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Evaluating trust and shared group identities
in emergent social learning processes in the
Zambezi river basin
Caroline K. Lumosi1✉, Claudia Pahl-Wostl1 & Geeske Scholz1

Social learning in natural resource management is considered important for addressing

complex problems by supporting multi-stakeholder interactions in problem framing and co-

construction of solutions. Despite the considerable progress in the social learning discourse,

few scholars have empirically examined relational features in social learning interactions.

Relational features such as trust and shared group identities are important for supporting

engagement and interaction among actors. This study analyzed emergent social learning

processes in transboundary river basin cooperation processes in the Zambezi basin. To do

this, data was conducted through in-depth interviews with diverse actors, observations of

participatory workshops, and review of documents on transboundary cooperation processes

in the Zambezi basin. The study evaluated how trust and shared group identities shaped

learning spaces (opportunities for interaction, deliberation and reframing) and in turn

impacted transboundary river basin cooperation. The study found that trust and shared group

identities had a crucial impact on learning spaces and in turn impacted transboundary river

basin cooperation in the Zambezi basin. The results suggest that leveraging on trust and

shared group identities can play a critical role in stimulating cooperation processes. However,

it is not a guarantee for cooperation. This study highlights that structural-learning spaces

such as institutions support the development of binding commitments and enduring shared

practices. However, success of such institutionalization is strongly influenced by the prior

development of trust and a shared social identity.
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Introduction

Participatory approaches are increasingly becoming popular
in transboundary river management (Pahl-Wostl et al.,
2007a; Watson, 2004). Participatory approaches account for

system complexity, enhance ownership, representation and sup-
port responsibility among all actors (ibid). These participatory
approaches often involve dealing with different stakeholder per-
spectives at multi-scales and within different institutional settings
while addressing complex social-ecological issues (Pahl-Wostl
et al., 2007a, 2008; Watson, 2004). Social learning has been used
in participatory approaches to addresses such complexity by
facilitating interactions among diverse actor groups, and at the
same time developing actor’s relational capacities to support a
shared problem framing (Mostert et al., 2007; Pahl-Wostl et al.,
2007a; Ridder et al., 2005). In transboundary river basin man-
agement, facilitated social learning processes can support diverse
actors to better stimulate the building of a collective under-
standing in basin planning, resource use or in decision-making
processes (Pahl-Wostl et al., 2007a; Ridder et al., 2005).

Social learning is a dynamic process that occurs through
social interaction at different levels (Reed et al., 2010). Scho-
lars have distinguished between the process of social learning
(such as facilitated or emergent processes) and the outcomes
of social learning (such as improved decisions, concerted
action or transformed relationships) (Cundill and Rodela,
2012; Muro and Jeffrey, 2008; Pahl-Wostl et al., 2007b; Pahl-
Wostl and Hare, 2004). Despite the advancement in the social
learning discourse, relational features in social learning pro-
cesses have not received much attention from scholars (see de
Vries et al., 2017; Romina, 2014; Sol et al., 2013; Van Bommel
et al., 2009). More so, an understanding of relational features
in emergent social learning processes is still lacking as most
research is focussed on deliberative processes (Cundill and
Rodela, 2012; de Vries et al., 2017; Eriksson et al., 2019;
Herrero et al., 2019). Yet, such dynamics could greatly impact
the process of social learning and the outcomes of learning
(Berkes, 2009; Cundill and Rodela, 2012; Pahl-Wostl and
Hare, 2004; Romina, 2014; Scholz and Methner, 2019; Van
Bommel et al., 2009). For example, in a project investigating
integrated management and sustainable use of natural land
among farmers and nature conservation groups in the Neth-
erlands, Van Bommel et al. (2009) find that social learning was
hindered due to distrust. The stakeholders were not able to
have an open dialog on the problem framing, as the farmers
did not trust that the nature conservation groups would
consider their views in problem framing. Such relational fea-
tures impact on actors’ interactions and ability to address
resource management issues and engage in collective action.

This study contributes to the empirical research on social
learning by addressing knowledge gaps concerning relational
features in social learning processes. Based on a review of the
natural resource management literature, we identified trust
and identity as two relational features that shape social
learning processes (Berkes, 2009; de Vries et al., 2017; Pahl-
Wostl and Hare, 2004; Romina, 2014; Sol et al., 2013). We use
the concept of learning space (opportunities for interaction,
deliberation and reframing) to evaluate social learning pro-
cesses (Lumosi et al., 2019). We evaluate past emergent
transboundary river basin cooperation processes in the Zam-
bezi basin to understand how relational features shape
learning spaces and in turn impact transboundary river basin
cooperation processes. We ask “how does trust and shared
group identity influence social learning processes and impact
transboundary river basin cooperation processes in the Zam-
bezi basin?” This research question is further elaborated
through the following specific research questions:

a. How do trust and shared group identities shape processes
occurring within learning spaces in the Zambezi
river basin?

b. How do learning spaces influence transboundary river
basin cooperation processes in the Zambezi river basin?

This paper is organized as follows: we first introduce the
conceptual framework, exploring the concept of learning space,
trust and shared group identity. Next, we present our research
methods and the empirical case. We then present results from the
case study and a discussion. We end with our conclusions and
address as well the broader relevance of our findings.

Conceptual framework
We reviewed literature on trust, social identity, communities of
practice, and social learning to develop the conceptual framework
used. The following section elaborates the conceptual framework
in more details.

