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Abstract

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) were adopted by 193 countries in 2015 as a
universal framework to reconcile human development with planetary limits. As the 2030
Agenda reaches its midpoint, critical scholars increasingly question whether the framework
itself contributes to the tensions it seeks to resolve. Against this background, the everyday
organisational experiences of frontline workers who work with this framework and the possible
tensions they may experience remain underexplored. This study aims to fill this gap. Five semi-
structured interviews with frontline practitioners working across environmental development
organisations in the Global South were conducted. The data was analysed through a reflexive
thematic analysis, drawing on the concepts of “Institutional Logics” and “Street-Level
Bureaucracy” as complementary analytical frameworks, with “Coloniality” applied as a
contextual lens. The findings reveal that practitioners mostly use the SDG framework
selectively, adopting its language to access donor funding, while their actual work mainly
follows a relational, community-based logic which misaligns with the SDGs' technocratic and
measurement-driven structure. This misalignment produces a structurally invisible burden of
translation work that falls entirely on frontline workers yet goes unrecognised within the larger
system. Besides these constraints, practitioners manage to exercise meaningful agency through
different mechanisms, and in some cases, principled rejection of the framework on
epistemological and political grounds. The study contributes empirical insight into how global
sustainability agendas are translated, negotiated, and contested at the micro-level of
organisational practices, and argues that the localisation gap is not merely a technical
implementation problem but a consequence of opposing ontologies of sustainability embedded

in the system itself.

Keywords: SDGs, localisation, Institutional Logics, Street-Level Bureaucracy, Global South,

environmental development, Coloniality, invisible labour, practitioner agency



Disclaimer

The terms "Global South" and "Global North" are used throughout this thesis to reference
geopolitical and socioeconomic inequalities between nations. We use these terms while
recognising their limitations. Global South is a contested, broad and imprecise socio-economic
and political classification, not a fixed geographic designation, and risks flattening the diverse
histories, economies, and political realities of the regions it describes. The geographic
inaccuracy of the term is also worth noting, as many of the countries it refers to are technically
located in the Northern Hemisphere. We retain the terms nonetheless, as they remain widely
used in development and sustainability literature to name structural asymmetries of power and

resource distribution that are directly relevant to this study.
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1 Introduction, Aim, and Problem

This section lays the important background for the aim and research problem, as well presenting

the research questions (RQs) that are investigated through the study.

1.1 Background

Humanity currently demands over 68% more from the planet than its ecosystems can
regenerate, disrupting societies and accelerating ecological collapse (Wackernagel et al., 2017).
In response, the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), endorsed by 193 countries in 2015,
were introduced by the United Nations (UN) under the Agenda 2030 as a global initiative and
framework to reconcile human development with planetary limits (UN General Assembly,
2015). As the Agenda 2030 reaches its midpoint, however, it is increasingly described as being
in an acute crisis, shaped by mounting climate impacts, geopolitical instability, and uneven or
regressed progress across the goals, prompting the UN to call for a rescue plan for people and

the planet (Bexell et al., 2025; Hickmann et al., 2024).

This crisis extends beyond the goals themselves as the broader UN system is under strain, with
significant funding cuts and political pressure threatening the very institutions responsible for
implementing Agenda 2030 (United Nations, 2026). Some UN agencies face the prospect of
severe downsizing or dissolution, further undermining the institutional infrastructure on which

the SDG framework depends (United Nations, 2026).

A particular inconsistency has become visible in the UN Sustainable Development Solutions
Network’s SDG Index, which assesses country performance and has shown that countries with
higher ecological footprints are often highest ranked in SDG achievement (Wackernagel et al.,
2017). This has raised questions about whether the SDGs, as currently operationalised, are
sufficient for achieving sustainability in a strict ecological sense (Wackernagel et al., 2017).
However, rather than treating this as evidence that the framework is uniformly ineffective, it
may also be read as an indication that the SDGs are being translated through different political

and institutional logics, producing mixed and sometimes contradictory outcomes.

Although the SDGs are presented as a universal agenda, their implementation depends heavily
on how they are interpreted and translated in specific contexts where institutions, priorities, and
constraints differ widely (Fisher & Fukuda-Parr, 2019; Galvao et al., 2023). This means the
SDGs are not only a policy framework, but also a site of negotiation over what sustainable

development means in practice (Fisher & Fukuda-Parr, 2019). Research on localisation shows



that global goals are often adapted, selectively used, or even contested rather than implemented
in a straightforward way (Reuter, 2023). In practice, this can create gaps between sustainability
goals and local realities, especially where organisations must work across communities, donors,

and government expectations at the same time.

This gap is especially relevant in environmental development work, where practitioners often
need to respond to donor requirements, organisational mandates, community priorities, and
local environmental challenges simultaneously (Kontinen & Millstein, 2017; Galvao et al.,
2023). These conditions make implementation more than a technical task. Practitioners must
translate broad global goals into concrete action while navigating institutional constraints and
competing forms of legitimacy (Kontinen & Millstein, 2017). In that sense, implementation is
shaped by broader institutional and political structures, which affect how local action is carried
out and understood. The practical labour involved in this translation work remains important

because it is where global agendas become real or fail to do so.

Under these circumstances, a substantial body of scholarship has examined the ambitions and
limitations of the SDG implementation. The framework has been criticised for reproducing
measurement-driven and symbolic forms of implementation which may not capture what is
socially or ecologically most significant (Fukuda-Parr & McNeill, 2019; Ferrén Vilchez et al.,
2022; Hickmann et al., 2024). Additionally, it has been suggested that it contains unresolved
tensions between sustainability and continued economic growth (Kaul et al., 2022; Hickel,
2019). These critiques are important as they suggest that the SDGs can work differently
depending on context, sector, and actors, and that their effects are shaped in practice rather than

determined in advance.

This implementation challenge has an added dimension. The SDGs were negotiated through
formal UN intergovernmental processes that were inclusive in design, yet still shaped by uneven
power over framing, indicators, and implementation logics (Fukuda-Parr & McNeill, 2019;
Hickmann et al., 2024). Critical scholarship argues that Agenda 2030 can reproduce Western
and neoliberal assumptions, and that its measurement infrastructures may marginalise
Indigenous and local knowledges, thereby reinforcing Coloniality within ostensibly universal
development governance (Arora-Jonsson, 2023; Sultana, 2022; Waldmiiller et al., 2022; Ziai,
2024). At the same time, affected communities have actively contested, adapted, and reworked
the goals from below, which means the SDGs are best understood as a site of struggle rather

than a fully imposed framework (Sonetti-Gonzélez et al., 2026; Waldmiiller et al., 2022). These



insights do not make Coloniality the main focus of this study, but they do show why power

remains an important background condition for understanding SDG implementation.

Research on localisation has increasingly shown that local actors are not merely passive
recipients of global policy. Civil society organisations, Indigenous communities, and other local
actors can reshape, reinterpret, or even rebuild SDG-related practices so that they better fit local

realities and priorities (Galvao et al., 2023; Reuter, 2023; Sonetti-Gonzalez et al., 2026).

At the same time, it is suggested that these processes are uneven and often constrained by
funding structures, institutional expectations, and uneven access to decision-making power
(Kontinen & Millstein, 2017; Waldmiiller et al., 2022). What remains less explored but equally
important is how such tensions are handled in everyday organisational practice, particularly by

practitioners working at the intersection of SDG frameworks and local environmental priorities.

This study therefore examines the lived organisational experience of frontline practitioners,
understood here as staff working directly on programme implementation and community
engagement in environmental development organisations in the Global South, rather than senior
management, policy, or donor-facing roles. These are the individuals who translate global
frameworks into day-to-day organisational practice and work most closely with local
communities and their environmental realities. By focusing on this, the study aims to
understand how global sustainability agendas are translated, negotiated, and sometimes

reworked in practice at the local level.

1.2 Previous Research

The SDGs have emerged as a central global governance framework for addressing
interconnected social, economic, and environmental challenges (Panda & Dash, 2025).
However, an area of the literature on SDGs has increasingly moved beyond treating the
framework as a neutral solution and instead has started highlighting a variety of embedded

deep-seated structural contradictions (Hickmann et al., 2024; Kaul et al., 2022).

Some scholars argue that the SDGs present a "one-world" vision rooted in Euro-American
norms and capitalist growth which can lead to privileging and validating Western knowledge
systems as well as reflecting power imbalances (Goémez-Baggethun et al., 2013; Kaul et al.,
2022; Panda & Dash, 2025; Sonetti-Gonzalez et al., 2026; Waldmiiller et al., 2022). This risks
marginalising Indigenous worldviews and diverse local values (Kaul et al., 2022; Sonetti-

Gonzalez et al., 2026; Waldmiiller et al., 2022).



Nonetheless, others see it as a useful tool, as it brings different actors together on a global
platform to work on the same challenges (Arora-Jonsson, 2022). These scholars argue that the
framework functions as an essential global platform and shared language, offering a standard
roadmap that enables diverse stakeholders to coordinate actions and align local initiatives with

universal sustainability ambitions (Moallemi et al., 2020; Reuter, 2023; Sever et al., 2025).

Despite these potential advantages, some scholars argue that this framework might promote
change superficially, while sidelining alternative ways of knowing and living that resist this
market-centric approach (Hickmann et al., 2024; Kaul et al., 2022; Waldmiiller et al., 2022).
Some go as far as characterising the SDGs as being discursive, which has resulted in some
countries and institutions only formally adopting the framework without enacting substantive
institutional change — essentially cherry-picking goals that align with their immediate interests,
instead of embracing the SDGs in their entirety (Fukuda-Parr & McNeill, 2019; Hickmann et
al., 2024; Panda & Dash, 2025).

This problem has a twofold cause. On one hand, it has been suggested that the SDGs function
primarily as a goal-based governance system built on standardised targets and indicators
designed to direct actors toward a shared vision of sustainability (Fukuda-Parr & McNeill,
2019; Hickmann et al., 2024; Reuter, 2023; Waldmiiller et al., 2022). Defining problems based
on their ability to be measured can create a sharp disconnect between global narratives and
more disadvantaged local communities, potentially excluding challenges that cannot be easily

measured by Western scientific methods (Panda & Dash, 2025; Reuter, 2023).

On the other hand, there is an “insufficient emphasis on cross-goal interlinkages” which fails
to account for contradictions within the framework (Panda & Dash, 2025, p. 317). For example,
while SDG 12 calls for responsible consumption and production, SDG 8 actively calls for
sustained GDP growth, including at least 7% annual growth in the least developed countries
(UN General Assembly, 2015). This results in a contradiction where the goals simultaneously

call for more sustainable consumption without reducing it (Kaul et al., 2022).

Local actors can face these tensions in the process of translating and adapting universal SDG
targets into context-specific development strategies. This process, known as ‘localisation’, is
being recognised by a growing body of literature as the key determining factor for the success
of Agenda 2030 (Bexell et al., 2025; Moallemi et al., 2020; Sever et al., 2025). The scale of

localisation is significant: approximately 65% of SDG targets are directly managed by local



and regional authorities, placing these actors at the centre of global sustainability

implementation (Bexell et al., 2025; Reuter, 2023; Sever et al., 2025).

Studying the mechanisms of localisation is important because while the literature reveals who
is involved and maps the barriers practitioners face as seen above (Bexell et al., 2025; Moallemi
et al., 2020; Sever et al., 2025), it emphasises studying individual perspectives on the ground
and the role of local actors as they are often overlooked in favour of top-down, global, or

national frameworks (Jiménez-Aceituno et al., 2020; Reuter, 2023).

However, localisation still remains an unresolved challenge in practice as literature finds that
global targets are often perceived by local actors as abstract, externally driven directives that
fail to account for the specific context and needs of the communities they are meant to serve
(Moallemi et al., 2020; Sever et al., 2025). This misalignment is particularly visible where
global frameworks clash with local stressors, such as mining and deforestation (Gomez-
Baggethun et al., 2013). These tensions then hinder the hybrid knowledge co-production

essential for resilience (Gémez-Baggethun et al., 2013).

Local practitioners' knowledge and agency is often excluded and overlooked in favor of top-
down standardisation (Grix & Watene, 2022; Kontinen & Millstein, 2017). In response,
scholars have highlighted the role of agency and resistance in addressing SDG shortcomings,
as communities attempt to reshape global goals using local knowledge and relationships with
nature, by creating bottom-up goals that fit local needs (Waldmiiller et al., 2022; Sterling et al.,
2020).

While research identifies a need for a balanced approach including both top-down strategies
with bottom-up solutions, local actors still lack the empowerment and networks needed to
operationalise this approach (Jiménez-Aceituno et al., 2020; Reuter, 2023). In this sense, it
appears localisation risks reproducing the same gap between global goals and local realities that

characterises the SDG framework itself.

Examples of bottom-up solutions have been recorded by multiple authors, highlighting
instances of resistance to top-down approaches through which communities appropriate and
rephrase the SDGs to reflect local priorities of belonging, community input, and local
sustainability (Sonetti-Gonzalez et al., 2026; Sterling et al., 2020). Empirical cases, such as the
Communal SDGs developed by indigenous and traditional communities in Brazil's western

Bahia, and Pacific Islands, illustrate the extent of such counter-framings. These local efforts



stress agroecology, food security, human-nature links, and call for tailored indicators that

capture ties to place and local knowledge (Sonetti-Gonzalez et al., 2026; Sterling et al., 2020).

The actual implementation process therefore remains mostly isolated, as practitioners must take
ownership of "external" goals, creatively adapting and reinterpreting them within fragmented
contexts to ensure they align with local realities (Sonetti-Gonzalez et al., 2026). Moving beyond
superficial alignment demands a fundamental shift in approach. Rather than focusing on solely
prescriptive targets, scholars propose focusing on the everyday praxis and cognitive
mechanisms local actors use to resolve institutional tensions (Bexell et al., 2025; Reuter, 2023;

Sever et al., 2025).

The above review of literature collectively shows that practitioners operate inside environments
where at least two fundamentally incompatible logics coexist: the technocratic, growth-oriented
logic of the SDG framework and the relational, place-based logics of the communities they
serve. This perspective is useful because it explains why local actors may reproduce some
hierarchies while resisting others at the same time (Kontinen & Millstein, 2017). Additional
studies have shown that when Indigenous peoples and local communities have local control and

rights, it leads to more effective and equitable conservation outcomes (Dawson et al., 2021).

