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Summary
Motivation: Partnerships between governments, private 
companies, and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) 
are increasingly popular tools for policy implementation. 
Much research attention has been paid to the formation 
and design of partnerships and how they can improve their 
development impact but there is little on how partnerships 
translate into local development policies.
Purpose: This article explores how partnerships as a policy 
idea, embedded in United Nations (UN) Sustainable Devel-
opment Goal (SDG) 17, changes as it is translated into 
local development policies. It traces how such translation 
processes change the problems that development partner-
ships set out to solve, and how they aim to solve them.
Methods and approach: The article presents a case study 
of a translation of SDG 17 that took place in interaction 
between the Danish International Development Agency 
(Danida) and a policy network. The data set consists of docu-
ments and in-depth interviews with policy network actors.
Findings: From the UN's perspective, SDG 17 set out to 
mobilize private sector resources to achieve the SDGs. 
However, SDG 17 became a solution to partially global, 
but mostly local issues when it was translated into a 
Danish development policy, and consequently, a partner-
ship programme. Some discursive alliances between policy 
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Partnerships between organizations from the public, private, and civil society sectors are proliferating as a tool for 
implementing development policy aims (Brogaard & Petersen, 2017; Pfisterer & van Tulder, 2021). The popularity of 
partnerships can be attributed to their perceived capability to address problems that governments, companies, and 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) cannot solve separately (Kolk et al., 2008), including climate change, poverty, 
and inequalities (Gray & Purdy, 2018). In the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), launched in 2015, 
partnerships are promoted as an effective means for their implementation until their conclusion in 2030 (UN, 2015). 
From a United Nations (UN) perspective, SDG 17 partially reflects the need to mobilize more official development 
assistance (ODA) from high-income countries to low-, lower-middle, and upper-middle income countries (L&MICs), but 
also the acknowledgement that governments cannot achieve the SDGs alone. Therefore, SDG 17 aims to engage the 
private sector and its resources in implementing the SDGs through partnerships (Kamau et al., 2018). SDG 17 particu-
larly stresses partnerships as a means to “mobilize and share knowledge, expertise, technology and financial resources, 
to  support the achievement of the sustainable development goals in all countries, in particular developing countries” 
(UN, 2015, p. 32). The organizational literature on partnerships equally hails them as this century's new “organizational 
zeitgeist in dealing with societal issues” (Vurro et al., 2010, p. 40). Much research attention has been paid to the forma-
tion and design of partnerships (Bryson et al., 2015; Selsky & Parker, 2005) and how they can improve their development 
impact (Pfisterer & van Tulder, 2021). However, the question of how partnerships as a policy idea, embedded in SDG 17, 
can change in the process of translation into development policies has been little explored in previous research on part-
nerships. This question is important as SDG 17, in which the partnership concept is embedded, is increasingly being used 
in government policies to implement development policy aims (Brogaard & Petersen, 2017; Pfisterer & van Tulder, 2021). 
When this happens, the very idea of partnership becomes infused with local discourses, and the problems that partner-
ships set out to solve, and how, inevitably change. Thus, investigating how SDG 17 is adapted and modified according to 
both global development issues and local political concerns in policy translation processes (Mukhtarov, 2014) produces 
important knowledge about the policy context in which development partnerships operate.

network actors were more effective than others in advanc-
ing their discourses in the translation process, which influ-
enced this outcome. These findings contribute to research 
on development partnerships by showing how partnership 
as a policy idea, embedded in SDG 17, changes through 
policy translation.
Policy implications: Findings from the study highlight the 
importance of discursive alliances in policy networks when 
policy ideas are localized into development policies. More-
over, the findings imply that when studying the translation 
of ideas into development policies, it is important to first 
disentangle the local conditions under which such processes 
take place to fully understand how they determine the 
translation outcome.

K E Y W O R D S
Agenda 2030, discourse, discursive legitimation strategies, part-
nerships, policy implantation, policy translation, SDG17

 14677679, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/dpr.12659 by R

oyal D
anish L

ibrary, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [12/01/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



HUSTAD 3 of 18

Recent studies have started to unpack the mechanisms behind how the SDGs are localized in different settings 
(Belda-Miquel et al., 2019; Bexell & Jönsson, 2019, 2020; Fox & Macleod, 2021; Jönsson & Bexell, 2021). However, few 
studies have investigated how specific SDGs are localized into development policies, and the microprocesses of how 
their meaning changes in such processes. Specifically, the localization of SDG 17 remains unexplored. Studying how SDG 
17 is translated into government development policies is important, as such translation processes largely form the condi-
tions for development partnerships in the context of the SDGs. This article contributes to the literature on development 
partnerships by providing a study of the translation of partnerships as a policy idea, embedded in SDG 17, into a Danish 
government development policy and a government-supported partnership programme following the 2015 launch of the 
SDGs. The translation process took place in interaction between the Danish International Development Agency (Danida) 
and a network of NGOs, interest organizations representing the interests of industry or civil society, research institutions, 
and labour unions. I advance policy translation (Clarke et al., 2015; Johnson & Hagström, 2005; Mukhtarov, 2014) as a 
useful theoretical lens through which to deconstruct how actors translate global policy ideas, such as SDG 17, according 
to local discourses and notions of (il)legitimacy. The translation perspective emphasizes how ideas become infused with 
contextually dependent and shaped interests as they  travel into new localities. I approach this translation process by 
exploring how negotiations between actors in a policy network affected the translation outcome, and how these actors 
drew on specific discourses and discursive legitimation strategies to advance their respective translations of SDG 17.

Findings from the study show that SDG 17 became a solution to both global and local concerns when it was trans-
lated into Danish development policy. In this process, particular discursive alliances between policy network actors were 
most successful in advancing their discourses into the final translation of SDG 17. The use of moral arguments, such as 
questioning whether business interests are compatible with development interests, was the most effective discursive 
strategy for advancing such discourses into the final translation outcome. These findings contribute to the literature on 
development partnerships by providing a new perspective on how the problems partnerships are set out to solve, and 
how they aim to do this, change as the partnership idea, embedded in SDG 17, travels into development policies. Part-
nerships are seen as a core tool to achieve the SDGs, and the 2030 deadline for their achievement is fast approaching. 
Therefore, these findings are important to provide a better understanding of how partnerships as a policy idea, embed-
ded in SDG 17, can provide solutions to both global and local concerns when translated into local development policies.