Relationship between social learning and learning space. Social
learning in resource management can offer a way to integrate
different knowledge, develop relational capacities or support
perspective taking on issues (Ridder et al., 2005). In the natural
resource management literature, there seems to be no consensus
on how social learning is understood (Cundill and Rodela, 2012;
Muro and Jeffrey, 2008). Various scholars have attempted to
define social learning (see Daniels and Walker, 1996; Keen et al.,
2005; Pahl-Wostl et al., 2007a; Reed et al., 2010; Rist et al., 2007;
Schusler et al., 2003). Pahl-Wostl et al. (2007a) conceptualize
social learning as a process that is embedded in a specific context
and leads to specific outcomes. Keen et al. (2005) defined social
learning as “the collective action and reflection that occurs among
different individuals and groups as they work to improve the
management of human and environmental interrelations” (Keen
et al., 2005; p. 4). Keen et al. (2005)’s focus was on the deliberative
process of multi-stakeholders debating on resource dilemmas and
resource issues to bring about collective action through engaging
in stakeholder platforms. Further, other scholars regard social
learning as a process that is driven through deliberations, dialo-
gues leading to joint action, common understanding or change in
governance norms (Daniels and Walker, 1996; Pahl-Wostl and
Hare, 2004; Rist et al., 2007; Schusler et al., 2003). Reed et al.
(2010) argue that social learning may occur in organized parti-
cipatory processes as well as in the absence of participatory
processes, such as emergent processes. However, few scholars
have analyzed social learning in emergent processes (Folke et al.,
2005; Pelling et al., 2008). In an attempt to bring consensus on
how social learning is defined, Reed et al. (2010: p. 6) define social
learning as “a change in understanding that goes beyond the
individual to become situated within wider social units or com-
munities of practice through social interactions between actors
within social networks.” The definition put forward by Reed and
colleagues has been widely cited in the natural resource man-
agement literature (see Cundill and Rodela, 2012). In relation to
social learning outcomes, widely accepted categorization of social
learning outcomes was put forward by Lebel et al. (2010). Social
learning outcomes are grouped as: cognitive outcomes such as
improved knowledge; relational outcomes such as improved
relations and trust building; and normative outcome in terms of a
change in norms and values (Baird et al., 2014; Lebel et al., 2010).
In an attempt to bridge the gap in assessing social learning in
deliberative and emergent processes, the concept of learning
spaces is introduced (see Lumosi et al., 2019). Learning space is
defined as an arena for interaction, deliberation and reframing
(Lumosi et al., 2019). In this study we understand social learning
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as a dynamic process that occurs through social interactions and
is situated in wider social units or communities of practice (Reed
et al., 2010). We view social learning occurring in either delib-
erative processes (that require facilitation and often occur in
participatory settings like workshops) or in emergent processes
(that can be triggered by an external event, e.g., flooding events
that lead to new ways of designing flood management systems)
(Cundill and Rodela, 2012; Cundill and Harvey, 2019). In this
study we evaluate emergent social learning processes.

We view social learning as a process that can have certain
outcomes (Cundill and Rodela, 2012; Reed et al., 2010). We argue
that social learning occurs in learning spaces (Lumosi et al.,
2019), in which actors interact, deliberate and reframe issues and
solutions (ibid). A learning space is defined as an arena for
interaction, deliberation and reframing (Lumosi et al., 2019).
Learning spaces are the interlinkage of interaction, deliberation
and reframing that act as sparks for social learning (see Fig. 1).
Evidence of learning spaces can be in the form of structural-
learning spaces such as institutional structures and frameworks;
physical-learning spaces such as forums where actors have an
opportunity to interact and deliberate based on their interests;
and process-learning spaces in which self-organized processes
trigger actors to act and address a need (ibid). Learning spaces
stimulate relational capacities among actor groups and foster
negotiations of roles, problem framings or perspectives (ibid).
Relational features such as trust and shared group identities could
also influence processes occurring within learning spaces. In this
study, we use the concept of learning space to evaluate social-
learning processes.

Relational features of social interactions: trust and shared
group identity. Relational features are features that define how
interpersonal or inter-organizational interactions evolve (Cundill
et al., 2018). Social learning can be fostered or hindered by
relational features such as trust or group identities (de Vries et al.,
2017; Eshuis and Stuiver, 2005; Rodela, 2013; Suškevičs et al.,
2019; Van Bommel et al., 2009). While trust is essential in actor
interactions, it is rarely evaluated as a process feature (Boschetti
et al., 2016). Likewise, collective identities which shape actors’
interactions seldom feature in social learning assessments. This
paper attempts to do address this gap by evaluating trust and

group identities and assessing the drivers of trust and attributes of
shared group identities in social interactions.

Trust. Trust shapes outcomes of learning processes by impacting
on knowledge transfer and interpersonal relationships (de Vries
et al., 2017; Pinto et al., 2009; Van Bommel et al., 2009). In
addition, trust provides the basis for openness, transparency and
facilitates a smooth interaction among actors (ibid). Trust can be
defined as willingness to be vulnerable under conditions of risk
and interdependence (Rousseau et al., 1998). In this study, we
apply Hartman’s (2002) model of trust to operationalize trust in
three forms: competence trust, the belief in the ability to do the
job; integrity trust, which means that one party assumes that the
other will take care of their interest in a predictable way; and
intuitive trust, which examines if the relationship feels right. We
further operationalize competence trust as: ability, resources and
power. By ability, we mean actors possessing ability through
experience, knowledge, skills or information (Cook, 1999; de
Oliveira and Rabechini, 2019; Nass, 1994). By resources, we refer
to physical or social resources such as social relationships or
culture (Bridge, 2009). By power, we mean decision-making
power, power to shape the agenda, and domination power (Lukes,
2005). Integrity trust is conceptualized as transparency,
accountability, participation and responsibility (Das et al., 2016;
Engelbrecht et al., 2017; Karlsen et al., 2008; Pinto et al., 2009).
Finally, we conceptualize intuitive trust as trust driven by per-
ceptions that are aligned to ones’ values, norms and attitudes (de
Oliveira and Rabechini, 2019; Pinto et al., 2009).

Identity and shared group identities. Literature on identity has
often focussed on internalization of identity within a self-
structure (Burke, 2004; Stryker et al., 2000) or how social con-
text stimulates identities (Reicher et al., 2010; Tajfel and Turner,
1979; Turner et al., 1987) at individual or group levels, but less on
how identities are reframed and co-constructed (Owens et al.,
2010). Social identity theory focusses on identity formation
within in-groups and out-groups (Tajfel, 1982; Tajfel and Turner,
1979). In social identity theory, groups are formed and founded
on commonalities and members often conform in order to fit in
(Tajfel, 1982). Groups may not always be homogeneous in nature
as differences within a group does not take away from the group’s
sense of belonging (Jans et al., 2011). Groups can also be formed
to achieve a common goal and in such cases, similarities of group
members are not prerequisite for group formation, however,
group characteristics are key in determining group outcomes
(Jans et al., 2011). Thus, formation of group identities or shared
identity of the group becomes key for understanding group
outcomes. This requires an evaluation of group attributes and
membership. Shared group memberships can facilitate trust
(Neville and Reicher, 2011). It is important to understand the
characteristics of such group membership as individuals negotiate
shared group identities through their interaction and participa-
tion within the group (Wenger, 1998).