The governance and localisation literature relies predominantly on goal-setting governance and
policy transfer frameworks, which scholars typically analyse using multi-level governance and
policy diffusion frameworks to understand how standards travel across global, national,
subnational, private, and educational levels (Hickmann et al., 2024; Sever et al., 2025). These
theories are well-suited for tracing how SDGs function as a steering mechanism across levels
as well as for mapping the diverse stakeholders involved and the structural barriers they face.
Research revealed that local actors lack empowerment, yet the analysis of their situation
remains at the level of governance conditions and individual agencies (Bexell et al., 2025;

Hickmann et al., 2024; Moallemi et al., 2020).

The decolonial and epistemic literature draws on frameworks of climate coloniality, epistemic
violence, and pluriversal ontologies (Sultana, 2022; Mehta, 2025; Waldmiiller et al., 2022;
Sonetti-Gonzalez et al., 2026), which are essential for making sense of the structural and
historical conditions that produce the tensions practitioners face. However, despite these
contributions, those frameworks operate primarily at the level of critique and structural

diagnosis.



The social-ecological literature mobilises complex systems thinking, traditional ecological
knowledge resilience, and multidimensional well-being frameworks (Goémez-Baggethun et al.,
2013; Sterling et al., 2020; Dawson et al., 2021). These are powerful for understanding human-
nature relationships and community governance, but their analytical gaze is directed outward.
Consequently, the theories appear to identify what localisation outcomes look like, but not the
informal, day-to-day work through which practitioners produce them. They can show that
epistemic hierarchies exist and that local knowledge is sidelined but cannot explain how a

practitioner inside a development organisation actually responds to either.

Taken together, they share a common blind spot: they excel at macro critique and structural
diagnosis but lack micro-level theories for organisational logic reproduction and practitioner
agency. Addressing this blind spot requires theories built for a level of analysis that accounts
simultaneously for the structural reproduction of competing logics within organisations, and for
the everyday agency individuals exercise in response to them. To do so, the study draws on
theoretical perspectives that are able to connect organisational structures with individual

agency, which are developed in more detail in the following chapter.

The existing literature so far has largely stopped at the level of governance frameworks and
metrics, leaving the everyday realities of practitioners in development organisations
underexplored (Reuter, 2023; Sterling et al., 2020; Bexell et al., 2025; Sever et al., 2025). In
particular, the literature gives far more attention to local governments, community-led
alternatives, and measurement challenges than to the practical, internal constraints faced by
staff implementing localisation (Reuter, 2023; Sterling et al., 2020; Bexell et al., 2025; Sever
et al., 2025).

It also becomes strikingly evident that local and indigenous actors are far more than just passive
recipients: they resist, reinterpret, repurpose, and strategically engage with these frameworks in
creative and politically significant ways (Grix & Watene, 2022; Kontinen & Millstein, 2017;
Sterling et al., 2020; Waldmiiller et al., 2022; Sonetti-Gonzalez et al., 2026). Simultaneously,
the current research on localisation highlights actors and patterns, but fails to fully capture the
interior experiences of organisational practitioners (Bexell et al., 2025; Hickmann et al., 2024;
Moallemi et al., 2020; Reuter, 2023; Sever et al., 2025; Jiménez-Aceituno et al., 2020).
Therefore, this thesis fills an important gap by aiming to provide empirical insight into how
individuals navigate, reinterpret, or respond to the contradictions embedded in the SDG

framework in practice.



1.3 Research Problem, Aim, and Research Questions

While the SDGs were introduced as a universal agenda to reconcile human development with
planetary limits, their implementation has reached an "acute crisis" (Hickmann et al., 2024).
Critical scholarship suggests that the SDG framework itself may exacerbate these tensions, as
its reliance on standardised global indicators often privileges narrow metrics at the expense of
place-based environmental realities, Indigenous knowledge, and multidimensional well-being

(Fisher & Fukuda-Parr, 2019; Sterling et al., 2020; Waldmiiller et al., 2022).

Consequently, a "localisation" gap persists where practitioners in environmental development
(particularly in the Global South) must navigate the dissonance between formal SDG-aligned
commitments and their own locally grounded environmental priorities (Kontinen & Millstein,
2017; Waldmiiller et al., 2022). Despite growing literature on localisation, we believe there
remains a critical need for a deeper understanding of how these institutional and political
tensions are mediated through the everyday lived organisational experiences of frontline

practitioners.

Therefore, this study aims to examine the lived organisational experiences of frontline
practitioners working on environmental development initiatives in the Global South. It seeks to
critically explore how these actors translate, negotiate, or rework global sustainability agendas
within their specific institutional contexts, thereby contributing to a better understanding of the

interplay between standardised goal setting and locally situated environmental practice.

To address the aforementioned research problem, this study is guided by the following

questions:

e Research Question 1 (RQ1): What potential tensions do environmental practitioners

encounter when working with global frameworks like the SDGs?
e Research Question 2 (RQ2): How do they navigate these tensions?
o Sub-Question (SQ): What do those reveal about the broader translation,

negotiation, and contestation of global sustainability agendas?

1.4 Layout

All chapters of the thesis contribute to fulfilling the aim of this study and to building an
understanding of the work and challenges that come with navigating the SDG framework in

environmental projects.



Chapter 2 presents the theoretical framework, built on Institutional Logics (IL) and Street-Level
Bureaucracy (SLB), and the key concepts that form the basis for the analysis. Coloniality is
applied as a contextual lens, adding a structural layer of understanding to questions of

knowledge, legitimacy, and North-South relations in development work.

Chapter 3 explains the research design and the methodological approach that guides the study.
It presents how data is collected through interviews, and how it was analysed using reflexive
thematic analysis. The chapter also addresses epistemological positioning, researcher’s

reflexivity, and the study’s limitations and ethical considerations.

Chapter 4 provides a presentation of the object of study, contextualising the organisations and
practitioners at the centre of this research. Chapter 5 then presents the analysis and results,
structured around the themes that were constructed from the data. The thesis closes with
Chapter 6 discussing the main findings in relation to the RQs, reflecting on the study's
contributions to existing research and theory, and offering recommendations for future work.

A brief conclusion brings the thesis to a close.



2 Theoretical Chapter

This research seeks to explore the tension between frontline practitioners who consciously
pursue environmental protection outside the SDG framework while formally operating within
it. To analyse this, the study draws on IL for the organisational level (Thornton et al., 2012) and
SLB for the individual level analysis (Lipsky, 2010).

Together, these theories form an integrated meso-micro analytical pairing, not parallel
alternatives, but complementary frameworks, with both levels of analysis supporting each other
to form one comprehensive framework (Lipsky, 2010, pp. 59, 60, 61, 81; Thornton et al., 2012,
pp. 2, 76, 77). These theories were not chosen randomly but due to the research problem
operating at multiple levels at the same time, no single theory is sufficient in capturing both

structures in this specific context.

“Coloniality of Power and Knowledge” is applied as an analytical lens to study the
organisational and individual dynamics within Southern development work (Mignolo, 2009;
Quijano, 2000). This lens is being used to study how certain forms of knowledge and expertise
might be prioritised in organisations working in Southern contexts, and how organisational

logics and individual strategies reflect or challenge these hierarchies.

2.1 Institutional Logics

IL are understood as historically embedded patterns of cultural symbols and material practices
that provide the foundation for how people and organisations interpret their actions, structure
their environments, and assign meaning to their experiences (Thornton et al., 2012). Each of
these logics function as a unique governance system which has its own set of organising
principles, defining what is seen and understood as legitimate and appropriate behaviour within
a given context. (Thornton et al., 2012, p. 54). This study identifies three such logics in tension
(SDG, local environmental and donor/funding). They are not just preferences but prescribe
fundamentally different ways of understanding and doing environmental sustainability work

and will be further elaborated below.

As individuals and organisations operate within a landscape of multiple logics, they face
institutional complexity (Thornton et al., 2012, p. 175). Therefore, genuine tensions arise when
competing logics prescribe incompatible practices (Thornton et al., 2012, p. 142). According to
the authors, human behaviour is seen as “situated, embedded, and boundedly intentional” in

“social, cultural, and political structures” (Thornton et al., 2012, pp. 79-80), meaning
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individuals' responses to this complexity are influenced by their social location and cognitive
limits. For frontline practitioners in environmental organisations in the Global South, this
boundedness particularly matters. Their interpretation of and response to SDG requirements are
shaped as much by their organisational role as by the institutional and geopolitical context of
their work, so the same SDG framework can create different tensions based on where and how

they are embedded.

These tensions are not solely theoretical, but have been documented empirically in
sustainability contexts, where it was shown that individuals navigate multiple competing logics
while constructing localised understandings of sustainability (Milosevic et al., 2023). In the
case of SDG implementation, such tensions can generate distinct and sometimes incompatible
institutional orientations within organisations (Vikstedt et al., 2025), raising not only the
question of if organisations adopt the SDGs, but also of how these goals are interpreted,

negotiated, and operationalised in practice.

Thornton et al. (2012) identify several strategies in navigating these tensions. One is defined as
“loose and decoupling" which involves formally adopting institutional requirements while
maintaining separate practices internally (Thornton et al., 2012, pp. 57-58). This allows
organisations and individuals to sustain external legitimacy without sacrificing operational
priorities. “Blending logics” involves actors combining elements from diverse logics to form
hybrid identities or new organisational practices (Thornton et al., 2012, pp. 164-168). Pache
and Santos (2013) add “selective coupling” as a distinct alternative to “loose and decoupling”.
It describes a process where individuals actively integrate intact elements from multiple logics
simultaneously rather than separating formal from practical behaviour. The mechanism an
individual decides to use depends on the availability, accessibility, and activation of a given

logic in a particular moment.

Other frameworks like DiMaggio and Powell’s (1983) work on institutional isomorphism aligns
with IL yet it only explains institutional conformity and lacks insight into how practitioners
resist or work around dominant frameworks. While Pache and Santos (2013) contribute the
concept of “selective coupling”, it only highlights one specific strategy within the overarching
framework of Thornton et al. (2012). Their work remains solely focused on organisational-level

adaptation rather than individual practitioner agency.

Thornton et al. 's (2012) IL perspective stands out as a multi-level framework that bridges field,

organisation, and individual, making it adequate for this study’s focus on competing logics.
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However, IL alone is less able to show how frontline practitioners respond to these tensions in
their everyday work. This gap is particularly visible in environmental governance, where
frontline practitioners who enact global environmental agendas on the ground remain under
theorised (Holstead et al., 2021). To address this gap, this study complements it with SLB in

the following section.

2.2 Street-Level Bureaucracy

SLB centres on the contradictions Street-Level Bureaucrats encounter between the lofty
mandates of their institutions and the harsh realities of their daily work. There is a gap between
policy and practice, leading to workers meeting institutional expectations on paper, while
quietly reshaping their actual practices to fit reality (Lipsky, 2010, pp. xi-xii). They have to
make decisions that are not fully determined by organisational rules. These conditions force
frontline workers to rely on routines and develop shortcuts in order to handle the pressure of
these tensions. Lipsky (2010) defines this as the paradox of discretion. It is a structured space
where Street-Level Bureaucrats navigate the gaps between formal rules and the realities of their

work (Lipsky, 2010, pp. 13-16; p. 161).

Due to these tensions, these bureaucrats develop certain coping mechanisms to help them
manage their workloads, which redefines policy in practice. They ration services, meaning
limiting peoples’ access to services to manage overwhelming demand, as well as routinising,
which entails workers simplifying their perception of clients and tasks to make their workloads
feel more manageable (Lipsky, 2010, pp. 81-86). In practice, this often means prioritising
clients who seem easiest to help while deprioritising more challenging cases. At times, workers
might rely on unofficial procedures of operation, where improvised solutions keep the

organisation functional, even if these methods diverge from, or contradict, official protocols.

Although Lipsky (2010) developed the theory in a Global North context, later scholarship has
shown that SLB is also highly relevant in the Global South, where asymmetries of power,
uneven resources, and structural inequality shape the discretion available to frontline workers
(Eir6 & Lotta, 2024; Lotta et al., 2022). This makes the framework particularly appropriate for
contexts in which local practitioners must negotiate not only bureaucratic pressure but also

broader geopolitical and epistemic hierarchies.

This framework has been widely applied by scholars, including through a decolonial lens (Eird

& Lotta, 2024), as a tool for analysing its transfer from the Global North to the Global South
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(Lotta et al., 2022), and in the context of environmental policy (Holstead et al., 2021). Research
has shown that even though the theory was developed in a Global North context, SLB is just as
relevant in the Global South, where asymmetric power relations and social inequalities
fundamentally shape how frontline workers navigate their role (Lotta et al., 2021; Eiré & Lotta,

2024).

However, its direct link to the SDGs remains underexplored in literature. Guha and Chakrabarti
(2019) identified one of four major barriers to local SDG implementation is political and
bureaucratic leadership, which includes bureaucrats. These are the people on the ground, using
their judgment, local insights, and interactions with citizens to shape how policies play out. The
authors use the theory to underscore bureaucrats’ role in applying professional judgement to
reconcile conflicting rules, ensuring accountable use of public funds. Additionally, SLB is
recognised as the primary mechanism for enhancing policy responsiveness, especially in

achieving development targets.

Other frameworks were not chosen for this study as they prioritise interpretation over action or
remain descriptive rather than analytical. Sensemaking, for example, focuses on how
individuals interpret situations, rather than how they navigate them (Weick, 1995). SLB offers
the theoretical depth needed to connect frontline behaviour to broader structural forces, which

aligns more closely with the study’s empirical and analytical goals.