The remainder of this article proceeds as follows. Section 2 presents the theoretical framework of the transla-
tion. Section 3 presents SDG 17 as a policy idea. Section 4 elaborates on how discourses and discursive legitimation 
strategies are relevant for analysing policy translation processes. The data-collection and analysis methods are then 
presented in Section 5, followed by the case analysis in Section 6. The concluding Section 7 offers a discussion that 
summarizes the findings from the study, their implications for discussions on policy translation and partnerships for 
development, and implications for further research.

2 | LOCALIZING SDG 17 THROUGH POLICY TRANSLATION

Interest in transnational policy transfer has in recent years gained momentum in research and practice, due to advances 
in communication technology resulting in policy ideas travelling more quickly from one geographical context to another 
(Peck & Theodore, 2015). Ideas can be defined as images that become known in the form of pictures or sounds, which 
actors materialize into objects or actions in localization processes (Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996). Much research has 
paid attention to understanding how and why policy ideas travel. This issue has predominantly been studied through 
the concept of diffusion, defined as “the process by which an innovation is communicated through certain channels 
over time among the members of a social system” (Rogers, 1962, p. 5). In theorizing how ideas move from one local-
ity to another, the diffusion model originally builds on Shannon and Weaver's (1949) communication model, which 
focuses on the content that the sender of the idea puts into it and how these intentions may be realized by the idea 
recipient(s). Problems in the communication process is a suggested explanation for why the recipient of the idea may 
not decode it in the manner intended by its sender (Shannon & Weaver, 1949). Thus, although recent diffusion studies 
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increasingly acknowledge the importance of local factors when policy ideas travel (Acharya, 2004; Ansari et al., 2010; 
Klinger-Vidra, 2018), this perspective largely assumes a rational-linear approach to such travel. The diffusion perspec-
tive contrasts with the policy translation perspective, which approaches the travel of policy ideas through a semiotic 
communication model that understands communication as the production and exchange of meanings and puts the 
emphasis on the recipient of the idea rather than on the sender's intentions (Johnson & Hagström, 2005). From this 
perspective, the problems that ideas set out to solve and how they aim to solve them inevitably change when  they 
travel to new places (Clarke et al., 2015). Distinctive branches of translation theory have been developed within 
actor-network theory, the knowledge-based perspective and Scandinavian institutionalism (Wæraas & Nielsen, 2016). 
In this study, I draw on the translation theory developed by Scandinavian organizational scholars, who in the early 1990s 
developed a distinctive Scandinavian branch of institutionalism with a strong constructivist approach (Czarniawska & 
Joerges, 1996). In observing how organizational ideas that appear to be isomorphic often become heterogeneous when 
they are implemented in different organizational contexts, they used the concept of translation as a means to under-
stand how this occurs (Boxenbaum & Pedersen, 2009). Translation scholars argue that in order to travel, practices and 
institutions must be simplified and abstracted into ideas (Czarniawska & Sevón, 2005). Drawing inspiration from the 
work of Latour (1986) in particular, translation scholars in the Scandinavian institutionalist camp argue that an idea inev-
itably changes when it travels from one context to another, as the idea is translated by people who modify, deflect, drop, 
add to, and appropriate according to other elements in the location in which it is translated (Latour, 1986). In the words 
of Czarniawska & Sevón (2005, p. 8): “to set something in a new place or another point in time is to construct it anew.”

In this study, I contribute to the literature on idea localization by highlighting the importance of discursive strug-
gles in translation processes and, relatedly, how discursive divergences and alliances affect such translation processes. 
To this end, the study demonstrates how the localization of policy ideas, such as SDG 17, can be understood as micro-
processes of translation that unfold in policy networks. The policy translation perspective provides a framework for 
understanding how actors in such networks engage in argumentative struggles in order to shape the meaning of ideas 
(Johnson & Hagström, 2005), and in this process construct organizational identities (Sahlin-Andersson, 1996) draw-
ing on local discourses and notions of legitimacy (Waldorff, 2013). Such processes, in turn, change SDG 17 as a policy 
idea as it travels into new localities (Clarke et al., 2015). Thus far, research on policy networks has been overly focused 
on network consensus, while attention to conflicts and power relations has been almost absent (Koppenjan, 2016). 
Scholars have consequently called for more research on how discourses are formed in conflicts where network 
actors advance particular arguments and aim to get acceptance for their arguments from other network actors 
(Torfing, 2012). This study contributes to these discussions by showing the discursive alliances, convergences, and 
tensions arising in policy networks during translation processes, and how, ultimately, some discourses become domi-
nant while others are lost in the final translation of the policy idea.

3 | APPROACHING SDG 17 AS A GLOBAL POLICY IDEA

To understand how SDG 17 as a policy idea changes as it travels into new localities, it is relevant to briefly outline 
the problems SDG 17 set out to solve from a UN perspective. According to participants in the SDG negotiations, 
SDG 17 reflected both old and new discussions in the UN. The old discussion mainly revolved around the North–
South “development partnership” and the extent to which HICs should be held accountable for helping L&MICs by 
providing ODA, cancelling debt, and promoting inclusive trade. Reportedly, this was a classic UN issue that had been 
debated for decades. The new discussion recognized that HICs' existing ODA commitments would not be enough to 
achieve the SDGs, and that financial resources had to be mobilized from other sources, including the private sector. 
Consequently, this part of the SDG 17 discussion revolved around how to engage the private sector in implementing 
the SDGs through partnerships (Kamau et al., 2018). This is particularly visible in the goal's targets 17.16 and 17.17:

17.16: Enhance the global partnership for sustainable development, complemented by 
multi-stakeholder partnerships that mobilize and share knowledge, expertise, technology and financial 
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resources, to support the achievement of the sustainable development goals in all countries, in 
particular developing countries.

17.17: Encourage and promote effective public, public-private and civil society partnerships, building 
on the experience and resourcing strategies of partnerships (UN, 2015, p. 32).