Scholars have shown that actors do not act on their own but
are embedded in group practices, which shapes their identity
(Handley et al., 2006; Harrington et al., 2008; Pahl-Wostl, 2006;
Pahl-Wostl et al., 2007a; Wenger, 1998). In natural resource
management such group practices could include: flood manage-
ment practices, information sharing practices or decision-making
practices. As actors actively participate in group activities they
constantly shape their group identity (Pahl-Wostl, 2006; Wenger,
1998). Thus, participation of actors in group practices forms a key
attribute to a group’s shared identity. We evaluate group
identities by assessing actors’ membership and involvement in a
practice. We use the concept of community of practice (Wenger,
1998). Communities of practice refer to a group of people with a

Fig. 1 Process of social learning. Shown as interlinkages of interaction,
deliberation and reframing (source own).
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common interest concerning a certain practice and who learn to
do it better by regularly interacting with each other (Wenger,
1998). The use of the community of practice lens moves away
from looking at identity through self-structures or situations but
rather as a collective and a basis for joint action (Owens et al.,
2010). The aim of this study is not to study collective group action
but rather to highlight how the attributes of shared identity
trigger collective outcomes. To this end, the attributes of a shared
group identity are conceptualized as members belonging to a joint
enterprise, members taking part in a mutual engagement and
members sharing a repertoire (Wenger, 1998). A joint enterprise
involves members who are involved in joint activities and develop
an accountability to the enterprise, for example, by belonging to a
research group. Mutual engagement implies that actors take
active roles in the community, for example, members could
contribute to the research group by taking part in research related
activities. Shared repertoire means members share certain skill
sets, behavior, history, culture, styles, discourses, and concepts
(ibid). Taken together, learning space, trust and shared group
identities form the conceptual framework for our study. Figure 2
illustrates this relationship.

Methods
The analysis of this case study focussed on how the drivers of
trust and attributes of shared group identities stimulated learning
spaces and impacted transboundary cooperation, leading to the
establishment of a river basin organization in the Zambezi basin.

Case study selection. In order to understand how trust and
shared group identities influence learning spaces and trans-
boundary river cooperation processes in the Zambezi basin, a case
study approach was selected (Yin, 2014). According to Yin
(2014), a case study approach supports an in-depth under-
standing of a phenomena in context by relying on multiple
sources of data in order to triangulate the evidence. As the aim of
the case study is not to provide representation to wider popula-
tions and thus not seeking generalization but rather to seek a

deeper understanding of the phenomena. In addition, as this is a
single case study, in order to support further external validity,
depth of the study and analytical generalization to the theory,
multiple case studies could be carried out including increasing the
samples of stakeholders interviewed.

Transboundary basin cooperation practices were the phenom-
ena under study within cases of transboundary river basin
cooperation processes, while regional and national actors were the
units of analysis. Transboundary basin cooperation processes in
the Zambezi basin were selected as the main case for three reason.
First, the basin has an active river basin organization (Zambezi
watercourse commission-ZAMCOM) (Lautze et al., 2017).
Second, the Zambezi basin has a long successful history of
cooperation (ibid), hence providing a rich case for studying past
emergent social learning processes. Third, we build rapport with
basin stakeholders through an ongoing river basin management
project, (Decision Analytic Framework to explore the water-
energy-food NExus) DAFNE. The DAFNE project analyze water-
energy-food nexus issues in transboundary river basins in the
Zambezi basin and Omo basin. Through the DAFNE project that
started in September 2016, the first author had the opportunity to
interact with basin actors through face to face project meetings,
email exchange and phone calls. Through these interactions, the
first author build rapport with stakeholders in the basin. From
these processes, the first author was invited to attend ZAMCOM
organized meetings and conferences in 2017 from where
interview data was collected.

The main case (transboundary basin cooperation processes)
was analyzed in three phases. These include transboundary river
basin cooperation processes occurring: between 1940s–1960s
(phase 1), between 1970s–1980s (phase 2) and between
1990s–2017 (phase 3). A detailed description of these phases is
explained in section “cooperation processes in Southern Africa
and the Zambezi basin.”

Data collection and data analysis. Based on the principles of a
case study design laid out by Yin (2014) data was mainly collected
through literature review of key documents and sites supported
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Fig. 2 Learning space and emergence of relational features. Shows how actors continuous develop interaction, deliberation, and reframing (learning
space) triggered by relational features such as trust and shared identities that result in intermediate (positive and negative) outcomes at different stages of
the process. This figure is not covered by the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License. Adapted from Lumosi et al. (2019) and reproduced
with permission of Elsevier Ltd; copyright © 2019 Elsevier Ltd, all rights reserved.
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by key informant interviews, participant observations and infor-
mal conversations (See supplementary material Tables S1, S2, S3,
S5, and section 3). Document reviews supported a better under-
standing of trust and identity evolution in the 1st, 2nd, and 3rd
phases. Further, document reviews were important to provide a
deeper understanding of processes that stimulated establishment
of ZAMCOM. All documents reviewed were in English. In-depth
interviews were especially important to understand all the three
phases from actors who have been involved or participated in
basin processes over time and to better support a deeper under-
standing of processes in the 3rd phase. Participant observations of
current basin meetings and informal conversations were impor-
tant to get clarification of basin processes in the 3rd phase espe-
cially after the establishment of ZAMCOM. Observation of basin
meetings was relevant to practically assess if the recommenda-
tions agreed by basin actors are actually practiced in reality.
Informal conversations were important to support narratives
from the authors in an unstructured manner.

To get access to basin actors, the lead author participated in
three face to face basin-wide meetings. These meetings included
the Zambezi basin stakeholder forum (ZBSF), a joint project
steering committee (JPSC) and the ZAMCOM Technical Sub-
Committee on Hydrology (ZAMSCOH) all held in Lusaka,
Zambia in September 2017. The aim of these meetings was to
deliberate with eight riparian states on transboundary river basin
cooperation and basin-wide planning. Participation in these
meetings enabled to build rapport among actors.

Once rapport was built, purposive sampling was used to select
interviewees from the participants attending the three meetings
mentioned above. Actors in the Zambezi basin were selected to
meet the following criteria: (i) involved in basin management
processes (ii) belonging to a community of practice and (iii) had
key roles in basin management in their respective countries. The
interviewed actors were drawn from the eight riparian states and
regional bodies representing non-profit organizations and
national government agencies. Eighteen in-depth reflective inter-
views were conducted (see supplementary material Section 2 and
3). The interviews were based on reflections of past transbound-
ary processes and current basin processes and practices. All
interviews were conducted face to face in Lusaka, Zambia (with
the exception of one, conducted via skype). Actors from all
riparian states were interviewed as follows: 1 Angola, 2 Botswana,
1 Malawi, 2 Mozambique, 3 Namibia, 2 Tanzania, 2 Zambia and 1
Zimbabwe. In addition, regional stakeholders were interviewed: 1
from Zambezi River Authority (ZRA) and 3 from ZAMCOM.
Interviews were conducted based on the availability and will-
ingness of actors to participate after agreeing to an informed
consent. As a limitation of the study, the interviews conducted
represented a small sample of the basin states as such future
research could involve a wider sample in data collection.

