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Spotlighting power dynamics: 
Metacoupling as a lens for understanding 
equitable resilience in southern African

Case studies 
We focused specifically on 
factors that might enable or 
constrain equity dynamics, 
that is, focusing on actors 
and/or institutions, agency 
and power dynamics at 
various mediation points in 
the value chains to identify 
potential leverage points for 
intervention. 

We applied the learning from these 
case studies in a fourth case to 
explore the utitlity of a metacoupling 
framework for understanding 
equitable resilience in the context of 
Biosphere Reserves.

The objective of this study was to use a 
metacoupling approach to spotlight equity 
dynamics that can strengthen or undermine 
resilience in interconnected and cross-scale 
value-chains. We investigated three local-level 
case studies involving value chains that  
have transboundary or metacoupled 
interactions (as depicted in Figure 1): 

Breede Catchment, South Africa:  
Export of stone and pome fruit to 
Europe, UK and Russia from South 
Africa

Groot Letaba Catchment, South 
Africa: Export of citrus to Europe, UK, 
Russia and China from South Africa.

Transboundary fish trade, Namibia:  
Export of fish stocks to Zambia and 
DRC from Zambezi region, Namibia

Metacoupling framework were used in case studies to:

Identify coupled systems Gather relevant data on the 
dynamics of each system

Analyse interactions Explore potential use 
of the outputs
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Spotlighting power dynamics: 
Metacoupling as a lens for 
understanding equitable 
resilience in southern African
A metacoupling approach explores the 
interconnections and interdependence 
of social-ecological systems (SES) at 
multiple scales. This research brief 
describes the metacoupling framework 
using southern African case studies linked 
to export horticultural value chains and 
transboundary fisheries to demonstrate 
how a greater focus on cross-scale  
(i.e. metacoupled) connections can help 
identify key leverage points for fostering 
resilience and equity. 

Resilience and equity are usually considered within 
a place-based lens, providing important context-
specific insights. However, our current understanding 
of the interconnected world suggests that external 
factors have important roles to play in shaping 
local dynamics and equity outcomes. Thus, pairing 
a metacoupling lens with an equity assessment 
allows for a deeper understanding of the complex 
relationships between SES and the flow of resources, 
benefits, and burdens across scales. 
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Definitions

 � Value chains refer to the entire process of producing, 
distributing, and selling a product, from the extraction 
of raw materials to the end-user. It involves the various 
stages and actors involved in bringing a product or 
service to market.

 � Cross-scale value chains are value chains that operate 
and involve interactions at multiple levels or dimensions. 
This could include value chains that span different 
geographical regions.

 � Equity, in a comprehensive sense, involves fair and 
just treatment for all individuals, acknowledging and 
addressing various dimensions to ensure a balanced 
and inclusive outcome. It encompasses several key 
dimensions of distribution, recognition, procedure and 
context.

 � A social-ecological system is a concept that emphasises 
the interdependence and dynamic interactions between 
human communities and their surrounding ecosystems. 
It recognizes the reciprocal influences, feedback loops, 
and adaptive processes between social and ecological 
elements.

 � Social-ecological resilience is the capacity to anticipate, 
respond, adapt, or transform in response to shocks, 
uncertainty, and change, especially novel systemic 
changes, in order to facilitate desired outcomes.

Figure 1: Schematic showing the main flows of citrus, fish, and stone and 
pome fruit from the case studies to a range of global regions
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