According to participants in the SDG negotiations, these targets encompass an increasing orientation towards the 
private sector in the UN, which was contested among member countries. As a former UN official put it in the course 
of an interview on April 17, 2020:

There was a resistance among member countries to give private companies too much influence and 
too much power, and to let them come too far into the UN, because they were afraid that the countries 
would lose their formal influence. But in the UN secretariat, there was a strong understanding  that to 
change the world, you need to have the world's large companies on board, and that required stronger 
partnerships.

From the UN perspective, then, SDG 17 set out to solve the problem of financing sustainable development by, among 
other things, encouraging partnerships with the private sector to achieve the SDGs, albeit a contested issue.

4 | TRANSLATING POLICY IDEAS THROUGH DISCOURSES AND LEGITIMATION 
STRATEGIES

When travelling into a new locality, policy ideas need to gain local legitimacy to be translated (Wedlin & Sahlin, 2017). 
This entails being perceived as living up to the moral standards of the translating actors (Deephouse et al., 2017). 
However, as policy translation in networks often occurs as conflicts between competing translations of a policy idea 
(Johnson & Hagström, 2005), it is to be expected that actors will draw on different constructions of legitimacy and 
illegitimacy in their translations of the policy idea. Translation processes allow network actors to draw on different 
discourses in order to legitimize their translation of the idea in question (Waldorff, 2013). Discourses are systems of 
statements which construct objects (Phillips et al., 2004) and ascribe identities to them (Phillips & Hardy, 2002). In 
translation processes, discourses can be drawn on to construct practices and identities deemed legitimate or illegiti-
mate (van Leeuwen, 2008). Thus, actors can use discourse as a strategic resource to produce identities and outcomes 
that are beneficial to them (Hardy et al., 2000; Latour, 1986). In policy translation, it is in the reconstruction of the 
idea as a legitimate solution to a problem in the locality where it is translated that the idea takes on its new translated 
form (Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996; Mukhtarov, 2014). Looking at legitimations and delegitimations of an idea in 
policy translation processes reveals the discourses actors deploy in order to reconstruct the idea as legitimate and/
or illegitimate (Mukhtarov, 2014).

In the analysis of this study, I draw on van Leeuwen's (2008) framework of discursive legitimation strategies to 
analyse the strategies that actors in the policy network used to translate SDG 17 according to particular discourses. 
Discursive legitimation strategies are more or less conscious ways of deploying discourses or discursive resources to 
establish (il)legitimacy (Vaara et al., 2006). Analyses of such strategies in translation processes not only pay attention 
to which discourses actors draw on in translating an idea, but also to the discursive practices by which they legitimize 
these discourses. Van Leeuwen (2008) presents four categories of discursive legitimation strategies: authorization, 
rationalization, moral evaluation, and mythopoesis. Authorization is defined as legitimation by reference to authori-
ties. These authorities can be authoritative persons who are perceived as legitimate due to their status as experts or 
role models, but they can also be impersonal, such as laws, regulations, and conventions. For example, the UN can be 
perceived as an authority because it is associated with a certain level of legitimacy (Hustad, 2020). Moral evaluation 
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is defined as legitimation by referring to specific moral values. In some cases, moral evaluation is expressed through 
adjectives such as “good” and “bad”, but in most cases it is implicitly linked to discourses of moral value. Empirically, 
moral evaluation can be recognized by its use of adjectives such as “healthy,” “irresponsible,” etc., by linking practices 
to expressions of what is morally right or desirable, or by using analogies to practices and ideas perceived as legiti-
mate or illegitimate. Rationalization is legitimation by reference to the goals, uses, and effects of specific practices. 
This strategy of discursive legitimation always has a moral basis, although not necessarily explicitly, and the catego-
ries of rationalization and moral evaluation are thus often closely linked. Finally, mythopoesis is legitimation through 
narrative-type reconstructions; that is, by telling a story that proves evidence of acceptable, appropriate, or prefer-
ential behaviour (van Leeuwen, 2008).

5 | DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS

This study was designed as an exploratory single-case study (Flyvbjerg, 2006) with the aim of investigating how 
partnership as a policy idea, embedded in SDG 17, changed as it was translated into a Danish development policy 
and consequently, a partnership programme. In country performance on the SDGs, Denmark ranked second globally 
on its general SDG performance in 2022, and scored high on indicators related to SDG 17 (Sachs et al., 2022). More-
over, Denmark has a long history of working with cross-sector partnerships in its development policies (Brogaard & 
Petersen, 2017), as well as in its corporate social responsibility (CSR) policies (Albareda et al., 2007; Vallentin, 2015). 
The Danish case is particularly appropriate for studying how the problems partnerships set out to solve, and how 
they set out to solve them, change when SDG 17 is translated into local development policy. This is because we can 
assume that the precedence of partnerships in Danish government policies, as well as Denmark's high score on SDG 
performance, makes Danish authorities particularly likely to translate SDG 17 into their development policy close to 
the UN's intention. I started the data collection by gathering official documents from Danida documenting the trans-
lation of SDG 17, including the draft of the Danish development strategy, the final development strategy, 62 public 
hearing inputs to the draft strategy from Danish organizations, and documents related to Danida's new partnership 
programme (Danida, 2016, 2017a, 2017b). From the 62 hearing inputs, 10 did not mention SDG 17 or partnerships, 
and were therefore excluded from the data set. Identifying key actors in the translation process was important in the 
early data collection (Mukhtarov, 2014). I identified the first policy network actors from official meeting minutes docu-
menting consultations between Danida and representatives from the Danish private sector, NGOs, labour unions, and 
research institutions about the development strategy and partnership programme and contacted them for interviews. 
Some of the interviewees represented organizations that had sent written hearing inputs to the draft development 
strategy and could thus elaborate on these. Using respondent-driven interview sampling (Heckathorn, 1997) and 
assuming that influential actors in a given policy field know each other in person or by reputation, I asked each inter-
viewee to name other key actors who had participated in the translation process. This was necessary, as some of 
these actors were not mentioned in official documents and were thus “hidden” (Heckathorn, 1997).