Using in-depth reflective interviews participants were intro-
duced to topics and allowed to discuss. The interviewer followed
up with probing questions for clarification. The interviews
reflected on cooperation processes in the basin and how these
processes evolved. Participant observations aimed at under-
standing transboundary cooperation processes in terms of the
issues and histories. Specifically, observations were used to
understand how basin actors interact, deliberate and reframed
basin issues, to support a better understanding of how trust
(competence, integrity, and intuitive) and shared identities
facilitated these interaction, deliberation and reframing processes.
Ten hours of participant observations were recorded in three
basin-wide meetings (ZBSF, JPSC, and ZAMSCOH). Informal
conversations were held during tea/lunch breaks, as well as
during field trips. Data from reports and strategy plans was

collected to map out the history of river basin cooperation
processes in the Zambezi basin (see supplementary material
section 4).

All interviews and meetings were audio recorded after seeking
informed consent from participants. Data from the interviews
and meetings was transcribed and analyzed. We organized and
coded the data using a data analysis software (MaxQDA). We
used open coding and concept coding in three cycles. The coding
process resulted in themes such as: cooperation shaping, trust
building and identity markers. In the analysis process we
compared and contrasted the emerging patterns in order to form
themes and provide a deeper understanding of the dynamics of
trust and shared identity in social-learning processes (Boeije,
2002) (see supplementary material section 5 and Table S4).

Case: transboundary cooperation in the Zambezi basin
The Zambezi basin. The Zambezi basin stretches over eight
riparian states—Angola, Botswana, Malawi, Mozambique,
Namibia, Tanzania, Zambia and Zimbabwe—and covers an area
of about 1.3 million km2 while meeting the needs of about 40
million people in the basin (Lautze et al., 2017) (see Fig. 3). The
Zambezi River is 2700 km long with an average surface runoff of
103km3 (ibid). The surface area of countries within the basin
varies with Zambia covering approximately a total area of 42% of
the basin, Angola 19%, Zimbabwe 16%, Mozambique 12%,
Malawi 8% and 1% for Namibia, Botswana and Tanzania (ibid).

Water use among the basin countries varies depending on the
geographic location in the basin, water availability or access to
water. Only 20% of the surface water is exploited for economic
gain such as in hydropower production (Malawi, Mozambique,
Zambia and Zimbabwe), irrigation (all but mostly Malawi,
Zambia and Zimbabwe), mining, industrial and domestic water
supply (all) and fisheries (Malawi, Tanzania, Zambia, Zimbabwe,
and Mozambique). The variance in large-scale water use is due to
high costs related to large water infrastructure development, lack
of investment and technical capacity for water resources
management and lack of institutional mechanisms to enable
cooperative decision-making in transboundary investment at the
basin level (ibid). Cooperation on use of basin resources has in
the past been a driving force for trade, regional integration and
economic growth among southern African states (Saruchera et al.,
2017). For example, cooperation on the Kariba dam (Zambia and
Zimbabwe), navigation on Lake Nyasa/Malawi linking Malawi,
Tanzania and Mozambique as well as ferry crossing and
navigation in Lake Kariba used for transport, fisheries and
recreation activities between Zambia and Zimbabwe (Lautze et al.,
2017).

Cooperation processes in Southern Africa and the Zambezi basin.
Southern African states have a long history of cooperation around
trade and regional integration (Saruchera et al., 2017). Coopera-
tion processes in the Zambezi basin can viewed in three phases.
Phase 1 (1940s–1960s) cooperation was characterized by treaties
surrounding colonial agreements, and development agreements
for trade and hydropower. During this phase, basin states were
still colonized, thus, were united through liberation wars. Phase 2
(1970s–1980s) cooperation was based on developmental priorities
of the independent basin states (7 out of 8 basin states were
independent). In this phase, the Southern African Development
Coordinating Conference (SADCC) was established (later trans-
formed to Southern Africa Development Community, SADC in
1990) to steer regional integration in southern African states
(Saruchera et al., 2017). Cooperation agreements were based on
water and electricity allocation on the Kariba dam, flood
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management, or environmental sound management of the
Zambezi River (also known as ZACPLAN, Zambezi river basin
action plan). Phase 3 (1990s to 2017) cooperation focussed on
economic and environmental priorities and strategic management
of the Zambezi basin. This included the implementation of the
ZACPLAN, which facilitated incorporation of the Zambezi
watercourse commission in 2004 (ZAMCOM) (Ibid).

In 2004, ZAMCOM agreement was signed by seven states
(Angola, Botswana, Malawi, Mozambique, Namibia, Tanzania,
and Zimbabwe) and ratified in 2011. The ratification process took
long due to further consultation at the national level among some
member states such as Zambia (Lautze et al., 2017). Zambia
signed and ratified the ZAMCOM agreement in 2013 and Malawi
is in the process of ratifying the agreement (Saruchera et al., 2017;
ZAMCOM website). ZAMCOM was formed to coordinate
equitable and reasonable utilization and management of water
resources of the Zambezi basin (Lautze et al., 2017). Management
in the Zambezi basin is coordinated through committees and
forums. These include: ZBSF, coordinating basin-wide stake-
holder interaction; JPSC, coordinating joint development pro-
jects; ZAMSCOH, providing technical advice on hydrology to
decision makers; Joint Operations Technical Committee (JOTC),
coordinating dam synchronization and hydrological flow; and
ZAMCOM Technical Committee (ZAMTEC), which provides
technical advice to the council of ministries. Table 1 below
summarizes cooperation processes in the region over the years. In
this study, we focus on two transboundary basin cooperation
processes: (a) regional cooperation among states, and (b) basin

management (e.g., data sharing; joint planning, development and
decision-making).

Results
We combined data from interviews, reviewed documents,
observations and informal conversations to construct the narra-
tive highlighted in the results section.