2.3 Coloniality as a Contextual Lens

Highlighting the differences between Colonialism and Coloniality is essential for establishing
the structural-historical backdrop of this study. Colonialism is a formal system of political and
military administration while Coloniality is the underlying logic of power, knowledge
hierarchies, and epistemic dominance which still persists in the structure of North-South
relations (Quijano, 2000, p. 533). The concept of “Coloniality of Power” therefore outlives the
formal colonial setting in which it was established and functions as a global model of social
classification. It sustains the hegemony of Eurocentric perspectives by functioning as a resilient
tool of social domination, naturalising relations of superiority and inferiority, mainly through
the mental construction of race. In the context of environmental sustainability organisations
operating in the Global South, this may not be an abstract historical condition but could
represent a structural reality that defines which framework is considered legitimate and whose

knowledge is treated as expertise and whose is sidelined (Kontinen & Millstein, 2017).
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Mignolo (2009) argues that Western epistemic frameworks, which are mostly developed in the
Global North and represent a Western-centric order on knowledge, systematically undermine
the knowledge and practices of the Global South. This is due to colonial legacies which position
Western science as the universal standard, while dismissing Southern knowledge as mere
cultural artifact, folklore, or tradition, therefore stripping it of its intellectual legitimacy.

Mignolo (2009) calls this “Coloniality of Knowledge”.

Building on this, Santos (2014) highlights that Western frameworks do not merely coexist with
other knowledge systems but actively suppress them. With his concepts of “Epistemicide”, he
argues that modern Western science has methodically invalidated alternative epistemologies
through systemic de-legitimisation, rather than through oversight. With this, he challenges the
hierarchy of knowledge, asserting that Southern traditions are not deficiencies but
epistemological resources in their own right. This dynamic is quite visible in SDG
implementation, where the framework's dependency on indicators and technocratic
measurement systems reflect Northern epistemic traditions (Fisher & Fukuda-Parr, 2019;

Waldmiiller et al., 2022).

These lenses provide an angle for explaining why the tensions practitioners experience take the
form they do. The dominance of certain IL and the constraints on individual strategies are
historically constituted through colonial power relations that determine whose knowledge
counts and whose frameworks define sustainability. IL and SLB then reveal how practitioners
navigate these conditions in practice. However, it is important to acknowledge that this focus
on Coloniality may highlight systemic inequalities at the cost of other factors, such as class or

gender, which intersect with, but are not reducible to colonial power dynamics.

2.4 Conceptual Framework

This study adopts an analytical framework that connects organisational tensions, frontline

agency, and the broader power relations shaping sustainability work in the Global South.

IL is used to identify the competing rationalities that shape what becomes legitimate, visible,
and prioritised within organisations (Thornton et al., 2012). In this study, these tensions are
expected to arise between a formal SDG-aligned logic centred on measurement, reporting
(Fukuda-Parr & McNeill, 2019), and external accountability, and a locally grounded
environmental logic centred on contextual, relational, and place-based priorities (Milosevic et

al., 2023; Sterling et al., 2020). SLB then makes it possible to analyse how frontline
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practitioners respond to these tensions in practice through different strategies which are further

explained in section 2.5.2 (Lipsky, 2010).

Together, these theories allow the analysis to move from organisational structure to individual
action. By combining them, we will be able to look at practitioners that experience possible
competing logics (identified through IL) as well as the methods they may employ to deal with
these tensions while continuing to pursue their local environmental goals (through SLB). By
building our theoretical framework on these two models, we aim to achieve a meso-micro
analytical lens that can provide a bigger picture by simultaneously allowing us to identify
possible organisational tensions and how practitioners react to those. This combination is
appropriate because the study is concerned not only with whether contradictions exist, but with

how they are navigated in practice by those implementing sustainability work at the frontline.

Within this framework, Coloniality (Mignolo, 2009; Quijano, 2000) and Epistemicide (Santos,
2014) are not treated as an equal third theory generating standalone coding categories, but as
interpretive lenses applied across the analysis. Their role is to help explain the historical and
geopolitical conditions through which certain forms of expertise, measurement, and
sustainability knowledge are privileged over others. In analytical terms, they help interpret why
technocratic and externally validated logics may carry greater authority than local, relational,
or community-based understandings of environmental sustainability, and why practitioners
may face pressure to align with externally legible forms of reporting even when these sit

uneasily with local realities.

This analytical framework therefore makes it possible to analyse how global sustainability
agendas are organisationally translated, where frictions emerge between formal commitments
and local environmental priorities, and how frontline practitioners sustain, modify, or quietly

rework those agendas in practice.

The conceptual framework translates the theoretical framework into an analytical model in
order to guide the empirical analysis. It identifies the central concepts that guide interpretation
and coding, and shows how organisational logics, frontline practices, and contextual power

relations are linked in the study.
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3 Methodology and Methods

The following chapter aims to present the methodology used for this study. First, the underlying
worldview of this study as well as the research design will be explained. Further on, the research
method and tool will be presented. Subsequently, the whole analysis process of the data will be
presented. Lastly, the chapter concludes with outlining the research's limitations as well as its

reliability and validity.

3.1 Research Design and Methodological Approach

The overall aim of this study is to examine how frontline practitioners navigate the tensions
between what global frameworks, like the SDGs, require and what they experience in practice
on the ground. Qualitative inquiry is defined by its attention to the situated, interpretive nature
of human experience (Flick, 2014, p. 147). Researching tensions and experiences of individuals
cannot be fully captured by the quantitative indicators often used to measure SDG progress and
experiences cannot be operationalised as variables (Creswell, 2013, pp. 18-21) The goal of this
study is not to measure or test the experiences of participants but to explore the meanings of
their individual perspectives. Consequently, in order to answer the RQs, a qualitative data

collection method which focuses on personal narratives is needed (Creswell, 2013, pp. 71-72).

This study adopts a critical interpretivist approach, underpinned by a constructivist ontology
that frames social reality, including how sustainability is defined, as socially constructed
through human interaction, meaning it does not exist independently of it (Guba & Lincoln,
1994, pp. 33, 83, 84). Its epistemology treats knowledge as inherently contextual and shaped
by social, historical, and political contexts (Creswell, 2013, pp. 20-22). Instead of exclusively
describing the experience of practitioners, this research investigates the structural conditions

that produce them (Alvesson & Skoldberg, 2018, pp. 20, 102).

Qualitative and participatory approaches centre marginalised voices and challenge dominant
narratives, thus aligning with the research’s focus (Nickels & Zavattaro, 2024). By using
Coloniality as a contextual lens, this study situates its research within broader historical,
political, and epistemic relations, shaping the conditions practitioners work within (Quijano,

2000; Mignolo, 2009).

This research draws on pre—existing theories of IL (Thornton et al., 2012) and SLB (Lipsky,
2010) and applies an abductive approach, which draws on both deductive and inductive

approaches (Alvesson & Skoldberg, 2018, pp. 10-11). This is elaborated further below.
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3.2 Data Collection

The qualitative data collection method that was used for this study is semi-structured interviews.
It is the dominant method in organisational research as it allows access to situated professional
knowledge (Bryman & Bell, 2019, pp. 239-243). As contextual depth is needed to analyse how
specific organisational roles or cultures shape the responses of participants, semi-structured
interviews support that as they capture subjective experiences and contextual adaptations of

frameworks.

Semi-structured interviews were chosen over fully structured or unstructured alternatives for
specific reasons tied to the nature of this study. This approach grants a conversational style of
interview, allowing participants’ own phrasing of tension and coping without forcing
predefined categories on them, which aligns with the study's interpretivist epistemology
(Creswell, 2013, pp. 20-21; DeJonckheere & Vaughn, 2019). This will allow open-ended
responses as well as offer the flexibility to probe which enables the researchers to follow the
participant’s own logic (DeJonckheere & Vaughn, 2019). Semi-structured interviews offer the
possibility to grasp deeper organisational knowledge as it supports easier access into the internal
processes of a company, capturing the experiences usually not visible from the outside as well
as having a comparative potential which could help uncover divergent perspectives (Bryman &

Bell, 2019, pp. 241-243).

Participants for this study were selected through a non-probability sampling approach, meaning
that the chance of an individual being chosen for the sample cannot be known (Acharya et al.,
2013). With purposive sampling, participants are mostly selected based on their expertise or

experiences which are directly relevant to the research (Tajik et al., 2024).

Purposive sampling guided the initial outreach, with potential participants identified through
the researchers private and professional networks, organisational websites, and professional
networking platforms (e.g.: LinkedIn). Some of this outreach led to the second sampling
approach, snowball sampling, where initial research participants or referral sources referred the
researchers to colleagues and acquaintances from their networks with relevant experience for
this study (Acharya et al., 2013). It is a common approach in research where the target
population is professionally networked and subjects with the target characteristics are not easily

accessible (Naderifar et al., 2017).

Potential interviewees were contacted by Email, Linkedin or WhatsApp. The interviewees had

to have experience and/or knowledge in the space of navigating tensions between externally
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imposed frameworks like the SDGs and locally grounded priorities, preferably in
environmental organisations in the Global South. This criterion was theoretically motivated as

the researchers wanted to ensure that participants could speak from firsthand experience.

Potential organisations included NGOs, social enterprises, development organisations or
similar. Potential roles included programme managers, monitoring and evaluation staff,
partnership coordinators and local partners in similar positions. These roles are theoretically
motivated as they are situated at the interface between institutional top-down demands and local

bottom-up realities that SLB theorises (Lipsky, 2010).

A total of 5 participants joined the study. In preparation for their interviews, an interview guide
was formulated covering the most relevant topics and questions in relation to the research object
(Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, p. 27). The researchers followed this guide through all interviews
in order to achieve consistency and thematic comparability while retaining the flexibility
characteristic of semi-structured interviews (Bryman & Bell, 2019, p. 209; Patton, 2002, pp.
346-347).

The interview guide was structured according to the funnel logic, meaning the questions move
from general ones about the interviewees’ role and professional background to more specific,

research related inquiries (Palinkas et al., 2015). The full interview guide is in the Appendix.

All interviews were conducted in English via video call and averaged a time of 38:27 minutes.
Video-based interviewing is now a widely accepted and methodologically legitimate form of
collecting qualitative data, especially in research spanning multiple countries (Lobe et al.,
2022). They were audio-recorded with mobile voice memo technology with participants'
informed consent and were afterwards transcribed for analysis. Some participants requested the
audio recording of their interview, which was shared with them. However, no systematic

member checking of the analysis itself was carried out.

3.3 Data Analysis

The method used to analyse the qualitative primary data collected through semi-structured
interviews is reflexive thematic analysis (TA), as developed by Braun and Clarke (2021). This
section justifies the selection of reflexive TA as the analytic method for this study, describes
the specific version of TA adopted and its epistemological commitments, and outlines each

phase of the analysis.
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3.3.1 Rationale for Thematic Analysis

TA is a qualitative analytics method for “developing, analysing and interpreting patterns across
a qualitative dataset, which involves systematic processes of data coding to develop themes”
(Braun & Clarke, 2021, p. 4). Its selection for this thesis follows directly from the

epistemological commitments and RQs.

There are variations of reflexive TA, which can be found on a spectrum of multiple approaches

as seen in figure 4 below (Braun & Clarke, 2021, pp. 9-10).

Orientation to data More inductive: where the analysis is More deductive: where the analysis
located within, and coding and theme is shaped by existing theoretical
development are driven by, the data 4—> constructs, which provide the ‘lens’
content. through which to read and code the

data and develop themes.

Focus of meaning Semantic: where the analysis explores Latent: where the analysis explores
meaning at the more surface, explicit, or 4———  meaning at the more underlying or
manifest level. implicit level.

Qualitative framework Experiential- where the analysis aims Critical- where the analysis focuses on
to capture and explore people’s own 4——) interrogating and unpacking meaning
perspectives and understandings. around the topic or issue.

Theoretical frameworks Realist, essentialist: where analysis Relativist, constructionist: where
aims to capture truth and reality, as 4—> analysis aims to interrogate and
expressed within the dataset. unpack the realities that are expressed

within the dataset.

Figure 2 The variations of reflexive TA
Note. Table 1.2, from Braun & Clarke (2021), p. 10

The version of reflexive TA applied here is a critical, constructionist, and abductive one. The
analytical frameworks of IL and SLB function as frameworks that orient the reading of the data
toward particular kinds of meaning without predetermining what the analysis must find.
Additionally, reflexive TA has the capacity to accommodate both deductive and inductive

orientations within the same process (Braun & Clarke, 2021, pp. 9-10; Dubois & Gadde, 2002).

Critical TA focuses on “interrogating and unpacking meaning”, and constructionist TA aims to
“interrogate and unpack the realities that are expressed within the dataset” — attending to what
is implied, assumed, or left unsaid (Braun & Clarke, 2021, p. 10). To understand the dynamics
between competing logics, colonial power relations, formal frameworks and local realities
further requires analysis that moves between the semantic and the latent, between what

practitioners explicitly describe and what those descriptions reveal about the structural
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conditions of their work (Braun & Clarke, 2021, p. 10). A solely experiential or inductive TA

would not allow this.

Furthermore, reflexive TA is well suited for finding common patterns across many different
interviews (Braun & Clarke, 2021, p. 4). Participants are practitioners working across multiple
organisations in different Global South contexts. No single case or narrative is the focus of
analysis. Instead, the aim is to identify shared patterns of tension, strategy, and navigation
across diverse situated accounts and regions. This method allows us to actively generate themes
that hold across a dataset while remaining grounded in individual accounts (Braun & Clarke,

2021, pp. 4, 8).

Therefore, the analysis is neither purely deductive (in which codes would be derived exclusively
from theory) nor purely inductive (in which the researcher would approach the data without
prior conceptual commitments). Instead, it follows the abductive logic of inquiry described by
Alvesson and Skoldberg (2018, pp. 4-10) and consistent with Dubois and Gadde’s (2002)
systematic combining: moving repeatedly between theory and data, allowing each to inform the
other. In this abductive logic, reflexive TA, themes were developed through an ongoing
dialogue between data and theory, so they may both reflect and complicate or extend the
theoretical frameworks informing the study (Alvesson & Skoldberg, 2018, p. 275; Braun &
Clarke, 2021, pp. 55-57).

3.3.2 Epistemological Positioning and Researchers’ Reflexivity

Within reflexive TA, themes are not entities residing passively within the data waiting to be
discovered but are actively produced by the researchers through their systematic, theoretically-

informed, and reflexive engagement with the dataset (Braun & Clarke, 2021, p. 8).