In the interview sampling, I prioritized contacting actors who had been invited to discuss the development 
strategy and/or the partnership programme with Danida as key representatives from their sectors (industry, civil 
society, and research). I also interviewed public servants from Danida, a former minister who had been involved 
in initiating the partnership programme, and a former UN representative involved in the formulation of the SDGs. 
In total, I conducted 12 in-depth interviews with former ministers, UN officials, civil servants from Danida and key 
representatives from different sectors in the policy network about the discussion themes that emerged during the 
translation of SDG 17. I continued interviewing until the same themes emerged multiple times. All interviewees were 
anonymized in order not to compromise their professional status. Table 1 provides an overview of the complete data 
material. Based on the interviews and official Danida statements, I identified three steps in the translation process 
of SDG 17: the initial translation conducted by Danida in the draft development strategy, the translations in the 52 
hearing inputs conducted by the network of Danish organizations, and the final translation conducted by Danida in 
its new partnership programme. I coded the data documenting these three steps separately. First, statements from 
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the data were divided into two main categories, namely statements that legitimized SDG 17 and private-sector 
partnerships, and statements that delegitimized them. I subsequently categorized these statements according to the 
different legitimation strategies described by van Leeuwen (2008). See Table 2 for empirical examples of the use of 
discursive strategies. Going through the material, I analysed the problematizations on which actors drew in order to 
legitimize or delegitimize SDG 17, and inductively extracted the discourses they deployed in this process. The actors 
thus translated SDG 17 by relating it to specific discourses encompassing notions of identity and (il)legitimacy and 
legitimized these translations through discursive strategies.

6 | CASE PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS

By the time the SDGs were adopted, partnerships with the private sector were already a well-known development tool 
for Danida. Between 1993 and 2014, Danida launched five different government partnership programmes which aimed 
at engaging the Danish private sector in development initiatives (Brogaard & Petersen, 2017). The UN's 2015 launch of 
the SDGs happened shortly after a shift in Danish political rule from a left-wing to a right-wing government. The new 
foreign minister, Kristian Jensen, rapidly initiated work on a new development strategy using the SDGs as an overall 
framework (Danish Council for Development Policy, 2016), and the process of translating SDG 17 into Danish develop-
ment policy thus began. During early 2016, Jensen received inputs for the forthcoming development strategy through a 
series of formal and informal meetings with Danish citizens, politicians, advisory councils, and major Danish stakeholder 
organizations. In May 2016, Danida sent a draft of the new strategy to a public hearing where they received written 

Interview

Interview participant Role in translation process Duration Interview date

Industry representative 1 Involved in discussions with Danida 
about the new development 
strategy as representatives of key 
interest organizations for Danish 
industry, civil society, and research 
institutions

70 minutes 16.12.2019

NGO representative 1 70 minutes 09.01.2020

Industry representative 2 45 minutes 18.03.2020

NGO representative 2 85 minutes 25.03.2020

Research representative 45 minutes 19.03.2020

Former UN official Participated in UN negotiations on the 
SDGs

45 minutes 17.04.2020

Former Minister for 
Development Cooperation

Initiated the DMDP program 40 minutes 17.03.2020

MFA staff member 1 Involved in the formulation of DMDP 
guidelines and the governance of 
the DMDP program

60 minutes 08.01.2020

MFA staff member 2 120 minutes 08.04.2020

MFA staff member 3 45 minutes 19.06.2020

DMDP consultant 1 70 minutes 27.02.2020

DMDP consultant 1 60 minutes 27.02.2020

Documents

Document sender Document title Dating from

Danida “The World 2030” – development strategy draft May 2016

52 organizations (NGOs, 
companies, interest 
organizations, labor unions, 
research institutions)

52 written hearing inputs to the strategy draft May 2016 – August 2016

Danida DMDP programme document June 2016

Danida “The World 2030” – final development strategy January 2017

T A B L E  1   Overview of complete data material
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inputs from 62 Danish organizations, including NGOs, companies, research institutions, labour unions, and interest 
organizations. The final strategy, “The World 2030: Denmark's Strategy for Development Cooperation and Humanitar-
ian Action,” was passed in the Danish Parliament in January 2017 (Danida, 2017a). By then, Danida had already devel-
oped the successor of its previous partnership programmes, namely the Danida Market Development Partnerships 
(DMDP) programme. Its first guidelines and application round were launched in mid-2016 and were further developed 
in subsequent years. The following case analysis covers three steps in the translation process of SDG 17: the initial 
translation conducted by Danida in the draft development strategy, the translations in the hearing inputs from the 
network of Danish stakeholder organizations, and the final translation conducted by Danida in the DMDP programme.

6.1 | Reintroducing the private sector as a development partner

The development strategy draft, which was sent to a public hearing in May 2016, built heavily on the SDG framework 
and stated that particularly SDG 16 concerning peace, justice, and strong institutions and SDG 17 about partnerships 
would be a connecting thread in the overall Danish development engagement (Danida, 2016). I find that in the strategy 
draft, Danida drew on two main discourses in its translation of SDG 17, namely a “shared responsibility” discourse and 

Legitimation strategy Empirical example Discourse

Authorization “With SDG 17, there has come a needed focus on including new 
actors in development aid as an absolute necessity to achieve 
the SDGs” (BØRNEfonden, personal communication, 2020).

“Shared 
responsibility” 
discourse

Rationalization “If the full potential of the private sector's engagement in 
developing countries is to be realized, (…) it will demand more 
risk-willingness, flexibility and responsiveness at the embassies 
and in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs” (Confederation of 
Danish Industry, personal communication, 2020).

“Business climate” 
discourse”

Moral evaluation “We have some really good, competent companies in Denmark, 
who know everything about work environment and 
environmental impact and how to treat your employees right” 
(Industry representative 1).

“Shared 
responsibility” 
discourse

Mythopoesis “We have valuable experiences from Africa's horn, where we in 
collaboration with Danish shipping companies have secured 
vocational education for more than 12,000 young people” 
(Save the Children, personal communication, 2020).

“Shared 
responsibility” 
discourse

Delegitimation strategy Empirical example Discourse

Authorization “It should be made clear that compliance with the UN Guiding 
Principles on Business and Human Rights is not a wish, but a 
demand” (Globalt Fokus, personal communication, 2020).