How trust and shared identities evolved in transboundary
cooperation processes in the Zambezi basin. The analysis from
the document reviewed and stakeholders interviewed indicate
that trust and shared identities among actors in the Zambezi
basin were initially embedded in cultural and historical connec-
tions, and that these connections emerged prior to collaboration
processes on joint water agreements. Data from the documents
reviewed showed that, in the early years (1940s to 1960s), colla-
boration, trust and a sense of identity among southern African
countries was stimulated by active participation in political lib-
erations from colonial masters, commitment to regional inte-
gration and economic development and an alignment to similar
cultural values (such as the collectivism value of Ubuntu1). Prior
to colonization that occurred in southern African countries, these
states existed as one region and traditionally traded and colla-
borated with each other. Also, stakeholders interviewed
acknowledged the common basis of collaboration on water pro-
cesses was founded on mutual trust among actors and engage-
ment in joint processes within the southern Africa region.
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Fig. 3 Map of the Zambezi basin. Showing all the eight riparian countries, Source: GRID-Arendal https://www.grida.no/resources/5207. This figure is not
covered by the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License. Reproduced with permission of GRID-Arendal; copyright © GRID-Arendal, all
rights reserved.
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Stakeholders reflect on the growth of trust and sense of shared
identity in the basin:

“… after all we are one […] our culture also binds us
together, we have an element that binds us together besides
water, and also being members of SADC” (Respondent 16,
national actor, Botswana, senior expert)

“…member states coming together has some historical
bearing, because we had a common threat of apartheid, the
southern states like Zambia took in refugees […]. Member
states started collaborating long before […] we have similar
historical background, then we are the Bantu language
group, […] our language is similar” (Respondent 12,
regional actor, ZAMCOM, senior expert).

Analysis from documents reviews showed that in 1970–1990,
in order to reduce the dependency of Southern African states on
South Africa (which was going through apartheid), SADC was
formed. In addition, SADC was formed to support national
political liberation, regional integration and economic liberation
(SADC website). These collaborations fostered a sense of shared
identity. During this period, southern African states fostered a
sense of shared identity through the bilateral agreements, such on
utilization of water resources in the Kariba dam between Zambia
and Zimbabwe (at the time known as Northern and Southern
Rhodesia). In the early 1980s southern African states collabora-
tively participated in the inauguration of the Southern African
Development Coordination Conference (SADCC) whose main
aim was to support regional integration and economic liberation
for southern African states. SADCC later was transformed to
SADC in 1992, to coordinate development, economic growth and
regional integration.

Data analysis from documents reviews and stakeholder inter-
views shows that trust and a sense of shared identity among
actors was rooted in a common vision for environmental
protection among southern Africa actors, later on, trust was
further developed through institutional structures such as
ZAMCOM. In later years (late 1980s–2000s), reviewed data
shows that as most southern African states became independent,
they began to cooperate on shared watercourses. For the Zambezi
basin, basin actors incorporated ZACPLAN in 1987 (ZACPLAN)
(also known as agreement on the action plan for the
environmentally sound management of the common Zambezi
river system). ZACPLAN was a platform for promoting regional
cooperation on shared water resources and for resolving conflicts
among basin actors. However, ZACPLAN implementation
needed to be anchored within a regional framework as the
Zambezi basin rans through several southern African states. This
led to SADC member states deliberating on guidelines to
coordinate shared watercourses within the SADC region. The
first discussions on shared watercourse in the SADC region took

place between 1994/1995 and later a revised protocol was
developed in 2000 and ratified in 2003. The SADC protocol on
shared watercourses provided a framework to support coordi-
nated management of watercourses in the SADC region such as
the Zambezi basin, thus, creating a sense of shared identity
among southern Africa states as states actively participated to
incorporate the protocol. Note that, The SADC revised water
protocol would later stimulate further basin cooperation
processes beyond just the Zambezi basin. It was thus easier for
basin actors to implement ZACPLAN after incorporation of the
SADC protocol. Implementing ZACPLAN by basin actors
deepened the shared vision in basin management. Through
implementing ZACPLAN, the need for a coordinating body arose
that stimulated deliberations to incorporate the Zambezi water-
course commission, ZAMCOM (established in 2004). Through
ZAMCOM, basin actors shared a common goal in river basin
management and developed shared practices in basin manage-
ment, thus deepening trust relations and the sense of group
identity. Stakeholders interviewed corroborated with these
findings, a regional actor reflects on this process:

“There are several things that helped to build confidence
and trust. Way back under the Zambezi Action Plan Project
6, Phase II (ZACPRO 6.2) project there was a program
called the secondment programmme, which brought staff
from the riparian state to work at the ZACPRO2 and they
would be working together and sharing information”
(Respondent 4, regional actor, ZAMCOM, senior expert)

In addition, through ZAMCOM, basin actors were able to
deliberate and develop guiding frameworks on key issues in the
basin. Such as on use of basin resources [through the Agreement on
the establishment of the Zambezi Watercourse Commission, 2004],
on sharing data and information [through the Rules and procedures
for sharing of data and information related to the management and
development of the Zambezi watercourse (2016)] or on sharing
information on natural calamities like floods [through the
Transboundary Water Management in SADC Program. Dam
synchronization and flood releases in the Zambezi river basin
project, 2011]. Participation of basin actors in these processes
fostered interdependency and a sense of responsibility towards each
other, thus fostering a sense of trust and shared identity.

Dynamics of trust and shared group identities shaping pro-
cesses occurring within learning spaces in the Zambezi basin.
Data analysis from document reviews and stakeholder interviews
shows that regional cooperation among basin actors was fostered
through institutions such as SADC, ZACPLAN, and ZAMCOM,
which built trust and fostered a sense of shared identity. However,
trust relations among actors and the sense of group identity
evolved and was triggered by different factors. Documents

Table 1 Drivers of cooperation in the southern African region and the Zambezi basin over time.