Reflexivity is a core feature of reflexive TA, not an optional addition (Braun & Clarke, 2021,
p. 13). Within a constructionist epistemology, the researcher is not a neutral instrument but an
active participant in the production of knowledge (Guba & Lincoln, 1994, p. 84). This means
that acknowledging who the researchers are, and what they bring to the analysis, is not a

limitation to be managed but an epistemological requirement (Braun & Clarke, 2021, p. 8).

Both researchers are European (one from Romania, and one from Germany) and completed
their academic training at universities in the Netherlands, Germany and the United States
respectively. They have therefore been formed intellectually within European and Western-

centric scholarly traditions, and this can have direct analytical consequences on the frameworks,
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epistemologies, and assumptions acquired through that training which can inevitably shape how

data is read, what is noticed, and what is made of it.

Conducting research on epistemic inequality from a position of institutional privilege risks
reinforcing the dynamics being critiqued in this study. This awareness shaped the researchers’
approach throughout the data collection process by prioritising participants’ own language and
framings, resisting the temptation to impose external analytical categories. Their experiential

knowledge was treated as the primary source of insight.

The theoretical frameworks applied throughout this analysis, IL (Thornton et al., 2012) and
SLB (Lipsky, 2010), were themselves developed within Northern academic traditions, as was
the SDG framework whose embedded assumptions this study interrogates. There is therefore
an inherent tension in this research: the lens used to critique the power relations of global
sustainability governance is being applied by researchers who are, in important respects,

positioned within those same relations.

At the same time, both researchers bring a critically reflexive orientation toward their own
intellectual formation. They are not applying Western frameworks uncritically but share the
concerns of scholars who have long critiqued the expansiveness of Western knowledge
production, its erasure of other ways of knowing, and the ongoing damage inflicted by colonial
and neocolonial relations on poorer nations and their epistemic traditions (Mignolo, 2009;
Quijano, 2000; Pascale, 2018). This critical orientation does not dissolve the tension of

positionality, but it makes it more visible and more productive.

The analysis was conducted by hand: transcripts were printed in full and worked through
physically, with different colours used to mark and distinguish codes, and marginal annotations

used to capture interpretive observations as they arose.

3.4 Analysis Phases

The analysis was conducted following Braun and Clarke’s (2021, p. 86) six-phase framework
for reflexive TA, understood as a recursive and iterative process, in which the researcher moves

back and forth between phases as understanding develops.
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Phase 1 - Familiarisation with the data

All interviews were transcribed verbatim which were then read repeatedly by the
researchers to become familiar with the dataset. The data was annotated with initial
observations, while searching for patterns, tensions, and unexpected elements.

Phase 2 - Generating initial codes

Data was manually coded using colored highlighters and printed transcripts.
Repeating patterns relevant to the research questions and aim were identified,
labeled, and organised into initial inductive and deductive codes.

Phase 3 - Generating initial themes

Related codes were grouped into candidate themes, which are patterns anchored by a
shared idea or central concept.

Phase 4 - Reviewing themes

The candidate themes were reviewed in relation to the dataset and the initial codes
to assess whether they formed a coherent and meaningful pattern.

Phase 5 - Defining and naming themes

Each theme was analysed for scope, internal logic, and contribution to answering the
research questions and was assigned a name intended to convey its analytic content.

Phase 6 - Producing the report

The analysis is written with illustrative data extracts selected to support the themes
and to demonstrate the identified patterns.

Figure 3 Procedure for the six phases of thematic analysis

Note. Adapted from Braun & Clarke (2021)

3.5 Limitations, Reliability, Validity, and Ethical Consideration

3.5.1 Research quality

The analysis method was selected for reasons specific to this study's RQs and epistemological
commitments, as argued in 3.3.1. It was conducted with thoroughness, meaning all transcripts

were read, coded, and revisited in full across each phase of the analysis. Transparency was
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maintained through detailed documentation of the analytical process as described above.
Reflexivity was sustained as described in 3.3.2, with both researchers maintaining critical
awareness of how their positionality shaped their engagement with the data. The findings aim
to produce an account that moves beyond description to interpretation, attending to both the
semantic and latent dimensions of participants' accounts. Finally, coherence was maintained by
keeping the analysis consistent with the constructionist and critical epistemological

commitments established throughout this chapter.

3.5.2 Limitations

While the sample size sits on the lower end of qualitative organisational research, it is
considered sufficient for analysis (Hennink & Kaiser, 2022). The results offer a partial rather
than comprehensive picture of practitioner experience, and all claims are made with this in

mind.

The final dataset also reflects practical difficulties in maintaining contact with participants over
the course of the research. This is a recognised challenge in research conducted across
geographic distances and through digital channels, where it is harder to maintain the kind of

ongoing contact that supports participant retention (Lobe et al., 2022).

One of the participants was personally known to one of the researchers before the study, through
previous academic contexts. This existing relationship produced a noticeably different dynamic
in that interview: the participant was more open, more informal in their language, and more
willing to be critical of their organisation and the broader frameworks under study than the
other participants. While this produced particularly rich data, it also means the conditions under

which data was collected were not consistent across the dataset.

All interviews were conducted in English, which is neither the first language of the researchers
nor of most participants. While every effort was made to ensure clarity, it is possible that nuance
was occasionally lost in expression or interpretation. Certain local concepts or ways of framing
experience may not translate cleanly into English, and their meaning may have been partially
lost in the transcription and coding process. To address this, participants were occasionally

asked to clarify, repeat or rephrase their responses.

Conducting interviews via video call has limitations compared to in-person interviewing (Lobe
et al., 2022). Non-verbal cues are harder to read, technical disruptions can interrupt the flow of

conversation, and it is generally more difficult to build the kind of rapport that encourages
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openness. These factors may have affected how freely participants felt able to speak,

particularly on sensitive topics such as informal practices or tensions with their organisations.

3.5.3 Ethical considerations

Several ethical considerations were addressed throughout the research process. At the start of
every interview, informed consent was obtained verbally and confirmed through participants'
agreement to audio recording. To protect participants' privacy, all individuals and their
organisations have been anonymised by removing identifying details or generalising them in
the presentation of findings. Audio recordings and transcripts were handled securely and could
only be accessed by the two researchers. The study did not require formal ethical approval under
institutional guidelines but was conducted in accordance with the ethical principles outlined by

the Swedish Research Council (Swedish Research Council, 2018).

Beyond the procedural ethics addressed here, this study also recognises a broader set of ethical
responsibilities arising from its research context. Conducting research on epistemic inequality
and colonial power relations from a position of institutional and geographic privilege carries its
own ethical weight. The researchers' awareness of this, and the steps taken to prioritise
participants' own language and framings throughout the data collection and analysis process,

are discussed in sections 3.2 and 3.3.2 respectively.
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4 Empirical Presentation of the Object of Study

This chapter presents the empirical objects of this study and describes the organisations and
interviewees included in the research. The focus lies on environmental development
organisations operating in the Global South whose activities are connected to sustainability, the
SDGs, and community-based implementation work. The chapter provides an overview of the

organisations, their areas of work and institutional contexts.

This study focuses on frontline practitioners working in environmental development
organisations in the Global South. The participants were selected as their roles sit at the
intersection between global, institutional frameworks, and the locally grounded priorities of the
communities that they work with. Each of their roles includes navigating competing demands

from multiple institutional actors simultaneously.

A total of five individuals were interviewed. Figure 6 below shows an overview of all
interviewees, their roles, organisations, geographic context, and their relation to global
frameworks, like the SDGs. All names and other identifying characteristics were anonymised
according to the ethical commitments mentioned in Chapter 3. To preserve anonymity,
participants were assigned the names of space telescopes, referencing tools of global scientific

collaboration that advance knowledge for the collective good.

The participants represent a range of different positions in the broader landscape of
environmental development work. This includes roles like co-founder and head of global
partnerships and sustainability, programme manager and gender focal point, safeguard
coordinator and social specialist. The study also selected independent collaborators and

entrepreneurs that are engaging with sustainability-related initiatives.

The organisations included in this study range from carbon credit firms and environmental
NGOs to political foundations, environmental services and international financial institutions.
Their activities include reforestation, biodiversity protection, carbon-related projects, plastic
recycling, renewable-energy initiatives, social and environmental safeguards, social and justice

work, community partnerships, and broader sustainability programmes.

Even though most of the organisations differ in institutional form and position, they still share
a common characteristic. They all operate in environmental development contexts in the Global
South, working with international frameworks, like the SDGs, as well as donor-funded project

structures and transnational partnerships.
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Participants and
Location

Role

Organisation type

Relation to SDGs &

sustainability frameworks

Webb, South
America / Europe

Co-founder / Head
of global
partnerships &
sustainability
(NGO); Head of
business
development
(carbon credit)

Social enterprise
(South America);
Private
sustainability
company (Europe)

Environmental projects use
sustainability alignment for
government support; Uses
SDG alignment to price and
sell plastic, carbon and
biochar credits

Hubble / South Independent Independent Attended COP30 in Belém;
America / Europe | research, activist, | entrepreneur, critical of formal
project director collaborations with frameworks; engages with
NGOs and cultural sustainability outside
organisations institutional structures
Chandra / North Programme Foreign political Works in spaces governed by
Africa manager; foundation; platform | SDG-adjacent frameworks;
Facilitative for collective action consciously distances from
committee SDGs as colonial
member under a Iinstruments; engages with
global climate climate finance negotiations;
organisation Attended COP30 in Belém
Kepler / South Safeguards Environmental Worked directly on 2030
America coordinator; service Agenda planning; currently
previously SDG implements environmental
planning specialist and social safeguards on
sustainable projects
Tess / South Social specialist; International Implements safeguards,
America former senior financial institution; | benefit-sharing, and
social and previously consultation frameworks
environmental environmental linked to international
safeguards service donor requirements; prior
coordinator experience with

community-based
conservation projects

Table 1 Overview of participants
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5 Analysis and Results

This chapter begins with an overview of IL and SLB coding frameworks that were used for the
coding and analysis, followed by the results of our data collection from the interviews we
conducted. All participants offered direct insights into what their roles and work entail and how
they relate to and work with SDGs and global frameworks. They have also highlighted several
common pain points across different environmental work contexts and across different

continents and countries.
IL Framework and Coding

The use of IL in the analysis will pay attention to the main logics embedded in the empirical
material, especially technocratic SDG logic, locally grounded environmental logic, and any
hybrid or selectively coupled combinations of the two. The logics are followed by the various

mechanisms actors employ when faced with different logics.
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Conceptual What to look for Possible codes or Analytic meaning
element in the data categories
SDG logic References to SDG alignment, Shows a formal
targets, indicators, | measurements, external
reporting, reporting, targets, sustainability
standardisation, rationality.
and formal SDG
alignment.
Local References to Local priorities, Shows a
environmental place-based contextual context-sensitive
logic priorities, adaptation, sustainability
community needs, | community rationality.
ecological knowledge, place

relationships, and
local knowledge.

based sustainability.

Donor / funding
logic

References to
funding
requirements,
project indicators,
and upward
accountability.

Donor pressure,
funding conditions,
compliance.

Shows external
resource
dependence
shaping priorities.

Loose coupling /

Formal adaptation

Symbolic adoption,

Shows separation

decoupling without paper compliance, between talk and
corresponding separate practice. action.
practice.

Blending logics Elements from Hybrid identities, Shows active

different logics
merged into one
practice.

integrated practice,
mixed strategies.

combination of
logics.

Selective coupling

Intact elements
from multiple
logics combined
strategically.

Strategic
combination,
selective adoption,
tailored alignment.

Shows deliberate
integration of
compatible
elements.

Legitimacy claims

Arguments about
what is
appropriate,
acceptable, or
credible.

Legitimacy,
appropriateness,
justification.

Shows how actors
defend or normalise
a chosen logic.

Table 2 Conceptual framework for IL

SLB Framework and Coding

Here, the analysis will involve looking for discretion, coping, routines, informal workarounds,

and other strategies that show how practitioners reshape policy in practice.
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Conceptual What to look for Possible codes or Analytic meaning

element in the data categories

Discretion Moments where Professional Shows room for
practitioners judgement, agency in
choose how to apply | discretion, implementation.
rules or goals. decision-making.

Coping Statements about Coping, pressure Shows how

mechanisms managing pressure, | management, practitioners
workload, or prioritisation. sustain work under
conflicting constraint.
demands.

Routinisation Simplifying or Routine, Shows how
standardising tasks | simplification, complexity is
to make work workflow shortcuts. | reduced in daily
manageable. practice.

Rationing Limiting time, Prioritisation, Shows how scarce
attention, services, | selection, triage. resources shape
or support. implementation.

Informal practices | Unofficial Workarounds, Shows how practice
procedures used to | improvisation, deviates from
keep things informal procedure. | formal rules.
functioning.

Reworking policy in | Adapting formal Translation, Shows how

practice requirements to fit | adaptation, implementation is
local realities. reinterpretation. reshaped on the

ground.

Table 3 Conceptual framework for SLB

We have learned that SDGs are not the only framework that organisations and our participants
work with. They engage with multiple kinds of global frameworks simultaneously, and while
they tried to limit their input to only the SDGs, sometimes lines get blurry between this
framework and others. Where we write “SDGs" it is because the practitioners mentioned them
specifically, whereas where we discuss global frameworks, it is because the discussion moved

to a more general level.

Following the thematic analysis phases presented earlier, we organised the findings around the
themes we have created based on the codes we generated. These can be seen in Figure 7. Each
theme begins with a presentation of the findings followed by an analysis of said findings in

relation to the chosen theories and the conceptual frameworks in 2.5.1 and 2.5.2.
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Theme 1 SDG implementation Deductive 1L

Loose coupling/decoupling Deductive IL
) Legitimacy claims Deductive 1L
SDG symbuolie Public interest Inductive
alignment
Holistic approach (SDGs and their interconnectedness) Inductive
Post-COVID disengagement Inductive
Theme 2 Funding/donor logic Deductive 1L
Rationing Deductive SLB
Funding Informal practices/workarounds Deductive SLB
dependency and Global / local governance Deductive IL
structural power Power asymmetry Inductive Coloniality lens
Accountability Inductive
Theme 3 Translating global frameworks Inductive
Invisible labour Inductive
Routinisation Deductive SLB
f!’he. burdenaof Whose knowledge is legitimate Inductive Coloniality lens
invisble labour
Local/traditional knowledge Inductive Coloniality lens
Misunderstanding of local needs Inductive
Theme 4 Discretion Deductive SLB
Coping mechanisms Deductive SLB
Selective coupling Deductive 1L
s Blending logics Deductive 1L
Practitioner agency )
Local agency Inductive
Practitioners & practices Inductive
Relationship-building Inductive

Table 4 Deductive and inductive codes grouped by themes
5.1 Theme 1 - SDG symbolic alignment

5.1.1 Findings

The main findings regarding this first theme point to a trend that practitioners tend to formally
adopt SDG language — not the whole framework — to satisfy donors and external stakeholders

while their work follows more closely local priorities.