“Accountability” 
discourse

Rationalization “It is important that the strategy focuses not only on the 
possibilities of private sector collaboration, but also prioritizes 
(…) that companies actually act sustainably” (92-gruppen, 
personal communication, 2020).

“Accountability” 
discourse

Moral evaluation “It should be written more clearly that development aid is given 
because it is beneficial for the poorest countries, and that 
the safeguarding of Danish commercial and security political 
interests will happen through the achievement of this primary 
goal” (DanChurchAid, personal communication, 2020).

“Purpose” 
discourse

Mythopoesis “The private sector's business interests have not in themselves 
secured that development aid funds were used effectively” (3F, 
personal communication, 2020).

“Accountability” 
discourse

T A B L E  2   Empirical examples of discursive legitimation strategies
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HUSTAD 9 of 18

a “purpose” discourse. The “shared responsibility” discourse emphasized one of the problems that SDG 17 originally 
set out to solve from the UN perspective: that ODA from HICs would not be sufficient for achieving the SDGs before 
2030. Danida primarily translated this discourse drawing on authorization as a discursive strategy by referring to the 
authority of the UN, including UN statements and initiatives. The main problematization in the “shared responsibility” 
discourse was the UN's statement that reaching the SDGs by 2030 would require increased global investments of 
between USD 1.9 and USD 3.1 billion per year. As a solution to this problem, Danida stated that Denmark would 
“proactively respond to international opportunities and establish new types of partnerships as contemplated by the 
new global agreements: The Addis Ababa Agreement on Financing for Development, which is linked to Agenda 2030, 
and especially Sustainable Development Goal No. 17” (Danida, 2016, p. 9). Referring to the call in these UN agendas 
for initiating partnerships in order to “create results in the right scope,” Danida stated that Denmark's development 
co-operation would build on a “whole-of-society” approach including Danish actors from all sectors (Danida, 2016). 
Thus, Danida legitimized the “shared responsibility” discourse through authorization by referring to the authority of 
the UN (van Leeuwen, 2008), and the problems and proposed solutions that the UN had formulated in the SDGs. 
By stating that “Denmark assumes joint global responsibility through its development policy” (Danida, 2016, p. 1), 
Denmark's identity as a development actor responding to these global issues as framed by the UN was constructed.

The problems that partnerships and SDG 17 set out to solve from the UN perspective changed in the “purpose” 
discourse, which was concerned with the purpose of Danish development policy and Danida-facilitated partnerships. 
This discourse translated SDG 17 as being about contributing to national interests and issues, as Danida stated that 
“Denmark sees existing and new partnerships as a way of promoting Danish interests in our international agreements” 
(Danida, 2016, p. 9). The “purpose” discourse was legitimized through the discursive strategy of rationalization, referring 
to the goals, uses, and effects of partnerships as both an idea and as practice (van Leeuwen, 2008). The draft strategy 
outlined three interrelated problems relevant for Danida's collaboration with the private sector through partnerships: a 
lack of jobs for young citizens in L&MICs, economic migration from these countries to Denmark resulting from unem-
ployment, and export barriers preventing the Danish private sector from investing in these countries. Danida stated that 
they would “address the root causes of migration” (Danida, 2016, p. 19) by creating growth and new job opportunities 
in L&MICs, which further would “open up new market and investment opportunities for Danish businesses and Danish 
investors” (Danida, 2016, p. 20). Danida rationalized that partnerships would be a means to these ends (Danida, 2016), 
arguing that the Danish private sector would be an increasingly relevant partner for contributing with its expertise and 
resources to create growth and sustainable development. To this end, Danida argued that its co-operation with the 
private sector would enable a gearing up of development aid funds and create additional value beyond what Danida 
could create alone (Danida, 2016). In contrast to the “shared responsibility” discourse, which translated SDG 17 accord-
ing to global issues stated by the UN, the “purpose” discourse translated SDG 17 according to Danish self-interest, 
including Danish trade opportunities and the prevention of migration to Denmark. These contrasting discourses indicate 
that in its translation of SDG 17, Danida aimed to legitimize its development initiatives in two different arenas: the global 
arena represented by the UN, and the national arena represented by Danish political interests, which at the time were 
strongly focused on migration (Jensen, 2016). Partnerships, in which the Danish private sector was expected to play an 
important part, were thus translated as a means to achieve both global interests stated in the SDGs and Danish interests.

6.2 | Translating SDG 17 between policy network actors

Danida's initial translation of SDG 17 sparked both positive and critical reactions in the hearing inputs and reactions 
from the policy network. However, there was a broad consensus that the private sector had a role to play in Danish 
development aid, as a research representative explained on March 19, 2020:

Nobody was critical in the sense that they said, “we should not do that” [work with the private sector]. 
(…) What I asked about was “what about the experiences from former private sector programs, and 
all the mistakes that were made with them?” (…) And others asked, “how do we avoid that this does 
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HUSTAD10 of 18

not just become an export instrument for Danish companies, but also that it actually becomes poverty 
alleviation in L&MICs?”

There was a lively discussion in the policy network about how partnerships with the private sector should take place. 
In the reactions to Danida's translation of SDG 17, I found that network actors drew on four discourses, namely a 
“purpose,” an “accountability,” a “shared responsibility,” and a “business climate” discourse. The “purpose” discourse 
embodied critical reactions to Danida's “purpose” discourse and delegitimized Danida's construction of the purpose 
of Danish development aid. The “shared responsibility,” “accountability,” and “business climate” discourse embodied 
both positive and critical reactions to Danida's initial “shared responsibility” discourse. I analyse these discursive 
reactions, which are also illustrated in Figure 1, in the following paragraphs.

