trust either (Xu 
2008). Granted, the emergence of a window of opportunity gives rise to some 
social innovations conducive to a kind of “organic synergy” between the gov-
ernment and civil society. However, whether a fundamental change in social 
institutions can be achieved remains to be seen.

That said, one thing is certain: China’s civil society is still growing rap-
idly. At the end of 2010, there were 439,000 registered social organizations in 
China, including 243,000 social groups (an increase of 3.4 percent over the 
previous year); 195,000 nonbusiness civil institutions (up 3.7 percent over the 
previous year); and 2,168 foundations (an increase of 17.9 percent over the pre-
vious year) (China, Ministry of Civil Affairs 2011). Following the Wenchuan 
earthquake, people gradually realized that powerful social groups can coex-
ist with a powerful yet flexible state, which implies that a strong society does 
not necessarily mean a weak state; the two can achieve mutual empowerment. 
However, a strong state without active social participation is actually weak 
and unable to withstand the test of social changes. As Joseph S. Nye (2004) 
suggests, “soft power”— the ability to make others want what you want— of 
Western developed countries stems from the robust growth of civil socie-
ties there, rather than stimulative government policies. In the years to come, 
China will have to learn some important lessons and mobilize the forces of 
the whole of society in developing soft power and reconcile it with forms of 
more coercive “hard power,” so as to nurture the proper combination of both 
known as “smart power” (Nye 2012). In this way, China will finally be able to 
achieve a win-win combination of a smart state and a strong society, instead of 
a problematic combination of a strong state and a weak society.
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