This pattern could be identified across all five interviews. It paints a picture of how practitioners
relate to the SDG framework and other global frameworks coming down from international
organisations. While they range from being broadly aware of it to being very fluent in its
language, the practitioners we interviewed do not actively work towards it in their day-to-day
activities. “We are not too deep into it with a checklist about the SDGs, but we try to do our

best with topics related to sustainability” (Webb).
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Chandra explains that “[their] work does cover SDG topics, but it’s not conscious. So, it’s not
like we’re consciously like, okay, let’s look at the SDGs and apply it. I think this is a conscious
decision of the team”. This shows the team has actively decided to work without the explicit
framework, because they explained that working directly with communities already covers
everything the SDGs are meant to address. A similar position emerged from Kepler who offered

a framing that captures this relationship well: “[SDGs] are not relevant, but they are related”.

Underlying this pattern of not consciously using the SDGs is also a deeper incompatibility in
how the framework is understood which was already hinted at by Chandra earlier, but more
explicitly below. Multiple practitioners described working at the local level with an integrative
and relational logic that resists the SDG framework's separation of interconnected challenges
into discrete, trackable goals. Talking about sustainability goals as separate items is "very
occidental" and “very very structured”, while at the community level, "everything is connected”

and the goals are inherently part of the work at this level but understood differently (Kepler).

“And also ‘what are the fucking SDGs?’ Like, yeah, of course we need gender equality, of
course we need climate action [...] we don’t consciously [apply them] because if you re going

to work in a community, these are all things that will cover it” - Chandra

This separation between the development narrative and the instrument was also visible in how
Kepler and Tess described the historical arc of the SDGs. While the launch of Agenda 2030
generated substantial excitement and commitment for the civil society, local governments, and
donors (in their countries), the energy dissipated significantly in recent years, losing public and
political interests, in part accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic. "I know this narrative still
exists and exists because of the SDGs, but we don’t talk about the SDGs anymore” (Kepler).

SDG language has become institutionally embedded without being operationally used.

Where the framework does appear the most, as far as this research goes, is during funding
application. “If you want money you need to align all your work with the tasks with these
platforms” — framing SDG alignment as a condition of access to resources (Tess). The
framework is adopted at the surface of organisational life, in documents that face outward
toward donors, while the local priorities are negotiated elsewhere. Webb described another
dynamic, noting that while carbon and plastic credit projects with traceable SDG metrics attract
higher financial reward, social enterprises with less measurable and quantifiable projects and
outcomes receive less, which can create a structural incentive towards visible SDG alignment

regardless of its depth.
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For practitioners involved in community-based work, disaggregating social and ecological
realities into multiple numbered targets can distort the work they do. The goals themselves are
not contested, but the framework as an instrument, and the specific ways those goals are
packaged, measured, and demanded is. For the participants, the framework repackages in an

occidental format what their community-based practice does holistically.

5.1.2 Analysis

The pattern established above can be understood through IL’s concepts of loose coupling and
legitimacy claims (Thornton et al., 2012). When organisations face competing IL, which in this
case are the SDG logic with standardised targets and formal external reporting and the local
environmental logic centred on relational and community-based practice, loose coupling
provides one response which is to formally adopt the dominant logic’s requirements within the

organisation without allowing them to infiltrate the local practice.

Within the data, we have found that SDG language appears in funding applications and
outward-facing documents, while the internal logic guiding fieldwork follows a different
rationality. Organisations maintain external legitimacy with donors and international partners
without surrendering the operational priorities that actually guide their work on the ground. The
SDGs function here more as a legitimacy claim that unlocks access to institutional resources.
These kinds of claims require that they are recognised by parties who hold institutional
authority, which in our data are donors and international funding partners. This places
practitioners in a gap where they employ loose coupling between what they must “say” to
remain institutionally legitimate and what they must do to remain effective with their projects

on the ground.

While some practitioners are loosely coupled to the SDG framework by circumstance and
institutional contexts, others are actively decoupled from it by choice. For Chandra, this is a
conscious, collective, and political decision grounded in their framing of the SDG framework
as a colonial and imperial framework. In this reading, it shows that the same structural condition
of competing IL can produce different organisational responses depending on the degree of

political consciousness practitioners bring to their situation.

While IL does not anticipate this kind of decoupling as an epistemic stance, the Coloniality lens
helps explain it. Mignolo (2009) argues that Western epistemic frameworks position themselves

as universal standards while dismissing Southern knowledge as local or tradition. The SDGs’
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organisation into discrete, numbered goals can be seen as an expression of this epistemic
ordering that practitioners working within local logics experience as a top-down foreign way
of organising knowledge about sustainability. Santos' (2014) concept of Epistemicide goes a
step further by suggesting that this is an active dynamic where the technocratic structure of

global frameworks systematically delegitimises alternative ways of knowing through design.

This helps name what several practitioners described when they said that everything is
connected, and that separating sustainability into discrete goals does not reflect or support their
local work. This is not a matter of a competing IL, but a fundamentally different way of

organising knowledge about sustainability — in a relational way that resists categorisation.

Waldmiiller et al. (2022) in subchapter 1.2 describe this as a pluriversal ontology, where locally
grounded ways of knowing and living cannot be captured by standardised frameworks because
they operate on different premises entirely. IL expects competing logics to exist within the same
institutional space, even when they clash. But the relational way of knowing described in this

study does not compete with the SDG logic because it operates on entirely different terms.

Together, these findings suggest that one of the main challenges for SDG localisation goes a
bit deeper than what has been identified in current research (Bexell et al., 2025; Moallemi et
al.,, 2020; Sever et al., 2025). This is represented by an incompatibility between global
frameworks and locally grounded ways of knowing. The gap is about different ontologies of

sustainability.

5.2 Theme 2 - Funding dependency and structural power

5.2.1 Findings

Theme 2 examines the structural conditions that produce and sustain the relationship described
in Theme 1. While Theme 1 showed that SDG alignment functions largely as a condition of
access to funding, Theme 2 goes deeper into the power dynamics of what donor dependency

actually costs practitioners, and how it shapes what they can and cannot do.

Across all interviews, funding dependency emerged as the most concrete constraint. The
relationship between practitioners and donors was described as one of structural imbalance,
where funding arrives attached to requirements, formats, and orientations that do not always
align with local work. Tess captured this with the phrase "perverse equilibrium", explaining

that securing the resources needed to run projects requires aligning with an external agenda that
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does not always match the mission or the needs of communities on the ground. This alignment

is a precondition of keeping projects running at all.

In practice, this means adapting to conditions set by donors (additional activities, budget
deductions, and pre-established reporting formats) that practitioners have little power to
negotiate. Kepler explained that “you need to integrate this activity and this activity and also
[...] we are going to take [from] you 10% because we are a global organisation”. They also
described how community-led work is presented as the goal by donors, while the volume of
external requirements makes genuine local leadership difficult to sustain in practice. Chandra
went further, describing the organisation's relationship with the parent donor as one where
practitioners are treated as "cheap labour" despite the donor's stated commitment to labour
justice. This gap between partnership language and actual power dynamics was a recurring

observation across interviews.

This financial dependency also makes practitioners vulnerable to shifts in global politics. Tess
described how the withdrawal of funding from the United States under a changing
administration led directly to job losses and the collapse of projects in their country. They
pointed to a structural feature of the aid system in which civil society organisations in their
country in the Global South have little resilience against decisions made by donors and

organisations that are mainly from the Global North.

Chandra's account goes furthest in connecting organisational dependency to national-level
conditions. In their country, the majority of GDP goes to debt servicing, and foreign assistance
arrives tied to conditions that orient national infrastructure toward export rather than local need.
Tess raised a related point, noting that Global South countries carry much of the labour and cost
of reducing emissions while Global North countries continue to pollute at higher rates, pointing
to a distribution of burden that the SDG framework largely leaves unaddressed. Together, these
observations suggest that donor dependency is not only a project-level constraint. It reaches
into the economic and political structures that determine how Global South countries relate to
the rest of the world, and how much room civil society has to act independently in the first

place.

At the macro level, practitioners described a global governance system that mirrors and
reinforces these dynamics. Kepler described the UN as an institution whose legitimacy is under
strain, with its capacity to respond to multiple current simultaneous crises being questioned.

This broader context helps explain why practitioners in this study have limited room to

35



manoeuvre: the structural conditions producing local sustainability failures are reproduced

rather than challenged at the global level.

This was also visible at COP30, where practitioners described an experience of visible symbolic
inclusion alongside invisible exclusion: "the most important meetings were closed" (Hubble),
and "just because you had people on the table doesn't mean the actual issues get put on paper"
(Chandra). These accounts point to the same asymmetry of power that practitioners experience

inside their organisations but operating at the level of global governance.

5.2.2 Analysis

The findings above can be understood through the interplay of IL's donor/funding logic
(Thornton et al., 2012) and SLB’s (Lipsky, 2010) coping mechanisms, rationing, and informal
practices alongside the Coloniality lens to account for the dimensions of power neither theory

fully captures.

Donor/funding requirements, project indicators, and upward accountability act as expressions
of a logic that shapes what organisations prioritise and how they justify their work to external
stakeholders. In this study, donor logic structurally determines the conditions under which local
environmental logic can be pursued at all. The “perverse equilibrium” Tess describes captures
how local environmental logic can only operate within the boundaries that donor/funding logic
permits, and that those boundaries are set by parties that are largely absent from ground-level

realities.

Rationing is a mechanism frontline workers develop under resource constraint by making
decisions about where to direct limited time, attention, and capacity when demand exceeds what
is available (Lipsky, 2010). In this context, practitioners must decide which priorities to pursue
within the boundaries funding conditions permit, often at personal cost. When reporting formats
do not fit fieldwork realities, they also develop informal workarounds to keep their work
functioning within structures not designed for their contexts, as seen in how participants
describe adapting to pre-established donor formats while trying to preserve locally relevant
practice. These coping strategies are structural responses to institutional arrangements that place

the burden of reconciling competing demands mostly on frontline workers.

While these theories explain the organisational and individual dynamics, they do not account
for the dimension of power running through these findings. What practitioners describe is a

structure that operates simultaneously at the organisational, national, and global level, with each
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reinforcing the others. In some contexts, donor dependency at the organisational level connects
directly to debt dependency at the national level, which connects to veto power and

exclusionary processes at the level of global governance.

Quijano (2000) describes “Coloniality of Power” as a global system that organises social
relations in ways that maintain hierarchies between the Global North and South across
economic, political, and knowledge systems. The power imbalances experienced by the
participants in this study (between donors and practitioners, Global North funders and Global

South civil society), appear to be built into how the global sustainability system operates.

This 1s most visible in Chandra's account of how foreign aid in their country arrives tied to
conditions that orient national infrastructure toward export. Tess's observation that Global
South countries bear a disproportionate share of the cost of emission reduction while Global
North countries continue to pollute points to the same power structure. These experiences hint
at a system in which resources, obligations, and decision-making authority appear to be
distributed along colonial lines. Chandra's description of international frameworks as "imperial
colonial frameworks" that their team actively rejects is not only an epistemological stance, as

discussed in Theme 1, but also a political response to this reality.

The COP30 accounts extend this analysis to the global governance level. The same exclusionary
logic that shapes donor-practitioner relationships also structures how global decision-making
spaces operate, with closed meetings and people at the table lacking decision-making power.
This can be explained through the Coloniality lens as it shapes whose participation and whose
knowledge count as valid. Symbolic inclusion without substantive power is the governance
equivalent of loose coupling, more specifically, it is the appearance of legitimacy without the

transfer of authority.

Finally, the findings reveal patterns that extend beyond what existing literature addresses.
Bexell et al. (2025) and Moallemi et al. (2020), identify funding as a key barrier to localisation
but frame it mainly as a question of limited resources. The findings here point to a deeper issue
where dependency itself shapes and restricts local agency in ways that increasing resources
alone would not resolve. When Global South civil society relies heavily on Global North
funding without protection against geopolitical shifts, their ability to act independently remains

constrained regardless of how much funding is made available.
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5.3 Theme 3 - The burden of invisible labour

5.3.1 Findings

While Theme 1 and 2 discuss conditions and limits to funding, as well as power dynamics,
donor dependency, and how this limits practitioners’ actions, Theme 3 elaborates on the
constant, skilled and structurally unrecognised labour the participants have to perform to bridge
global frameworks and local communities. In concrete terms, they are ensuring that
international standards, like the SDGs, are legible and can be used by local communities while
simultaneously making local realities more comprehensible upward to funders and global

institutions.

Kepler describes this most explicitly. SDG documents are “a very specialised type of papers
and process and it's really difficult even for people trying to get involved”, revealing that the
language of global frameworks creates a barrier and makes them significantly more inaccessible
to the communities they are meant to serve. It results in practitioners having to act as
intermediaries, translating and explaining global frameworks without imposing them on local
communities while using local knowledge without appropriating it even before starting with
their actual work (Kepler; Tess). This takes up a lot of time and the practitioner's energy isn’t
used towards the projects, but for linguistic and conceptual mediation. It shows the
practitioner’s dual obligation to both the framework and the community and shapes where they

stand.

Tess states that in "trying to connect local knowledge with concepts that are required by
international organisations” they use examples from local communities' daily work to actively
include local knowledge and frame it as an important starting point of projects, rather than a
secondary activity. Hubble mentions attempts of including local knowledge into formal
institutional spaces yet expresses uncertainty about the genuineness of formal and rigid spaces,

when it comes to implementation.