F I G U R E  1   Illustration of the discourses that made it through to the final translation of SDG 17 and the ones 
that did not, and the actors carrying them. Source: author.
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6.2.1 | The contested purpose of Danish development aid

Danida's “purpose” discourse, which translated SDG 17 according to Danish interests, sparked a more critical 
“purpose” discourse in the policy network that delegitimized Danida's initial translation. This discourse was particu-
larly promoted by large and small NGOs.1 Through the hearing inputs, they most commonly translated the “purpose” 
discourse drawing on moral evaluation as a discursive strategy by implicitly referencing specific moral values (van 
Leeuwen, 2008). The NGOs took the moral position that Danish interests should not play a big role in Danish 
development aid, but that aid should rather be focused on “helping the world's poorest and most marginalized 
people by fulfilling their rights” (AXIS, personal communication, 2020). Large NGOs especially criticized Danida for 
approaching poverty reduction merely as a derived effect of economic growth and job creation in lower-middle and 
upper-middle income countries. They argued that development aid should first and foremost be poverty oriented, 
and that the primary purpose of including the private sector and safeguarding of Danish commercial interests 
should be to contribute to this purpose, rather than the other way around (CARE Denmark, personal communi-
cation, 2020; DanChurchAid, personal communication, 2020; Globalt Fokus, personal communication, 2020; Plan 
Denmark, personal communication, 2020). Although the “purpose” discourse mainly dealt with the objective of 
Danish development aid, this discourse was highly related to the concept of partnerships, as Danida had argued that 
partnerships would be a means to realize Danish self-interests (Danida, 2016). In the translations of the “purpose” 
discourse, some large NGOs simultaneously drew on the discursive strategies of authorization and moral evaluation 
in arguing that the coupling of development aid and Danish trade interests could be interpreted as going against the 
Paris Agreement: “the Paris declaration […] emphasizes that development aid should be given because it benefits 
the poorest countries (because they have rights), and not because it benefits Denmark” (DanChurchAid, personal 
communication, 2020). The “purpose” discourse was also translated through a combination of the discursive strat-
egies of rationalization and moral evaluation, referring to the use of ideas and practices to achieve ends perceived 
as morally legitimate (van Leeuwen, 2008). For instance, an interest organization representing the interests of envi-
ronmental NGOs rationalized that the private sector would not necessarily benefit the poorest and most vulnerable 
people in L&MICs, and emphasized that “it should not be made optional whether the strategy's strong focus on 
creating private sector growth actually delivers the social and environmental improvements that development aid 
is about” (92-gruppen, personal communication, 2020). Finally, small NGOs and interest organizations represent-
ing civil society in particular translated the “purpose” discourse, drawing on mythopoesis as a discursive strat-
egy by providing examples that depicted private-sector involvement in development initiatives as illegitimate (van 
Leeuwen, 2008). They argued that “neoliberal free trade initiatives” had “worked as a battering ram for European 
and Danish transnational corporations' plundering of people and environment” (Afrika Kontakt, personal communi-
cation, 2020) and referred to well-known examples of corporate scandals such as the Rana Plaza accident in Bang-
ladesh, soy expansion in South America, and oil sand extraction in Canada and Venezuela (92-gruppen, personal 
communication, 2020).

These reactions to Danida's “purpose” discourse demonstrate that in the critical “purpose” discourse, there was 
a discursive alliance between small and large NGOs. The “purpose” discourse introduced by Danida, which partially 
emphasized Danish self-interest, contrasted with the “purpose” discourse carried by these NGOs, which emphasized 
poverty orientation as the purpose of Danish development aid. This illustrates how the problems that partnerships 
were set out to solve became contested in the translations of SDG 17, which was manifested in Danida's and the 
NGOs' contrasting notions of the purpose of Danish development co-operation. Thus, different notions of (il)legiti-
macy led to different translations of the purpose of SDG 17.

1 “Large” NGOs are here defined as NGOs with a turnover of 50 million Danish krone (DKK) or more in 2015 (see Frandsen & Løppenthin, 2017). “Small” 
NGOs are defined as NGOs with a turnover of less than DKK 50 million in 2015, again following Frandsen and Løppenthin (2017).

 14677679, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/dpr.12659 by R

oyal D
anish L

ibrary, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [12/01/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



HUSTAD12 of 18

6.2.2 | Emphasizing the responsibility of Danish companies

While the policy network mostly reacted critically to Danida's “purpose” discourse, the reactions to Danida's “shared 
responsibility” discourse were mixed. Interest organizations representing industry interests and some large NGOs 
agreed with Danida's “shared responsibility” discourse. They drew on Danida's initial discursive legitimations that 
Danish development policy should build on a whole-of-society approach, and that Danish companies had a role as 
positive change agents in this approach. This discourse was legitimized through authorization as a discursive strategy, 
referring to the SDGs' focus on shared responsibility between actors from different sectors (UN, 2015), as well as 
through the discursive strategies of rationalization, moral evaluation, and mythopoesis. For instance, a large NGO 
moralized that the Danish private sector “should play a more active role in ensuring sustainable and socially respon-
sible growth” (CARE Denmark, personal communication, 2020). A group of large NGOs and interest organizations 
representing industry rationalized that partnerships were an important driver for benefitting from the expertise of 
Danish companies in order to create positive change (ActionAid Denmark, personal communication, 2020; Confed-
eration of Danish Industry, personal communication, 2020; Danish Agriculture & Food Council, personal communi-
cation, 2020). One representative from an interest organization representing industry emphasized Danish companies 
as particularly decent and responsible compared to companies based in L&MICs. They legitimized this view drawing 
on mythopoesis as a discursive strategy by referring to their own experiences of Danish companies as possess-
ing particularly high moral standards in relation to working conditions (Industry representative 1). Another industry 
representative (Industry representative 2) saw the private sector as a particularly relevant partner for NGOs in Danish 
development initiatives, as they perceived Danish NGOs and companies as exceptionally partnership oriented, as 
they commented when interviewed in March, 2020:

If I am in Paris or Brussels for a dialogue about development aid, we [the industry and NGOs] are 
seated at opposite sides of the table, and the battle lines are clearly drawn. When we are in Denmark, 
we have a lot of cooperation, both politically, but also in concrete projects with a range of NGOs. All 
of the Danish NGOs, roughly speaking, would like to collaborate with us, and they have also hired staff 
that are exclusively trying to create collaborations with the private sector.

According to an NGO representative (NGO representative 2), however, this picture was more nuanced, as some 
Danish NGOs remained critical towards the private sector:

I would say that they are divided into two groups; those who really see the private sector as an ally 
and potential change agents that you can collaborate and create impact with (…), and those who see 
it as a more ideological battle, where the NGOs say “now it is not just states that we should scold for 
not living up to this and that, now it is also the companies, so we should be watchdogs towards them.”