Time frame Drivers of cooperation in southern Africa region and the Zambezi basin

Phase 1 1940s–1960s Colonial priorities such as development of resources for trade
Independence from colonial powers

Phase 2 1970s–1980s Development of the independent basin states
Support from SADCC (later SADC)
Environmental sound management of the basin
Need for river basin organization (RBO)

Phase 3 1990s–2017 Management of river basin resources (ZAMCOM)
Equitable utilization and sharing of river basin resources

Source: authors, from reviewed documents and interviews.
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reviewed showed that with the incorporation of SADC, there was
a need for regional collaboration on the use and management of
natural resources such as the Zambezi basin. SADC triggered
trust relations by providing a framework to guide deliberation on
use of common resources in southern African states among basin
actors (such as through the SADC revised water protocol).
However, prior to establishment of ZAMCOM, there was a need
for basin states to develop their own economies after indepen-
dence. Data from documents reviewed shows trust relations and
the sense of group identity during this phase was affected as basin
states felt states were not fully transparent with each other on
their national interest and priorities versus the regional priorities.
This led to conflicting national versus regional priorities as states
tried to maintain their sovereignty, thus hampering interactions
among basin states and slowing down key decision processes. For
example, Zambia was concerned that participating in regional
cooperation by signing the ZAMCOM agreement would com-
promise its sovereignty, which is linked to its geographical
position in the basin (i.e., 42% area) and autonomy and lead to
delay in implementing its national development plans. Thus,
Zambia developed a “wait and see” attitude, leading to delaying
incorporation of ZAMCOM (deliberations began in the 1980s,
and later put on hold due to missing regional legal tools for
watercourse management in the SADC region, deliberations
resumed and were concluded in 2004). The “wait and see” atti-
tude impacted transparency and accountability among basin
states causing a strain on integrity trust and intuitive trust among
basin actors. However, it is important to note that while Zambia
had initial concerns regarding signing the ZAMCOM agreement,
it is currently participating in ZAMCOM activities in good faith
(see Saruchera et al., 2017). In addition, Zambia acknowledges
that the best way to resolve their concerns is in actively partici-
pating through ZAMCOM and leaving room for dialog. One
stakeholder from Zambia affirmed this statement:

I can mention that Zambia delayed rectifying the
ZAMCOM agreement specifically because it has certain
concerns, for example if you say the water will be shared
equitably but it is the details of what this mean, those
details need to be resolved. […] the will is there but maybe
the pace at which we are moving is slow, I think there is
room for improvement in terms of ZAMCOM’S capacity,
so far I think we can trust them [ZAMCOM] […] generally
I would say there is trust among member states
(Respondent 10, national actor, Zambia, Technical expert)

Stakeholders interviewed confirmed that trust dynamics are
still evolving as actors are building structures to facilitate
collaborative processes and develop effective and transparent
systems. For example, issues of transparency regarding sharing of
data and timely disbursement of information to downstream
countries during the rainy season were raised during basin
meetings and stakeholders noted that such issues delay and
hamper cooperation processes. Mistrust, transparency issues,
hording information and data, and “hiding” information on basin
activities were reported to hinder trust and proper basin planning.
Two actors reflect on this:

“…Zambia think that the Zambezi belongs to them that is
the problem, it is very difficult to share information with
Zambia, […] they [Zambia] think that they are the ones
that should own the whole basin, but [they are] still a
problem.” (Respondent 14, national actor, water sector,
Mozambique, Technical expert)

As can be seen from the above example, transparency issues are
noted between upstream countries such as Zambia and downstream
countries such as Mozambique when it comes to timely sharing of

information and data such as stream flow and rainfall data. In
addition, stakeholders also acknowledged the lack of harmonized
data sharing formats also lead to delays in sharing data. In addition,
stakeholders mentioned transparency regarding the benefits and costs
associated with equity in regional cooperation was still unclear and
needed to be openly addressed. One actor states:

“While the benefits of cooperation at the regional level are
emphasized, am still not seeing what they are [and] […]
how they benefit individual countries […] there is this
silent competition” (Respondent 19, national actor, Zambia,
senior expert).

The results of the document reviews, interviews and observa-
tions reveal that a breakdown of trust among basin actors
impacted on transboundary cooperation processes. Data from
interviews and observations of basin meetings showed that basin
actors are still learning to trust each other. For example,
stakeholders in the observed meetings expressed the need for
effective basin planning, clarity on the principle of equitable
utilization of resources, and on the issue of water allocation and
consideration for environmental flows. A stakeholder in the ZBSF
meeting mentioned:

“The capacity [of ZAMCOM] is there but there is still room
for improvement because I observed that they might not
have the legal power to intensify what is stipulated in the
agreement or mandate.” (Respondent 6, National actor,
Namibia, senior expert)

Throughout the ongoing stakeholder meetings that were observed,
it was noted that that trust, and power asymmetries were still
evolving and were based on transparency issues around information
and data sharing, as well as questioning the technical capacity of the
coordinating body (ZAMCOM) to effectively conduct its mandate.
While stakeholder interviewed mentioned that such issues could be
raised and addressed within ZAMCOM, they acknowledged
ZAMCOM’s capacity still needs to be strengthened. Table 2
summaries dynamics of trust and identity in the basin over time.

Processes occurring within learning spaces and how they
shaped transboundary basin cooperation in the Zambezi basin.
Data analysis from document reviews and stakeholder interviews
show that while deliberations on incorporation of ZAMCOM took a
long time (over 30 years) and as a result impacted on the initial trust
built, over time, ZAMCOM has acted as a bridge to foster trust and a
sense of group identity among actors. Incorporation of ZAMCOM
redefined a new sense of identity exemplified through the common
vision of sustainable basin management. Through ZAMCOM, basin
actors are accountable to each other and mutually engage in ZAM-
COM management processes such as through the Zambezi basin
stakeholder forum. ZAMCOM provides structures and guidelines to
guide, harmonize, coordinate, and support actors to manage activities
and projects in the basin, thus further strengthening trust relations.
These guidelines are in form of rules, protocols or regulations
enforced through ZAMCOM to the member states who are bound to
ZAMCOM regulations (as of 2013 all member states have signed and
ratified the ZAMCOM agreement, Malawi is in the process of rati-
fying the agreement; source ZAMCOM website).

The results of the document reviews and interviews showed
that establishment of protocols and regulations further strength-
ened trust relations and provided a basis for better coordination
of basin cooperation processes. Further data showed that,
coordination of basin practices and processes has been made
easy through the enforcement of protocols and regulations.
Protocols such as “the rules and procedures for sharing data and
information related to the management and development of the
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Zambezi watercourse” and “the procedures for notification of
planned measures” supports information sharing, learning, and
exchange sessions among basin actors. One national actor reflects
on the impact of the data sharing protocol in his work:

“…the water sharing protocol that was signed by the ministers
last year says all member countries must share data, […] before
we had problems getting data especially during the rainy
season, if I request for data, [from country x] they could say no
[…], but now we have a signed protocol signed by the
ministers, so if I request for data through ZAMSEC3 to the
specific countries, they cannot deny me anything because of
this protocol, which is adhered to …”(Respondent 7, national
actor, Namibia, Technical expert).