Tess observes that the people who are in positions of writing projects, monitoring, and doing
the evaluations do not go into the field and do not come face to face with implementation
realities. At the same time, they argue that all organisations should “do the assessment in the
most respectful, ethical, and professional way”. However, most global frameworks have “pre-
established sections", that force practitioners to “put information only in that format” and

categories that were not designed for their context.
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Chandra describes activity reports as not being “meaningful” but rather tools of “justification”.
Reporting becomes a performance of compliance and systematically excludes the most
knowledgeable local practitioners, resulting in a lot of valuable tacit expertise and field
knowledge being lost. The required monitoring is simultaneously difficult for local
organisations as it is expensive and can sometimes use up half of a project’s budget and is

therefore not easily accessible (Kepler, Tess).

Additionally, "the readiness and preparation phases [of projects] don't have financing”,
meaning practitioners are expected to do the evaluation work for free as a precondition of
receiving any funding. By the time genuine trust has been established with the communities,
“you don't have any more time, or you don't have any more finance. And the process breaks
itself" (Tess). Kepler identifies the same pattern. These processes require “a lot of technical

work in negotiating with multiple stakeholders that is not paid”.

The invisibility of this labour then also carries a financial burden. Participants hint at a structural
incompatibility between the most ethical and accurate ways to assess local needs and the
institutional systems of donors and organisations, resulting in practitioners engaging in invisible
labour while ensuring projects’ continuity. However, these efforts are reported as being

completely absent from formal project documentation structures.

The burden this creates falls unevenly and invisibly on practitioners themselves. Webb
described the additional, unrecognised work involved in navigating multiple stakeholder
interests (local governments, community members, international partners) each with their own
requirements and timelines. Kepler pointed to the invisible labour involved in maintaining
project continuity across changing political landscapes, where changes in local government
mean that relationships and agreements built over previous years must be renegotiated from

scratch, with no additional time or budget allocated for that work.

Underlying all of this is a deeper epistemic misalignment. Kepler describes global frameworks
as “very occidental in the sense that it's very... structured”, meaning they embody a technocratic
approach which often clashes with local knowledge systems where everything is connected.
Chandra’s frustration with “people coming from abroad, they're like, yeah, just do solar energy.
Do you understand the [country’s] electricity grid system?” supports this and illustrates a
misalignment between environmental local priorities and proposed external green initiatives,

showing a gap between what knowledge is institutionally positioned as expertise.
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5.3.2 Analysis

The translation work mentioned above demonstrates a highly sensitive task that requires
practitioners to have a deep understanding of the needs and requirements on both sides.
However, this type of work is still mostly invisible because institutional processes don't offer

space for this kind of labour. It can’t be recognised by the existing system

Chandra’s observation that “we’re brown people, basically working for white people, sending
them reports”, shows that the labour of justification and translation flows upwards but the power
to decide what is important stays in the Global North. The framework appears to include local
knowledge while structurally concentrating epistemic authority elsewhere. This is what

“Coloniality of Knowledge” looks like in practice (Mignolo, 2009).

It is most obvious in the framework’s measurement system, which is designed in a language
and logic that don't match local realities, and practitioners are left to bridge that gap at their
own cost, by not only explaining global frameworks in local terms, but also by translating local
realities into globally legible numerical form. That process is time consuming, often distorting,
and structurally invisible in project budgets. Monitoring therefore appears to be the mechanism

through which the translation burden is imposed the most.

This cost is carried by the people who work at the intersection of these opposing logics
(donor/funding, local environmental and SDG). In connection to IL (Thornton et al., 2012), this
is described as logic plurality. Practitioners stand at the intersection of these opposing logics.
They explain SDG requirements to local communities and translate local realities into pre-
established funding documents while constantly navigating epistemic mismatches between
these two sides. This type of labour solely exists in the gap between these logics, meaning
neither logic has a category in which you could put the labour performed by practitioners.
Therefore, the practitioner's work can’t be captured by the system and disappears from it
completely. This is not an inadvertent mistake but a structural consequence of logic plurality

itself.

Practitioner’s responses to the above elaborated tensions can be explained by two strategies,
routinisation and discretion, which themselves operate in tension with each other. To manage
the constraints coming with logic plurality, practitioners tend to apply routines, e.g. default
renderings of local reality into donor language. The first time a practitioner does this, they know
what gets lost in the process. The hundredth time they do so, the cut is just routine. Translation

work becomes a default, a measurement that preserves capacity at the cost of nuance.
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Discretion, however, represents the opposite. By actively using local knowledge to bridge
global frameworks and local communities, practitioners make active judgments about which
knowledge system fits the situation at hand best. This describes the moment they pause the
routine. In this study, multiple participants have visibly exercised discretion by actively
deciding to centre local knowledge in their projects and framing community practices as
expertise. These two contradictory mechanisms don’t work against each other but portray the
dilemma of frontline workers. They have to simplify enough of their work to keep projects alive

while ensuring local knowledge will not be sidelined by those routines.

5.4 Theme 4 - Practitioner agency

5.4.1 Findings

Despite the imposed labour of translation mentioned in the previous Theme, interviewees
simultaneously described making deliberate choices while managing constraints. This frames
them as active subjects rather than passive subverts to the conditions portrayed in Theme 3,

essentially centring their diverse forms of agency and how they are played out.

Multiple interviewees have expressed their active and deliberate practice of integrating
community knowledge into formal structures. For Tess and Kepler, the most deliberate form of
agency lies in the priority they place on building a relationship with the communities. Kepler
states that “the retribution of knowledge” is as important as its collection. Tess describes
creating confidence as “the most important value in the field work. If you do that, a lot of doors
are open", framing the relationship-building process with local communities as a strategic

choice that unlocks everything.

On the other hand, another approach is highlighted by Hubble’s choice of staying independent
and trying to work outside the confines of the system explained in Theme 2 because “everybody
needs some kind of objective view of things". They explained that within that system, often the
solutions that they believe are most needed tend to also be the ones that face the most resistance
when it comes to international financial support. Because of this, finding support for their
projects has been challenging and that it required years of constant research. This shows that
besides them facing many obstacles within the funding structure, they actively developed a

strategy of dealing with it by constantly scanning for opportunities, which is also unpaid labour.

Adding to this, Tess states that if they want to secure funding for their projects, their work has

to align with donor requirements, hinting at a coerced alignment. However, practitioners
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learned how to navigate the language of global frameworks while maintaining a different
orientation in their actual work. This is in itself a form of agency. There is neither compliance
nor resistance as practitioners' underlying orientation remains locally grounded while they

continue to work within the institutional system, meeting its formal requirements.

However, Chandra states to actively refuse using the SDGs. This decision is explicitly
ideological and a political as well as epistemological stance, rejecting development frameworks
themselves: "it's not about development. It's not about making more money or increasing your
GDP. It's about sovereignty. It's about decolonisation. It's about justice in essence". This hints
at the navigational competence of practitioners to sit somewhere between yielding to demands

and opposing them.

5.4.2 Analysis

In Theme 3, we have identified strategies of routinisation to cope with constraints, yet multiple
interviewees have simultaneously expressed investing in community engagement even though
that logic (local environmental) is the opposite of the one surrounding it (donor/funding). By
doing so, practitioners exercise agency by making a conscious decision about what policy to
apply to a certain context, meaning the same institutional conditions that demand routinising
leave a gap for practitioners to exercise genuine judgment. That is a form of discretion (Lipsky,
2010) and refers to the decision-making autonomy frontline actors have when applying policies
to specific cases. It reflects how practitioners cope when navigating fundamentally
incompatible logics. In relation, Hubble and Tess express different “coping mechanisms” (SLB,
Lipsky, 2010), meaning statements of how they actively developed and employed their own

strategies to manage pressure, workload and conflicting demands.

Within the constraints of the relationship between practitioners and the SDG framework, the
former developed a fluency in the language of global frameworks, using it selectively, to their
convenience, when it might offer an advantage (e.g. for funding). Tess and Kepler state this
explicitly by using SDG language to secure funding while aligning their field work with a
different logic. This can be understood by Thornton et al.'s (2012) mechanism of “selective
coupling”, meaning the ability to move between different IL while not being fully captured by
either. This is a skill developed under constraints and, like the translation work described in

Theme 3, mostly invisible in the system.

42



Additionally, participants describe relationship-building practices with communities as the
foundation of project work instead of a complimentary activity to SDG-aligned activities,
framing it as the primary task to a successful project. This isn’t local environmental logic nor
SDG and donor/funding logic but an active combination of elements from multiple logics into
hybrid practices. These are deliberate and conscious decisions, demonstrating practitioners'
active epistemological agency when it comes to the decision about which logic serves as the
foundation in certain contexts. Thornton et al. (2012) describes this as blending logics and

demonstrates a form of agency that is adaptive and generative.

In this study, participants have not expressed blending logics as a compromise or a workaround
but as the only right way to do their work. This is significant as Thornton et al. (2012) theorised
blending mainly on the organisation level yet here it operates on the individual level, framing
not only how practitioners experience their work but also who they are in relation to the

communities and institutions they work with.

The most political form of agency is the one described by Chandra. By actively rejecting the
SDGs, they developed an internal political identity and alternative framework that explicitly
operates within the tension of the different IL surrounding them. This represents the outer limit

of practitioners' agency within institutional structures.

Thornton et al. 's (2012) navigation strategies all assume that practitioners remain oriented
toward institutional legitimacy in some form, even when they resist it. Lipsky’s (2010)
discretion operates within bureaucratic structures and uses the gaps it produces. Chandra’s
statement can’t be assigned to either, it’s not a coping mechanism nor a combination of logics.
It is conscious rejection of the knowledge hierarchies through which global frameworks claim
universal validity. This position, alongside other more institutionally accommodated forms of
navigation, shows that the full range of a practitioner's agency spans from strategic obedience
to principled rejection and is essential for fully understanding how global sustainability agendas

actually play out in practice.

Taken together, the interviewees don’t purely act compliant nor simply resistant. They play
with and rework the frameworks to make them fit their day-to-day realities, revealing something
deeper about global, formal frameworks: They don’t actually produce what they say they
would. They are reliant on the informal, invisible mechanisms applied by practitioners on the

ground to make projects work, while simultaneously sidelining them structurally.
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6 Discussion and Conclusion

This chapter presents and summarises the main findings, followed by a discussion on how they
help answer the RQs of this study. Following this is a section on the contributions our research
makes to the existing literature on this topic and to the theories that were used. Last but not
least, opportunities for the future present remarks from our participants who gave us their
thoughts on how development and post-Agenda 2030 can better support their work. Finally,

this section ends with our conclusion.

6.1 Main findings

6.1.1 SDGs are not relevant but are related

The findings show that while the language and narrative behind the SDGs circulate within local
organisations, the framework itself is not central in the way local practitioners work. While the
SDGs had initial momentum and helped garner support for environmental initiatives, that
momentum has faded in recent years. In practical terms, it means practitioners do not check the
framework when carrying out local projects but are instead guided by the needs of the people
they work with. Other practitioners outright reject it. Participants described working with a
relational, integrative logic where everything is interconnected, which they explained is
incompatible with the SDGs' separation of sustainability challenges into discrete goals and as

such, not reflecting how community-based work is actually done.

6.1.2 SDGs create local constraints

SDGs and related global frameworks create constraints and tensions local practitioners must
navigate. The main one being that while practitioners do not use these frameworks in their work,
they still have to find ways to align themselves with them in order to continue accessing funds
from donors and international organisations, which they are dependent on. This means adapting
to conditions set by donors, including additional activities that are not always aligned with
project goals, and deduction from project budgets, that practitioners have little power to
negotiate, even as donors simultaneously present community-led work as the goal. Their
vulnerability to donors is further compounded by geopolitical shifts that can result in sudden

financial cuts leading to job and project losses.
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6.1.3 The burden of invisible labour

The above established constraints put the burden of localisation on practitioners and cause them
to perform invisible work. They must translate SDG language for local communities while
simultaneously making the realities on the ground legible to funders and international
organisations, leaving practitioners at the intersection of these opposing worlds, acting as
intermediaries who must avoid imposing global categories as well as appropriating local
knowledge. This work is skilled yet remains mostly unrecognised as there is no space in the
system that can capture it. Translation becomes part of the job however it is not formally
recognised as such. Practitioners simply absorb the work of making global frameworks usable
on the ground. In other words, localisation is not just a technical adaptation problem, but an
organisational and epistemic labour process created by knowledge hierarchies embedded in the

system.

6.1.4 Practitioners agency

Within these constraints, practitioners still find space to exercise their agency and autonomy by
applying different informal strategies, actively deciding how to frame sustainability in locally
grounded ways and deliberately choosing how to exercise their work. This becomes transparent
through most participants stating to only use the SDGs selectively or indirectly. It shifts the
focus from constraints to actions and shows that agency is not necessarily loud or oppositional
but can be quietly embedded in everyday decisions. It furthermore reveals that to make projects
work, the system of formal, technocratic frameworks mostly relies on the quantification of

practitioners' seemingly insignificant daily decisions.

6.2 Answering the research questions

The findings and how they answer the RQs can only apply to the local and specific contexts of
the participants. While some insights we received go towards a general critique of the field of
development and global frameworks, these should not be read as a consensus, but rather as the

experiences and opinions of the participants.

6.2.1 RQ1

“What potential tensions do environmental practitioners encounter when working with global

frameworks like the SDGs?”
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This study reveals that practitioners encounter tensions operating at multiple levels
simultaneously. At the most immediate level, the SDGs and other related global frameworks
impose a technocratic, measurement-based logic that is incompatible with the community-
based logic guiding local environmental work. Practitioners described how separating
sustainability into discrete goals does not reflect how communities understand sustainability,
where everything is connected. This reveals an inconsistency between two different ways of

organising knowledge.

At the organisational level, funding dependency translates this incompatibility into daily
constraints. Practitioners must formally align with frameworks they do not use in practice,
adapting to donor conditions, reporting formats, and budget structures they have little power to
negotiate. The SDG framework and donor logic determine what is legitimate work, what gets
measured, and whose knowledge counts and is prioritised. This places practitioners in a position

where the frameworks meant to guide sustainability work can distort it.