Overall, the “shared responsibility” discourse promoted in the policy network demonstrates a discursive alliance 
between large NGOs and industry representatives that together promoted the positive role and responsibility of the 
Danish private sector in development initiatives.

6.2.3 | Questioning the accountability of Danish companies

While the above reactions contributed to legitimizing Danida's initial “shared responsibility” discourse, this discourse 
also evoked more critical reactions. In particular, critics reacted with an “accountability” discourse that questioned 
whether Danish companies could live up to Danida's expectations of them. This discourse was particularly promoted 
by NGOs, labour unions, and interest organizations representing civil society, which drew on moral evaluation as 
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a discursive strategy to question whether the morality of Danish companies was compatible with that of Danish 
development aid. For instance, one small NGO was concerned that companies would not always be able to “unite 
their (legitimate) need to maximize income and minimize risks with the short-term and long-term interests of devel-
opment cooperation” (Forests of the World, personal communication, 2020). The “accountability” discourse was also 
translated through the discursive strategy of authorization by reference to international guidelines and standards for 
responsible business conduct, such as the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights (UNGP), the UN 
Global Compact, the ILO Decent Work Agenda and the OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises. For instance, 
one interest organization representing civil society made the criticism that the strategy draft focused too much on 
how Danida-supported companies could comply voluntarily with the UNGP, and argued that “compliance with the 
UNGP should not be a request, but a requirement” (Globalt Fokus, personal communication, 2020). The “accounta-
bility” discourse was further translated through the discursive strategy of mythopoesis, particularly by reference to 
evaluations of former Danida partnership programmes which had showed limited effects on development and job 
creation (CARE Denmark, personal communication, 2020). A labour union argued that “the private sector's busi-
ness interests have not in itself secured that aid funding has been used effectively” (3F, personal communication, 
2020). Consequently, a labour union and an interest organization representing civil society drew on rationalization 
in suggesting that Danida should introduce sharpened requirements for companies to document results on poverty 
reduction and added value when receiving development funds from Danida (3F, personal communication, 2020; 
Globalt Fokus, personal communication, 2020).

According to an NGO representative (NGO representative 1), the above arguments were typical for the general 
discussions in the NGO environment about the role of the private sector:

The discussion was a lot about “how can we make demands on the private sector so that they conduct 
proper development aid? (…) Why should they not be measured on gender and democracy and envi-
ronment and human rights when we are? When they are receiving development funds, they should be 
measured on the same terms.”

Interestingly, some of the NGOs that engaged in the “shared responsibility” discourse also drew on the “accountability” 
discourse. For instance, one large NGO that had been positive about the private sector also stated that “we recommend 
that it is added that Denmark will work to secure responsible business conduct through legislation and not through 
voluntariness, as this will benefit the many companies who determinedly work with responsible business conduct” 
(ActionAid Denmark, personal communication, 2020). This reflects the broad agreement in the policy  network that 
the private sector had a role to play in Danish development aid, but that there were conflicting views on how.

In the “accountability” discourse, several NGOs in the network worried that Danida's increased focus on the 
private sector would compromise their own role in Danish development co-operation. They argued that if Danida 
wanted to support Danish business initiatives in L&MICs, they should equally support the activities of NGOs, which 
would secure accountability in such business activities (Afrika Kontakt, personal communication, 2020; DanChur-
chAid, personal communication, 2020). One large NGO called for “more reflections about the coherence between 
the work of Danish NGOs in stabilizing, securing rights…on the one hand and the added value of NGOs as partners 
for the private sector on the other hand” (DanChurchAid, personal communication, 2020). An interest organization 
representing civil society argued that the private sector could never take over the role of NGOs, and that “the devel-
opment work of the Danish government needs to be grounded in Danish civil society,…not in private sector organi-
zations that deliver an efficient but hollowed out version of development at a time when sustainability and inclusivity 
is key” (CIVICUS, personal communication, 2020). According to another NGO representative (NGO representative 
2), this reflected a growing concern in the Danish NGO sector that Danish businesses would take over their agendas:

I think that on an identity level, it challenges the NGOs incredibly that suddenly, the CEO of Grundfos 
[a large Danish pump manufacturing company] can take a position in the societal debate across from 
ministries as maybe a more important change agent than DanChurchAid [a large Danish NGO].
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The “accountability” discourse thus reflected two important concerns in the Danish NGO sector, namely concerns 
about the accountability of the Danish private sector and the concern that Danish companies might partially take 
over the roles of NGOs in the long run. Consequently, NGOs problematized the accountability of Danish companies 
and promoted themselves as providers of accountability and responsibility in Danish development initiatives.

6.2.4 | Creating the right business climate

A final discourse in the policy network that responded to Danida's “shared responsibility” discourse was that of a 
“business climate”, which discussed the framework conditions needed for Danish companies to be able to make an 
impact in development initiatives. This discourse was primarily legitimized by drawing on rationalization as a discur-
sive strategy and was especially promoted by an interest organization representing industry, an interest organiza-
tion representing civil society, and a small NGO. The main argument in this discourse was that social preconditions 
such as corruption, poor legal frameworks, lack of infrastructure, and bureaucracy had often slowed down Danish 
private-sector initiatives in L&MICs (Confederation of Danish Industry, personal communication, 2020). The interest 
organization representing civil society argued that NGOs should be included as partners in Danida's partnership 
programmes to “secure justice by building transparent and responsible societal institutions characterized by a low 
degree of corruption and a high degree of efficiency” (CISU, personal communication, 2020), while the NGO stressed 
Danida's role in adjusting and mitigating risks for investors in order to secure more private investments in L&MICs 
(Børnefonden, personal communication, 2020). The interest organization representing industry called for a greater 
appetite for risk in Danida's collaboration with the private sector:

If the full potential of the private sector's engagement in L&MICs are to be realized, it requires a 
change in the way Danish development aid is carried out today. This entails a greater demand for 
risk-willingness, flexibility and responsiveness at the embassies and in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 

(Confederation of Danish Industry, personal communication, 2020)

The “business climate” discourse thus encouraged Danida to provide more flexible guidelines in their partnership 
programmes, as some actors perceived the guidelines of earlier programmes as too rigid and bureaucratic.