The interviews showed that ZAMCOM rules, ZAMCOM
forums and committees facilitate easier actor participation such
as in joint planning processes, thus creating a sense of group
identity. For example, the ZBSF provides an arena for basin actors
to meet annually to deliberate on basin management matters.
Also, through ZAMTEC, actors are able propose rules to facilitate
equitable and reasonable use of the Zambezi basin thus providing
a space to learn, exchange and streamline joint planning and
decision-making. One regional actor notes:

“sharing of information is championed, [by ZAMCOM],
there is strong emphasis to continue to share information,
[…] our team [at Zambezi River Authority, ZRA] has
accommodated [ZAMWIS] system in our office, we are
trying to use the system to enhance our activities in ZRA
[…] through the joint operations technical committee, dam
operators get information to help synchronize activities.
[…] joint planning is relevant for synchronizing dam
operations in the basin.” (Respondent 2, regional actor,
Zambezi River Authority, ZRA, Technical expert)

Further stakeholders interviewed indicated that having ZAMCOM
as a coordinating body not only supports coordination of basin
activities but also supports building of professional relationships and
provides platforms for multi-actor participation thus strengthening
actors’ sense of group identity. Further, stakeholders noted that the
ZAMCOM governing structure (the council of ministries, the highest
decision-making organ in ZAMCOM) supported by a rotational
leadership structure among the eight riparian states has helped to
create transparency and accountability among all the member states,
as each member state is given a chance at leading the council of
ministries, thus fostering trust. Table 3 below summarizes the
different timeframes, learning spaces and social-learning outcomes
over time in the Zambezi basin.

Discussion
Our results show that trust and shared group identities are inter-
related and influenced processes that occurred within learning spaces
in the Zambezi basin and shaped transboundary river basin coop-
eration. Trust is critical in social learning and is the basis for collective
action, cooperation and learning (Leeuwis, 2000; Van Bommel et al.,
2009). Our findings show that trust evolved in three phases. In the
first phase (1940s–1960s), attributes of shared group identities were
based on shared collectivism culture, mutual engagement in war
liberation movements and desire for regional integration, which
facilitated trust relations. In the second phase (1970s–1990s), drivers
of integrity trust and competence trust were seen as structural-
learning spaces (such as SADCC, ZACPLAN). Structural spaces
provided space for actors to engage and deliberate on joint river basin
processes thus providing a platform for accountability, participation
and commitment among actors. In the third phase (1990s–2017),
attributes of shared group identities were fostered as physical and
structural-learning spaces (such as ZAMCOM rules and ZAMCOM
forums) developed, which lead to actors developing new shared

Table 2 Evolution of trust and shared identities in the Zambezi basin over time.

Phase 1 (1940s–1960s). Phase 2 (1970s–1980s). Phase 3 (1990s–2017).

Characterized by, interaction by southern
African states

Characterized by, deliberation and reframing of
problems/ issues in the basin

Characterized by, deliberation, reframing and
collective management

Drivers of trust Drivers of trust Drivers of trust
Competence trust Competence trust Competence trust
Limited decision power as states are still
colonized

Independent states could make decisions
Missing joint legislative frameworks

Institutions developed
Participation of actors in basin processes
Incorporation of ZAMCOM

Integrity trust Integrity trust Integrity trust
States committed to regional integration
States participating in war liberation
Participation in bilateral agreements

Lack of accountability frameworks
ZACPLAN supports basin coordination
ZAMCOM deliberation begin and stall

Incorporation of ZAMCOM supports
accountability
Equal participation of actors
Clear structures to handle conflicts

Intuitive trust Intuitive trust Intuitive trust
Similar culture and political struggles
Positive attitude towards integration

Clash of national vs regional interests
Wait and see attitude towards cooperation
Power asymmetries among states

New group norms formed (e.g., on data
sharing)

Attributes of shared group identities: Attributes of shared group identities: Attributes of shared group identities:
Joint enterprise Joint enterprise Joint enterprise
Colonial rule in southern African states SADCC & SADC

ZACPLAN
- SADC
- ZAMCOM committees and forums

Mutual engagement Mutual engagement Mutual engagement
War liberation movements
Regional integration

Implementation of ZACPLAN
Deliberations on a RBO

- Actors participate in ZAMCOM meetings,
forums and other COPs

Shared repertoire Shared repertoire Shared repertoire
Shared collectivism culture Shared collectivism values

Shared histories
New skills in basin management
New identities and histories

Source: authors, analysis from reviewed documents and interviews.
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identities based on actors’ commitment and involvement in
ZAMCOM.

Further, our study shows that shared group identities fostered trust
relations among actors and impacted on how actors interacted,
deliberated and reframed processes. In the Zambezi basin, we find
that in the first phase (1940s–1960s) cultural values and participation
in political liberations stimulated intuitive trust, which was critical for
facilitating interactions among actors. This later paved the way for the
building of integrity trust as actors build structures to support
transparency and accountability, as well as participation in basin
processes. Later, competence trust developed as actors gained power,
resources and the ability to steer basin management processes such as
through ZAMCOM. de Oliveira and Rabechini (2019) also find that
trust relationships in stakeholder management processes evolved
from intuitive trust to integrity trust and finally to competence trust.
We find that the building of trust (from intuitive to integrity and to
competence trust) requires a sense of shared group identity that can
be found in long processes and pre-existing connections within
groups (Eriksson et al., 2019). Our results confirm studies that show
that shared identities are critical for fostering trust among groups
(Neville and Reicher, 2011). While intuitive trust stemmed from
cultural norms and integrity trust was built on actor’s joint partici-
pation and commitment to supporting regional integration, compe-
tence trust was affirmed through institutional structures in basin
processes. Lacey et al. (2018) also find that values, cultural, social
norms and historical association between parties, impact on trust
development over time.

Our study further shows that a decline in trust affected processes
occurring within the learning space and thus affected social learning
processes. In the second phase, a decline in trust among actors
emerged from transparency issues and power dominance, which
delayed deliberations on the formation of ZAMCOM, thus, hindering
learning and hampering transboundary cooperation processes. Simi-
larly, Van Bommel et al. (2009) finds that negotiation processes
between farmers and natural resource actors stagnated due to distrust
and power asymmetries. Rebuilding trust among actors through a
structural-learning space such as ZAMCOM played a role in facil-
itating further interactions, deliberations and reframing of basin
management processes. As de Vries et al. (2017) argue, trust develops
in interactions and being aware of what triggers trust and distrust in
learning interactions could open up the space for knowledge sharing,
production and co-creation among various actors in water governance.
Structural-learning spaces such as ZAMCOM were crucial in facil-
itating learning among actors by providing structures and platforms
for stakeholder participation and engagement in basin processes.