These tensions are further shaped by broader geopolitical and epistemic conditions that neither
IL nor SLB fully capture on their own. The Coloniality lens helps explain why these tensions
take the form they do: the dominance of technocratic, externally validated logics over relational
and place-based ones is not accidental but historically developed. Practitioners in this study did
not only experience the SDGs as bureaucratically inconvenient, but in some cases, as an
expression of a wider system in which Global North frameworks claim universal validity while

sidelining the knowledge and priorities of the communities they are meant to serve.

6.2.2 RQ2

“How do they navigate these tensions?”

The tensions described above do not leave practitioners passive. The findings show that
navigating them requires continuous, skilled, and largely unrecognised labour. Practitioners act
as intermediaries between global frameworks and local communities, translating in both
directions: making SDG requirements legible to communities and making local realities legible
to donors and international partners. This translation work exists in the gap between competing
IL, meaning it is captured by neither. This means it disappears from formal project
documentation and budgets entirely. The burden of bridging this incompatibility falls on

frontline workers themselves, invisibly and without compensation.
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Practitioners emerge here as active subjects rather than passive receivers, employing a range of
strategies depending on their context and political orientation. They adapt, rework, and resist.
Some use SDG language selectively in funding applications and outward-facing documents
while maintaining a locally grounded logic in their actual fieldwork. This form of selective
coupling allows them to meet institutional requirements without surrendering local priorities.
Others go further, blending elements from multiple frameworks into hybrid practices that fit
their local contexts, framing relationship-building with communities as the primary foundation
of the work itself. These strategies are deliberate responses to structural conditions and
represent a form of agency that is largely invisible within the institutional systems surrounding

them.

Some practitioners actively refuse to engage with the SDG framework on ideological grounds,
framing it as a colonial and imperial imposition that does not reflect the values or realities of
the communities they work with. This position is outside what IL and SLB theorise, as both
frameworks assume practitioners remain oriented toward institutional legitimacy in some form.
What this study finds is that the full range of practitioner navigation goes from strategic
compliance to principled rejection, and that understanding this range is essential for grasping

how global sustainability agendas actually play out in practice.

6.2.3 SQ

“What do those reveal about the broader translation, negotiation, and contestation of global

sustainability agendas?”

These findings reveal that the SDGs function less as an operational framework than we had
initially anticipated. For the people we have interviewed, the SDGs appear to function more as
a legitimacy currency. Practitioners employ its language in order to access funding, while their
local work follows a different logic. This hints at a more fundamental incompatibility, one of

different ontologies of sustainability.

The findings also reveal something significant about how global sustainability agendas are
sustained in the practices we investigated. They are entirely dependent on the informal, invisible
work of practitioners to function, while simultaneously sidelining them. The monitoring
systems, reporting formats, and accountability mechanisms that define the SDG framework are

designed in a language and logic that do not match local realities, and the cost of bridging that
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gap is passed down to the people least positioned to absorb it. This is a consequence of how

competing IL interact when one consistently holds more authority than the other.

Finally, this study also points to a dimension outside of institutional analysis. The power
imbalances practitioners experience, between donors and civil society, between Global North
frameworks and Global South realities, between technocratic measurement and local
knowledge, are not only organisational but historical. The Coloniality lens reveals that these
frictions exist under a system in which epistemic authority and decision-making power remain
largely concentrated in the Global North. This does not make change impossible, as the findings
also show practitioners actively contesting, reworking, and refusing these conditions, but it does
suggest that understanding SDG localisation requires engaging seriously with the power

structures that shape it.

This study has fulfilled its aim and answered the RQs. We have examined the lived
organisational experience of five frontline practitioners in the Global South who work in the
environment and development sector. We have managed to learn from them a great deal about
what their work looks like, what challenges they face, and how they work with global
sustainability agendas within their organisational contexts. Their insights have helped us
develop a deeper understanding of the interplay of, at times, opposing logics. Below is an

overview of our contributions.

6.3 Contributions of our research

This study provides important contributions to current research, the theoretical frameworks

applied in this study, and the general future of the field.

6.3.1 In relation to existing research

The findings of this study both support and extend the previous research on SDG localisation
as mentioned in subchapter 1.2. Existing literature identifies resource constraints and
governance capacity as the main barriers creating the gap between global frameworks and local
implementation (Reuter, 2023; Sterling et al., 2020; Bexell et al., 2025; Sever et al., 2025). This
study supports these claims yet extends them further by centring the everyday realities of

practitioners in development organisations.

Participants of this study have confirmed the constraints established in the literature review but

primarily described the framework as operating on fundamentally different ontological
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premises with the local environmental logic being the one actually guiding their work. This
reframes the main constraints. They’re not purely a translation problem that could be fixed with
better resources or clearer guidance, but rather a clash between two fundamentally different

ways of organising sustainability knowledge.

In relation, this research empirically supports the decolonial and epistemic literature and its
pluriversal ontologies (Sultana, 2022; Mehta, 2025; Waldmiiller et al., 2022; Sonetti-Gonzélez
et al., 2026) while elevating these from being structural critiques to lived experiences of
frontline practitioners. It confirms the emphasis of Sterling et al. (2020) and Waldmiiller et al.
(2022) on the role of agency and resistance in addressing SDG shortcomings and adds to it by
highlighting the specific strategies and coping mechanisms employed by them on a daily basis.
The empirical data of this study additionally confirms the work of Kontinen and Millstein
(2017) on situated hegemonies and adds to it by revealing this dynamic operating not only at

the organisational level but also inside the everyday decisions of practitioners.

Taken together, the findings fully support the current research in this field. However, the biggest
contribution of this study is portrayed in its findings of the invisible labour performed by
practitioners. Existing localisation literature does not account for the structurally unrecognised
work emerging from logic plurality. The cost of bridging incompatible IL is carried by frontline
practitioners on a day-to-day basis and is the structural consequence of certain logics constantly
holding more authority compared to others. This is a finding the literature we have investigated

does not account for.

6.3.2 In relation to the theoretical frameworks

In relation to IL (Thornton et al., 2012), this research confirms that competing logics can coexist
within the same organisational space which can generate certain challenges for practitioners.
This study helps explain how logic plurality comes about and how it leads to the creation of
tensions. Furthermore, IL’s mechanisms of “blending logics” was found to not solely be
operating on an organisational but also individual level, shaping not only the way practitioners
do their work but also how they understand their own position within the system and in relation

to the communities they work in.

The combination with Lipsky’s (2010) SLB enriches the understanding of how frontline
workers handle these constraints on the ground. Multiple of SLB’s theorised mechanisms were

found to be used by the participants of this research, some operating simultaneously as well as
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in tension with one another. However, neither theory is sufficient on its own. A combination of
both is required to capture the organisational pressures as well as the lived, everyday

improvisations of practitioners.

Furthermore, the theories seem to be unable in explaining the inductive findings of this research,
hinting at what might be lacking in those frameworks. As they capture the actual language,

feelings, and realities of the participants, they seem to suggest two necessary additions.

Firstly, in this field, both views of organisations and locals are equally important, and theories
should try to accommodate both levels. To achieve this, more voice should be given to local

practitioners — essentially the people making up organisations.

Secondly, non-western theories and epistemic dimensions are underrepresented in both theories
and need to be considered. The study appears to show that epistemic hierarchies aren’t only a
macro but also micro level critique. It is experienced by practitioners daily, especially in their
routine translation tasks. Adding this perspective to future theories would make a meaningful

impact by connecting structural critique with organisational micro-practices.

6.3.3 Recommendations for the future

Alongside the above-mentioned contributions, we asked our participants’ opinions on what they
believe is necessary to improve development agendas, especially looking ahead to post-2030
times. These voices are the most important contribution of this research and deserve to be heard,

especially as they tend to be the most marginalised ones.

Their perspectives suggested that meaningful change requires more than adjustments to the
current indicator and target-based system but includes creating conditions in which people have
genuine power to build and participate in local governance. This includes a framework based
on decolonisation, sovereignty, justice, and genuine local self-determination. They questioned
the general definition of development, calling for a fundamental reorientation of how global

sustainability frameworks understand it.

6.4 Conclusion

The aim of this study was to examine the lived experiences of frontline practitioners navigating
SDG frameworks and local realities in the Global South. To explore this, three RQs were
developed asking about potential tensions, how to navigate them and what they reveal about

global sustainability agendas in general.
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The central findings of this thesis are that the SDGs mainly function as a legitimacy tool instead
of an operational framework, that the gap between global frameworks and local realities is the
result of an ontological problem within the system resulting in practitioners having to perform
informal bridging work, which mostly stays invisible and on which the system depends while

structurally sidelining it.

The applied theories were able to capture the organisational pressure practitioners face and how
they navigate these daily. However, the frameworks failed to include the voices of the people
on the ground, which is why adding the Coloniality lens was essential to explain why certain

logics dominate others.

Looking at the future of the field, this study has proved the importance of integrating non-
Western epistemologies in organisational theory, the need for more research on practitioners at
the micro-level and the necessity for empirical work on post-2030 frameworks and what they

should entail.

The introduction of this study framed the SDGs to be in acute crisis. With this research, it has
become clear that the solution to this critical situation doesn’t solely lie in the adjustment of the
framework but primarily requires a structural redefinition of how expertise, legitimacy, and
authority are distributed across the global sustainability system. In addition, it also requires

confronting the power structures that determine whose knowledge counts most.

51



References

Acharya, A. S., Prakash, A., Saxena, P., & Nigam, A. (2013). Sampling: Why and how of it?
Indian Journal of Medical Specialities, 4(2), 330-333.
https://doi.org/10.7713/ijms.2013.0032

Alvesson, M., & Skoldberg, K. (2018). Reflexive Methodology: New Vistas for Qualitative
Research (3rd edn). SAGE Publications.

Arora-Jonsson, S. (2023). The sustainable development goals: A universalist promise for the
future. Futures, 146, Article 103087. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.futures.2022.103087

Bexell, M., Bornemann, B., Moallemi, E. A., & Vien, H. B. (2025). Accelerating the
implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals at the local level: Unpacking
governance processes and tensions. Earth System Governance, 25, Article 100264.
https://doi.org/10.1016/].esg.2025.100264

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2021). Thematic Analysis: A Practical Guide. SAGE.
Bryman, A., & Bell, E. (2019). Social Reserach Methods (5th edn). Oxford University Press.

Creswell, J. W. (2013). Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing among five
approaches (third edition). SAGE.

Dawson, N. M., Coolsaet, B., Sterling, E. J., Loveridge, R., Gross-Camp, N. D.,
Wongbusarakum, S., Sangha, K. K., Scherl, L. M., Phan, H. P., Zafra-Calvo, N., Lavey,
W. G., Byakagaba, P., Idrobo, C. J., Chenet, A., Bennett, N. J., Mansourian, S., & Rosado-
May, F. J. (2021). The role of Indigenous peoples and local communities in effective and
equitable  conservation. Ecology  and  Society,  26(3),  Article 19.
https://doi.org/10.5751/ES-12625-260319

DelJonckheere, M., & Vaughn, L. M. (2019). Semistructured interviewing in primary care
research: A balance of relationship and rigour. Family Medicine and Community Health,
7(2), Article e000057. https://doi.org/10.1136/fmch-2018-000057

DiMaggio, P. J., & Powell, W. W. (1983). The Iron Cage Revisited: Institutional Isomorphism
and Collective Rationality in Organizational Fields. American Sociological Review, 48(2),
147-160. https://doi.org/10.2307/2095101

Dubois, A., & Gadde, L.-E. (2002). Systematic combining: An abductive approach to case
research. Journal of Business Research, 55(7), 553—560. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0148-
2963(00)00195-8

Eir6, F., & Lotta, G. (2024). On the Frontline of Global Inequalities: A Decolonial Approach
to the Study of Street-Level Bureaucracies. Journal of Public Administration Research
and Theory, 34(1), 67-79. https://doi.org/10.1093/jopart/muad019

Ferron Vilchez, V., Ortega Carrasco, P., & Serrano Bernardo, F. A. (2022). SDGwashing: A
critical view of the pursuit of SDGs and its relationship with environmental performance.


https://doi.org/10.7713/ijms.2013.0032
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.futures.2022.103087
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.esg.2025.100264
https://doi.org/10.5751/ES-12625-260319
https://doi.org/10.1136/fmch-2018-000057
https://doi.org/10.2307/2095101
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0148-2963(00)00195-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0148-2963(00)00195-8
https://doi.org/10.1093/jopart/muad019

Journal of Environmental Planning and Management, 65(6), 1001-1023.
https://doi.org/10.1080/09640568.2022.2033960

Fisher, A., & Fukuda-Parr, S. (2019). Introduction—Data, Knowledge, Politics and Localizing
the SDGs. Journal of Human Development and Capabilities, 20(4), 375-385.
https://doi.org/10.1080/19452829.2019.1669144

Flick, U. (2014). The SAGE Handbook of Qualitative Data Analysis. SAGE Publications Ltd.
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781446282243

Fukuda-Parr, S., & McNeill, D. (2019). Knowledge and Politics in Setting and Measuring the
SDGs: Introduction to  Special Issue. Global Policy, 10(S1), 5-15.
https://doi.org/10.1111/1758-5899.12604

Galvao, T. G., Lima, M. G. B., & Ramiro, R. (2023). Bottom-up regionality and the Sustainable
Development Goals: Civil society organizations shaping 2030 Agenda implementation in

Latin America. Revista Brasileira de Politica Internacional, 66(2), Article e021.
https://doi.org/10.1590/0034-7329202300221

Gomez-Baggethun, E., Corbera, E., & Reyes-Garcia, V. (2013). Traditional Ecological
Knowledge and Global Environmental Change: Research findings and policy
implications. Ecology and Society, 18(4), Article 72. https://doi.org/10.5751/ES-06288-
180472

Grix, M., & Watene, K. (2022). Communities and Climate Change: Why Practices and
Practitioners ~ Matter.  Ethics &  International  Affairs, 36(2), 215-230.
https://doi.org/10.1017/S089267942200020X