6.3 | How some discourses were translated while others were lost in translation

After having received the hearing inputs from the policy network, it was up to Danida to formulate the final devel-
opment strategy. Comparing the strategy draft, which had formed the basis for discussion in the public hearing, 
and the final strategy, showed only minor changes between the two (Danida, 2016, 2017a). However, as the devel-
opment strategy primarily constituted a political negotiation document, its policy aims needed to be further trans-
lated into concrete partnership initiatives. In mid-2016, Danida launched its new partnership programme, the DMDP 
programme, which set out to implement the aims from the development strategy and to contribute to the global 
achievement of the SDGs through the use of partnerships, as promoted in SDG 17 (Danida, 2017b). The DMDP 
programme gives the grant to an “administrative partner” who is required to team up with a private-sector part-
ner. In practice, large NGOs constituted the administrative partners in the five projects receiving grants in DMDP's 
first application round (Danida, 2018). Danida stated that the overall purpose of the programme was to contrib-
ute to market-driven sustainable economic growth and job creation in L&MICs within the framework of the SDGs, 
and to “engage private businesses in addressing key development challenges” (Danida, 2017b, p. 5). SDG 8, which 
promotes decent work and economic growth (UN, 2015), and SDG 17 were emphasized as the two main SDGs to 
be addressed through the DMDP programme (UN, 2015). Here, Danida picked up on its initial “purpose” discourse 
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from the development strategy, overlooking the delegitimations of the “purpose” discourse in the policy network, as 
poverty orientation is not mentioned in the DMDP programme document. The “shared responsibility” discourse also 
emerged from the DMDP programme, which referred to partnerships as “fostering ‘shared value’—a business model 
that emphasizes the role of private business in reaching societal goals through partnerships” (Danida, 2017b, p. 2). 
Finally, in the DMDP programme, Danida picked up on the “accountability” discourse that initially delegitimized SDG 
17 by setting high requirements for responsible business conduct for the private-sector partner in DMDP projects 
(Danida, 2017b). According to interviews with civil servants who worked with developing the programme, DMDP 
actively tries to push Danish companies in a more responsible direction. To this end, the application process for the 
DMDP programme was designed as a long co-creation process where Danida could provide inputs to the appli-
cants' development of a project design with the “right” balance between a business case and a development case (as 
commented by MFA staff member 2, DMDP consultant 1, DMDP consultant 2).

7 | CONCLUDING DISCUSSION

This study set out to investigate how partnerships as a policy idea, embedded in SDG 17, changes as it is translated 
from the global SDG framework into national development policies. It draws on policy translation as a theoretical 
perspective and the framework of discursive legitimation strategies to analyse how actors in a policy network trans-
lated SDG 17 according to discourses that embodied both global and local concerns. While, from the UN perspective, 
SDG 17 set out to solve the global problem of mobilizing resources from the private sector to achieve the SDGs, it 
became a solution to more local issues when it was translated into Danish development policy and, consequently, the 
government-supported partnership programme. These issues were expressed in two contesting “purpose” discourses 
discussing the rationale for Danish development aid; a “shared responsibility” discourse promoting the responsibility 
of Danish companies to contribute to development initiatives, an “accountability” discourse questioning the account-
ability of the Danish private sector, and a “business climate” discourse emphasizing the importance of creating the 
right framework conditions for Danish companies in development initiatives. The findings show that the “purpose,” 
“shared responsibility,” and “accountability” discourses made it through to the translation outcome. Discursive alli-
ances between large NGOs and interest organizations representing industry were particularly successful in advancing 
their discourses into the final translation, while discursive alliances between large and small NGOs were somewhat 
successful in doing this. Moral evaluation proved to be the most effective discursive strategy to advance discourses 
into Danida's final translation of SDG 17.

In this article, I have advanced the related concepts of policy translation and policy networks as a useful lens 
for looking at how ideas and tools used in development policies, such as SDG 17, are shaped by their local policy 
contexts. The policy translation lens permits us to study a perspective on development partnerships that has been 
little considered in previous studies: how the problems partnerships are set out to solve, and how they aim to solve 
them, change as partnerships as a policy idea travels into local development policies. Using a translation theoreti-
cal lens combined with the analysis of discourses and discursive strategies, as I have done here, helps deconstruct 
which global and local concerns go into processes of translating such policy ideas. The Danish case demonstrates the 
importance of disentangling the context of translation as a starting point when studying the travel of policy ideas. 
For instance, focusing on the Danish government as the only unit of analysis in this study would in this case have 
given limited insights into which actors, discourses and discursive strategies formed the translation outcome. By 
disentangling the policy network in which the translation took place, the study shows a more precise and nuanced 
picture of the discursive battles, alliances and divergences that emerged in the translation process at a micro level. 
However, it would necessarily be wrong to focus on governments as the unit of analysis, as governments might be 
the only relevant actors in policy translation processes in other settings. The point here is that, in contrast to the more 
prevalent diffusion perspective, the concept of policy translation does not take the unit of analysis for granted, as it 
encourages us to uncover the unit(s) of analysis by tracing the central actors, activities, and settings that make up the 
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translation process. This permits us to explore the microprocesses of idea localization and deepen our knowledge of 
the complex interactions in such processes.

The findings from this study open up some interesting questions for further research on both policy translation 
processes and development partnerships. In research on policy translation, there is a need for greater knowledge 
about how local translations of global policy ideas unfold in different localities and how local structures shape the 
dynamics of such processes. This study has examined the translation process that unfolded in a policy network in 
Denmark, but policy translation will probably unfold differently in other places where the rules and norms for policy 
processes differ from the Danish setting. Moreover, further research on the localization of partnerships as a policy idea 
could benefit from studies of how policies that have translated SDG 17 are materialized from policy to practice. While 
translation processes at a policy level constitute relevant empirical settings for investigating the policy conditions 
under which development partnerships operate, the translation of SDG 17-related policies into practice constitute 
relevant settings for investigating how and to what extent such policies are materialized. This is a particularly relevant 
question at a time when all countries are urged to take action to contribute to the global achievement of the SDGs 
before 2030, and many governments aim to implement the SDGs by using partnerships in their development policies.
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