
Murphy, David F. ORCID: https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8416-5627 and Stanberry,
Joanna  ORCID:  https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1184-2874  (2023)  Contextualising
the  SDGs  in  North  West  England:  findings  from  a  multi-method,  multi-year
approach to  relational  bottom-up partnering.  In:  UKI PRME Conference 2023
(Principles  for  Responsible  Management  Education),  27-28  June  2023,  Aston
University, Birmingham, UK. (Unpublished) 

Downloaded from: https://insight.cumbria.ac.uk/id/eprint/7176/

Usage of  any items from the University  of  Cumbria’s institutional repository ‘Insight’ must  conform to the
following fair usage guidelines.

Any item and its associated metadata held in the University of Cumbria’s institutional repository Insight (unless
stated otherwise on the metadata record) may be copied, displayed or performed, and stored in line with the JISC
fair dealing guidelines (available here) for educational and not-for-profit activities

provided that

• the authors, title and full bibliographic details of the item are cited clearly when any part
of the work is referred to verbally or in the written form 

• a hyperlink/URL to the original Insight record of that item is included in any citations of the work

• the content is not changed in any way

• all files required for usage of the item are kept together with the main item file.

You may not

• sell any part of an item

• refer to any part of an item without citation

• amend any item or contextualise it in a way that will impugn the creator’s reputation

• remove or alter the copyright statement on an item.

The full policy can be found here. 
Alternatively contact the University of Cumbria Repository Editor by emailing insight@cumbria.ac.uk.

http://www.ukoln.ac.uk/services/elib/papers/pa/fair/
mailto:insight@cumbria.ac.uk
http://insight.cumbria.ac.uk/legal.html#section5


1 

Contextualising the SDGs in North West England: Findings from a multi-method and multi-
year approach to relational bottom-up partnering 

 
by David F. Murphy and Joanna Stanberry, Initiative for Leadership and Sustainability (IFLAS), 
University of Cumbria, Ambleside. 
 
This paper presents the key lessons of a multi-year, multi-method action research endeavour in 

North Lancashire and South Cumbria in North West England. Our findings contribute to the 

literature contextualising the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) towards local 

implementation. Collaborating for societal transformations in communities is fraught with 

challenges often obscured by the discourse of formal partnerships evident in regional, national 

and global governance conversations. We find that navigating the tensions of inclusivity, 

sharing of resources, and co-determining results benefits from a ‘relational’ framing. This 

contributes both to bottom-up actions to achieve the SDGs (in particular SDG 17) and to the 

coproduction of knowledge. 

 

The novel goal-setting approach of the SDGs highlighted a new approach to voluntary 

governance structures among state actors. At the same time, the means of implementation of 

the Goals formalised agreement that a host of multi-sector actors would share knowledge, 

share technology, and share resources in ‘Partnerships for the Goals’ (SDG 17). The result is that 

contextualising the Global Goals for local implementation faces complex hurdles on the journey 

to ‘fit for purpose.’ 

 

Previous studies on implementing the SDGs in the UK concluded that they must be made real, 

relevant, relatable, and relational to find local translation and adaptation. With the absence of 

a statutory framework for localising the SDGs, no clear responsibilities or resources devolved to 

local authorities, and ambiguities in multi-level governance–the implementation of the SDGs 

has stalled post-Covid. Though some see solutions in top-down approaches to coordinating 

strategies, our research reveals linkages among actors, relationships beyond locality, and 

collective action obscured by higher level constructions of partnerships. 
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We will briefly describe the context and methods of the study, and proceed to draw out the key 

lessons for scholars and practitioners working to contextualise the SDGs. With funding from 

UKRI, four formal projects were completed between January 2021 and March 2023. The work 

included nine university-based researchers and seven recognized community partners, for 16 

co-researchers in total. Through partnership with local authorities, organisations, and 

businesses we pursued a broad agenda of policy support and knowledge exchange around 

contextualising the SDGs, and in particular SDG 17. The discrete activities included public 

events, targeted World Cafe workshops, development of localised online content, a web 

directory of local organisations mapped to the SDGs, a partnering skills course, Q 

Methodological Studies, and key informant interviews. Participants came from a wide range of 

local contexts, including government (local authorities as well as NHS and law enforcement), 

the voluntary, community, faith, and social enterprise (VCFSE) sector, micro, small and medium-

sized enterprises (MSMEs), and academia. 

 

This research uncovered a complex kaleidoscope of work contributing to the SDGs, as well as 

surprising roadblocks.  In the literature a ‘human-centric’ lens is increasingly interested in the 

relationships between humans, their connections to constructed social institutions, and to the 

ecological environment. Our findings support this framing with useful methodological and 

programmatic outcomes. We advocate for a deeper appreciation and recognition of the 

importance and value of interpersonal collaborative relationships and less formal deliberative 

strategies. We argue that a more inclusive emphasis on relational competencies, approaches, 

and dynamics (including reflective and integrative values) is needed for systemic transformation 

in localised diverse multi-stakeholder collaboration contexts.   
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