Guha, J., & Chakrabarti, B. (2019). Achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
through decentralisation and the role of local governments: A systematic review.
Commonwealth  Journal  of  Local Governance, 22, Article 6855.
https://doi.org/10.5130/cjlg.v0i22.6855

Hennink, M., & Kaiser, B. N. (2022). Sample sizes for saturation in qualitative research: A
systematic review of empirical tests. Social Science & Medicine, 292, Article 114523.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2021.114523

Hickel, J. (2019). The contradiction of the sustainable development goals: Growth versus
ecology on a finite planet. Sustainable Development, 27(5), 873-884.
https://doi.org/10.1002/sd.1947

Hickmann, T., Biermann, F., Sénit, C.-A., Sun, Y., Bexell, M., Bolton, M., Bornemann, B.,
Censoro, J., Charles, A., Coy, D., Dahlmann, F., Elder, M., Fritzsche, F., Gehre Galvao,
T., Grainger-Brown, J., Inoue, C., Jonsson, K., Koloffon Rosas, M., Krellenberg, K., ...
Weiland, S. (2024). Scoping article: Research frontiers on the governance of the
Sustainable  Development  Goals.  Global  Sustainability, 7, Article e7.
https://doi.org/10.1017/sus.2024.4

i


https://doi.org/10.1080/09640568.2022.2033960
https://doi.org/10.1080/19452829.2019.1669144
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781446282243
https://doi.org/10.1111/1758-5899.12604
https://doi.org/10.1590/0034-7329202300221
https://doi.org/10.5751/ES-06288-180472
https://doi.org/10.5751/ES-06288-180472
https://doi.org/10.1017/S089267942200020X
https://doi.org/10.5130/cjlg.v0i22.6855
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2021.114523
https://doi.org/10.1002/sd.1947
https://doi.org/10.1017/sus.2024.4

Holstead, K., Funder, M., & Upton, C. (2021). Environmental governance on the street:
Towards an expanded research agenda on street-level bureaucrats. FEarth System
Governance, 9, Article 100108. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.es2.2021.100108

Jiménez-Aceituno, A., Peterson, G. D., Norstrom, A. V., Wong, G. Y., & Downing, A. S.
(2020). Local lens for SDG implementation: Lessons from bottom-up approaches in
Africa. Sustainability Science, 15(3), 729-743. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-019-
00746-0

Kaul, S., Akbulut, B., Demaria, F., & Gerber, J.-F. (2022). Alternatives to sustainable
development: What can we learn from the pluriverse in practice? Sustainability Science,
17(4), 1149-1158. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-022-01210-2

Kontinen, T., & Millstein, M. (2017). Rethinking Civil Society in Development: Scales and
Situated  Hegemonies. Forum  for  Development  Studies, 44(1), 69-89.
https://doi.org/10.1080/08039410.2016.1264994

Kvale, S., & Brinkmann, S. (2009). InterViews: Learning the craft of qualitative research
interviewing (2nd edn). SAGE Publications.

Lincoln, Y. S., & Guba, E. G. (1985). Naturalistic inquiry. Sage Publications.

Lipsky, M. (2010). Street-Level Bureaucracy: Dilemmas of the Individual in Public Services.
Russell Sage Foundation.

Lobe, B., Morgan, D. L., & Hoffman, K. (2022). A Systematic Comparison of In-Person and
Video-Based Online Interviewing. International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 21, 1—
12. https://doi.org/10.1177/16094069221127068

Lotta, G., Pires, R., Hill, M., & Mpgller, M. O. (2022). Recontextualizing street-level
bureaucracy in the developing world. Public Administration and Development, 42(1), 3—
10. https://doi.org/10.1002/pad.1968

Mehta, L. (2025). The Challenges of Decolonising Sustainability and the Environment in
Development Studies (DS). The European Journal of Development Research, 37(2), 454—
466. https://doi.org/10.1057/s41287-025-00700-0

Mignolo, W. D. (2009). Epistemic Disobedience, Independent Thought and Decolonial
Freedom. Theory, Culture & Society, 26(7-8), 159-181.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0263276409349275

Milosevic, 1., Bass, A. E., & Schulte, B. (2023). The Interplay of Conflicting and
Complementing Institutional Logics in Sustainability Practices. Management
International Review, 63(3), 469-506. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11575-023-00503-7

Moallemi, E. A., Malekpour, S., Hadjikakou, M., Raven, R., Szetey, K., Ningrum, D.,
Dhiaulhaq, A., & Bryan, B. A. (2020). Achieving the Sustainable Development Goals
Requires Transdisciplinary Innovation at the Local Scale. One Earth, 3(3), 300-313.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.oneear.2020.08.006

il


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.esg.2021.100108
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-019-00746-0
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-019-00746-0
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-022-01210-2
https://doi.org/10.1080/08039410.2016.1264994
https://doi.org/10.1177/16094069221127068
https://doi.org/10.1002/pad.1968
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41287-025-00700-0
https://doi.org/10.1177/0263276409349275
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11575-023-00503-7
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.oneear.2020.08.006

Naderifar, M., Goli, H., & Ghaljaie, F. (2017). Snowball Sampling: A Purposeful Method of
Sampling in Qualitative Research. Strides in Development of Medical Education, 14(3),
Article e67670. https://doi.org/10.5812/sdme.67670

Nickels, A. E., & Zavattaro, S. M. (2024). Unveiling Power Dynamics: Qualitative Research
as a Liberatory Tool in Public Administration, Part 2. Public Integrity, 26(6), 700-703.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10999922.2024.2347077

Pache, A.-C., & Santos, F. (2013). Inside the Hybrid Organization: Selective Coupling as a
Response to Competing Institutional Logics. Academy of Management Journal, 56(4),
972—1001. https://doi.org/10.5465/am;j.2011.0405

Palinkas, L. A., Horwitz, S. M., Green, C. A., Wisdom, J. P., Duan, N., & Hoagwood, K. (2015).
Purposeful Sampling for Qualitative Data Collection and Analysis in Mixed Method
Implementation Research. Administration and Policy in Mental Health and Mental Health
Services Research, 42(5), 533—-544. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10488-013-0528-y

Panda, S., & Dash, B. M. (2025). The Sustainable Development Goals: Implementation
Challenges and Integrating Policies. The International Journal of Community and Social
Development, 7(2), 316-326. https://doi.org/10.1177/25166026251345297

Pascale, C.-M. (2018). Epistemology and Moral Economies of Difference: Transforming Social
Research. [International Journal of Critical Diversity Studies, 1(1), 45-57.
https://doi.org/10.13169/intecritdivestud.1.1.0045

Patton, M. Q. (2002). Qualitative research and evaluation methods (3rd edn). Sage
Publications.

Quijano, A. (2000). Coloniality of Power, Eurocentrism, and Latin America. Nepantla: Views
from South, 115(3), 533-580. https://muse.jhu.edu/article/23906

Reuter, T. A. (2023). SDG localization: Finding the middle ground to top-down and bottom-up
approaches with the help of digital networking. Sustainability: Science, Practice and
Policy, 19(1), Article 2207372. https://doi.org/10.1080/15487733.2023.2207372

Santos, B. de S. (2014). Epistemologies of the South: Justice Against Epistemicide. Routledge.
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315634876

Sever, S. D., Tok, E., & Sellami, A. L. (2025). Sustainable Development Goals in a
Transforming World: Understanding the Dynamics of Localization. Sustainability, 17(2),
Article 2763. https://doi.org/10.3390/sul7062763

Sonetti-Gonzalez, T., De Aguiar, A. P. D., De Henn, F., Ferreira Da Silva, L. F. C., Da Silva,
D. C., Mancilla Garcia, M., & Bastos Lima, M. G. (2026). Communal sustainable
development goals, belonging and involvement: Engaging with the SDGs. People and
Nature, 8(2), 445—460. https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70225

Sterling, E. J., Pascua, P., Sigouin, A., Gazit, N., Mandle, L., Betley, E., Aini, J., Albert, S.,
Caillon, S., Caselle, J. E., Cheng, S. H., Claudet, J., Dacks, R., Darling, E. S., Filardi, C.,
Jupiter, S. D., Mawyer, A., Mejia, M., Morishige, K., ... McCarter, J. (2020). Creating a

v


https://doi.org/10.5812/sdme.67670
https://doi.org/10.1080/10999922.2024.2347077
https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2011.0405
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10488-013-0528-y
https://doi.org/10.1177/25166026251345297
https://doi.org/10.13169/intecritdivestud.1.1.0045
https://muse.jhu.edu/article/23906
https://doi.org/10.1080/15487733.2023.2207372
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315634876
https://doi.org/10.3390/su17062763
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70225

space for place and multidimensional well-being: Lessons learned from localizing the
SDGs. Sustainability Science, 15(4), 1129-1147. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-020-
00822-w

Sultana, F. (2022). The unbearable heaviness of climate coloniality. Political Geography, 99,
Article 102638. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polge0.2022.102638

Swedish Research Council. (2018, April 30). Conducting ethical research. Swedish Research
Council. https://www.vr.se/english/applying-for-funding/requirements-terms-and-

conditions/conducting-ethical-research.html

Tajik, O., Golzar, J., & Noor, S. (2025). Purposive Sampling. International Journal of
Education Language Studies, 2(2), 1-9. https://doi.org/10.22034/ijels.2025.490681.1029

Thornton, P. H., Ocasio, W., & Lounsbury, M. (2012). The Institutional Logics Perspective: A
New Approach to Culture, Structure, and Process. Oxford University Press.

UN General Assembly. (2015). Transforming our world: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development (Resolution A/RES/70/1). United Nations.

United Nations. (2026). Fragmenting world’s finance squeeze, reversing decades of progress
on development, UN report warnings [Press release]. United Nations Sustainable
Development.  https:/www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/blog/2026/04/press-release-
fragmenting-world-worsens-finance-squeeze-reversing-decades-of-progress-on-
development-un-report-warns/

Vikstedt, E., Luhtala, M., Welinder, O., Sinervo, L.-M., & Laihonen, H. (2025). Different
sustainability endgames: Institutional logics in the performance management of local
governments. Public Money & Management, 45(7), 735-743.
https://doi.org/10.1080/09540962.2024.2421503

Wackernagel, M., Hanscom, L., & Lin, D. (2017). Making the Sustainable Development Goals
Consistent with Sustainability. Frontiers in Energy Research, 5, Article 18.
https://doi.org/10.3389/fenrg.2017.00018

Waldmiiller, J. M., Yap, M., & Watene, K. (2022). Remaking the Sustainable Development
Goals: Relational Indigenous epistemologies. Policy and Society, 41(4), 471-485.
https://doi.org/10.1093/polsoc/puac026

Weick, K. E. (1995). Sensemaking in Organizations. Sage Publications.

Ziai, A. (2024). Beyond the Sustainable Development Goals: Post-development Alternatives.
In H. Melber, U. Kothari, L. Camfield, & K. Biekart (Eds), Challenging Global
Development: Towards Decoloniality and Justice. Springer Nature Switzerland.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-30308-1



https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-020-00822-w
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-020-00822-w
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2022.102638
https://www.vr.se/english/applying-for-funding/requirements-terms-and-conditions/conducting-ethical-research.html
https://www.vr.se/english/applying-for-funding/requirements-terms-and-conditions/conducting-ethical-research.html
https://doi.org/10.22034/ijels.2025.490681.1029
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/blog/2026/04/press-release-fragmenting-world-worsens-finance-squeeze-reversing-decades-of-progress-on-development-un-report-warns/
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/blog/2026/04/press-release-fragmenting-world-worsens-finance-squeeze-reversing-decades-of-progress-on-development-un-report-warns/
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/blog/2026/04/press-release-fragmenting-world-worsens-finance-squeeze-reversing-decades-of-progress-on-development-un-report-warns/
https://doi.org/10.1080/09540962.2024.2421503
https://doi.org/10.3389/fenrg.2017.00018
https://doi.org/10.1093/polsoc/puac026
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-30308-1

Appendix

Appendix - Interview guide with potential interview questions

Section Main question What it helps us Theory link
learn
Background and role | Could you tell me Basic role and work | Background
about your role, your | context.
organisation, and
your day-to-day
work?
Background and role | How long have you | Career path and Background
worked in this field, | experience.
and how did you end
up in it?
Using the SDG How does the SDG | How the framework | IL
framework framework show up [ is used in practice.
in your daily work?
Using the SDG How are SDG How the framework |IL
framework targets or reporting | appears in everyday
requirements talk and routines.
discussed at work?
Local fit and Are the goals you Fit between formal IL
relevance report on aligned goals and local
with local priorities? | needs.
Local fit and Do they reflect the Whether formal Coloniality
relevance reality on the goals match real
ground? conditions.
Local fit and Are there important | Whether local Coloniality?
relevance local ideas or knowledge is left
practices that do not | out.
fit standard
reporting?
Local fit and Are there times Gaps between talk IL
relevance when commitments | and action.
are stated but not
really carried out?
Local fit and Whose knowledge is | Knowledge Coloniality
relevance taken most seriously | hierarchies.

in your organisation?

vi



Local fit and Do local or Whether local voices | Coloniality
relevance community views are valued equally.

get the same weight

as outside expertise?
Tensions and trade- | How do funder How funding shapes | IL
offs requirements affect [ action.

what you can do?
Tensions and trade- | How do community | Whether the goals IL
offs needs and SDG work together or

goals fit together in | clash.

your work?
Tensions and trade- | When different How choices are SLB
offs groups want made under

different things, how | competing demands.

do you decide what

to focus on?
Flexibility and How much freedom | Room to adapt the SLB
discretion do you have in framework.

applying SDG

targets?
Flexibility and Do practitioners Whether frontline SLB / agency
discretion have a voice in staff can influence

shaping the rules.

frameworks they

work within?
Flexibility and Who decides what Who sets success IL
discretion counts as success in | criteria.

your organisation’s
environmental work?

Looking forward

What would need to
change for future
frameworks to better
support your work
on the ground?

Improvements for
post-2030
frameworks.

All three lenses

Looking forward

Is there anything
about the tension
between global
frameworks and
local realities that
people do not talk
about enough?

Anything important
not yet covered.

Open-ended probe

vil
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