Our results show the relevance of fostering environments in
which shared group identities are nurtured and leveraged on to

support collective goals. We found that having a sense of shared
identity nurtured in long-term processes stimulated intuitive trust
among actors. Through SADC, member states developed shared
group identities through regional integration processes. Coop-
erative norms and values of interconnectedness, interdependency,
mutual respect and responsibility among states were critical in
fostering mutual engagement and shared group identities among
actors at regional and national levels. In addition, active partici-
pation in developing shared goals in ZAMCOM enforced shared
identities and reinforced integrity trust. This created a common
ground for stakeholders to address conflicts and engage in river
basin cooperation processes thus stimulating competence trust. In
summary, trust among basin states was built over time and
included activities such as transparency in data and information
sharing as currently supported by article 15 and 16 of the
ZAMCOM agreement, participation of all member states in basin
planning and cooperation processes, as supported by article 14 of
the ZAMCOM agreement or in addressing power asymmetries
through the equitable principle in article 13 of the ZAMCOM
agreement. This interaction can be illustrated in Fig. 4.

In the Zambezi basin, our study shows that processes occurring
within learning spaces were crucial in fostering social learning
and in turn transboundary cooperation. Process-learning spaces
occurred as the need for states to self-govern, trade and integrate
grew. Intuitive trust and shared group identities were then cata-
lysts for actors to further interact and deliberate on collective
management of the Zambezi basin. Structural-learning spaces
such as ZACPLAN and later ZAMCOM provided the framework
to guide actors’ interactions, address conflicts, guide cooperation
processes, steer deliberations and support reframing of key issues,
as actors developed integrity and competence trust. Physical-
learning spaces such as the ZBSF were critical to support regular
stakeholder participation. Lumosi et al. (2019) argue that learning
spaces provide an underlying fabric for reframing and social
learning. ZAMCOM acted as a learning space for basin actors to
engage in deliberations on transboundary cooperation issues in
the basin. Other studies have shown that building of trust among
stakeholders through having structures and processes with clearly
defined rules, roles and mechanisms for stakeholder interaction
and decision-making fosters social learning (de Vries et al., 2017;
Pahl-Wostl, 2006; Pahl-Wostl et al., 2007a; Tippett et al., 2005).

Conclusion
In this study, we analyzed how trust and shared group identities
shaped processes occurring within learning spaces and influenced
transboundary basin cooperation processes in the Zambezi basin. We

Table 3 Learning space and social-learning outcomes in the Zambezi basin over time.

Timeframes Learning space: processes and key issues that stimulated interaction, deliberation
and reframing in the Zambezi basin

Social-learning outcomes in the
Zambezi basin

1940s–1960s Need for independence
Need for integration of trade and joint management of resources

Improved relations among states
Deliberations on formation of SADC

1970s–1980s Need for joint framework for river basin management
Need for and structure of RBO
Deliberations on regional vs. national interests

SADC founded through SADCC
Deliberations on instituting a RBO begin (i.e.,
ZAMCOM)

1990s–2017 Pre ZAMCOM ZAMCOM agreement finalized
ZAMCOM operational with functional
committees and forums
Data sharing protocol finalized
Protocol on notification of planned
measures finalized

Need for environmental sound management of the basin
Need to institutionalize ZAMCOM
Need for equitable resource management
Need for protocols to structure shared water resources

Post ZAMCOM
Need for clarity on use of resources and information and data sharing among states
Need for resolving conflicts and power dominances among states
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incorporated literature on social learning, trust, social identity and
communities of practice to form the conceptual framework. We
evaluated social learning processes through the concept of learning
spaces (arenas for interaction, deliberation and reframing). Our
results show that trust and shared group identities are interrelated
and had a crucial impact on the interactions among actors in the
Zambezi basin and in turn influenced transboundary river basin
cooperation. Further, we find that a decline in trust stagnated social
learning processes. The results demonstrate that leveraging on shared
group identities can play a critical role in stimulating trust among
actors and in turn stimulate cooperation processes. However, it is not
a guarantee for cooperation due to the dynamic nature of relational
features. Further, we found that learning spaces such as process-
learning spaces (regional integration), structural-learning spaces
(ZAMCOM and tools for information and data management) and
physical-learning spaces (ZBSF) stimulated a change in under-
standing of basin management processes among actors over time
thus, they are crucial in fostering social learning.

Overall, this study advances the social learning literature by
accounting for relational features such as trust and shared group
identities in social learning processes. Such an understanding may
explain some of the dynamics in social learning processes and out-
comes. For practitioners in transboundary water management pro-
cesses, facilitating trust among actors could benefit from
understanding the drivers of trust and attributes of shared group
identities and leveraging on them. In the Zambezi basin, strength-
ening water cooperation could include understanding the drivers for
sub-basin cooperation in areas of trade, tourism or infrastructural
development. In deliberative processes, focus should be put on
creating environments that foster trust and nurture shared identities
in order to further stimulate social learning processes such as
transparency in data sharing, active participation in decision-making
processes or structures that support inclusivity and equity among
actors. This study highlights as well the importance of institutiona-
lization at a more advanced state of social learning. Structural-
learning spaces support the development of binding commitments
and enduring shared practices. However, success of such institutio-
nalization is strongly influenced by the prior development of trust
and a shared social identity.

This study has added value because few studies have evaluated
relational features in emergent social learning process, thus, we
provide a deeper understanding of social-learning processes. We
found the concept of learning space useful to conceptualize social-
learning processes and provide a structured approach to evaluate
learning. Therefore, a deeper understanding of relational features
(such as trust and identity), and the learning space could contribute
new insights into the concept of social learning. To conclude, follow-
up studies could explore other relational features such as power in
social-learning processes. Additionally, further research could benefit
from testing the conceptual framework in deliberative learning pro-
cesses and other case studies. In addition, the study was limited in the
sample of interviews conducted thus relied on data from literature
reviews, as such, future research could include a wider sample of
stakeholders to be interviewed. While each context may vary, we
hope the results from this study can provide a better understanding
of multi-stakeholder and social-learning processes in other natural
resources management processes.

Data availability
The datasets analyzed during the current study are not publicly
available due to confidentiality reasons but are available from the
corresponding author on reasonable request.
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Notes
1 Ubuntu is an African philosophy originating from Southern Africa that refers to: “I am
because we are” (see Mabovula, 2011).

2 Zambezi Action Plan Project, proposed UNEP projects initiated by SADC.
3 ZAMSEC, short for ZAMCOM secretariat.
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