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Conceptual framework 

This section presents the multi- and interdisciplinary embedding and conceptual 

framework. The concepts used to examine the research themes and subjects (Table 2.1) 

are introduced and discussed. The main concepts are the sustainable livelihood 

framework, forest product valuation, governance and institutions and value chains. The 

connections between these concepts concerning forests, goods, people and places over 

time and space are explored. A bricolage
1
 of multiple methods of inquiry and diverse 

theoretical and philosophical social sciences concepts (Kincheloe 2001) allows an 

exploration through different lenses, reflecting the reality of the research subject, with 

different concepts guiding the methods used as well as quantitative and quantitative 

analysis. Bricolage is also a line of thought on institutional governance (Cleaver 2002), 

in philosophy and anthropology (Lévi-Strauss 1966), referring to spontaneous action or 

borrowing of concepts from a heritage: all relevant for this study.  

Table 2.1 Disciplinary embedding 
Discipline Themes Subjects   Research concepts                           Research question 

Human 

geography 

Poverty alleviation Sustainable 

livelihoods 

Sustainable livelihoods, pro-poor markets, 

value chains, place-space, social context  

1,4,5 

Development  

Economics Institutional 

economics 

Development, 

globalisation 

Trade-offs, institutions, markets,  

value chains, capital valuation 

1,2,3 

Environmental 

economics 

Ecosystem 

services 

Natural & social capital valuation 1,4 

Political 

science 

Governance 

Political ecology 

Governance 

 

Governance, power relations, tenure, 

commons theories, institutions 

3, 4,5 

Law Pluralism Law, governance Legal pluralism, governance 2, 3 

Anthropology History, cultural 

anthropology 

NTFP use, trade Cultural values, commodification  1, 3 

Ecology Conservation 

biology 

Ecosystem 

goods, Inventory 

Valuation trade-offs conservation &   

development, forest inventory 

1, 4,5 

Botany Economic botany, 

Ethnobotany 

NTFP use and 

trade 

Product use, socio- cultural values, 

botanic  assessment 

1, 4 

                                                 
1
 French for ‘fiddle tinker’ or do-it-your-selfer making creative use of whatever materials are available to 

complete a task, regardless of their original purpose. 
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These foreign expressions and the diverse understandings of concepts depending on the 

disciplinary background justifies why definitions of the key terms used in this study are 

provided. Whilst a bricolage approach does not do justice to the disciplines it is 

necessary, as no one concept or discipline sufficiently embraces all the research 

questions.  

Understanding sustainable livelihoods 

To answer the second research question concerning the values of forest products and the 

fourth and fifth question on livelihoods and sustainability, the sustainable livelihoods 

approach (SLA) (Scoones 1998) is used. This integrates assets, vulnerability contexts, 

structures and processes to allow poverty at a household
2
 level to be understood 

holistically (Figure 2.1). A livelihood comprises the capabilities, assets, entitlements 

and activities required for an acceptable means of living (Ibid.). The SLA originated in 

the concept of sustainable development, and sees a livelihood as sustainable when it can 

cope with risks and recover from stresses, shocks and maintain or enhance its 

capabilities and assets, both now and in the future, while not undermining the natural 

resource base (Chambers and Conway 1991), building on Brundtland (1987). The SLA 

is a conceptual analytical framework, a goal and a set of principles guiding interventions 

of development and conservation actors which makes understanding the philosophy of 

their approach important. This dual role makes the approach attractive for participatory 

action research. At the core of the SLA six material and intangible ‘capitals’ or ‘assets’ 

can be distinguished (Scoones 1998; Widner et al. 1998; Bebbington 1999):  

 Human (education, knowledge, skills, labour opportunities, nutrition, health 

abilities, knowledge, skills, and employment opportunities); 

 Natural (forests, water, soil); 

 Economic/financial (earnings, money, credit, and financial security (including 

access to financial provisions from governments such as pensions); 

 Social-cultural (community sense, family and social networks, trust, cultural 

norms); 

 Physical (human-made assets such as roads, markets, transportation, schools etc.); 

 Political (rights of participation and political empowerment).  

These capitals represent building blocks and are to an extent, substitutable. However, 

this implies an element of choice often not possible in practice. Capital use is a dynamic 

process, with often unpredictable changes in context, constraints and opportunities, 

varying across time and space (Farrington et al. 1999). The choice of activities and 

capital building are driven by multiple factors, preferences and priorities, 

vulnerabilities, shocks, price and resource trends, seasonal variations and access to 

capital types. NTFPs are forms of natural capital. Many NTFPs are common pool 

resources (CPRs) (Box 1.6), which are often used as capital by the poor (Ambrose-Oji 

2003; Ros-Tonen et al. 2005b; Timko et al. 2010). This implies that knowledge of the 

capitals, their abundance or scarcity, and use, is essential to understand the links 

between poverty and wellbeing. A commodification process (defined as the ways in 

which ‘things’ (sic) and social relations are affected by the market) affects values (van 

                                                 
2
 A household is defined as a group of people (normally family members) living under the same roof and 

pooling resources (labour and income) (adapted from (CIFOR 2007: 21).  
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Binsbergen 2005) occurs when NTFPs move from subsistence use to 

commercialisation. The livelihoods of chain actors thus become interlinked through 

demand and supply interactions. The SLA concept provides an alternative view of 

‘adding value’ from the traditional economic perspective, corresponding with a holistic 

view of ‘value’ in the concept of value chains. Value is not only economically increased 

by harvesting, but may change: a product (and the ecosystem it originates from) 

acquires new and multiple types of capital values derived from the processing, trade and 

use of the product, for direct and indirect actors. 

 

Figure 2.1 Sustainable livelihoods approach  

Source: Adapted from de Haan et al. 2005; Townsley 2007. 

 

Policy and institutional arrangements (the central diamond in Figure 2.1 play a 

transforming role in relationships, determining strategies used, access to capitals, 

decision-making bodies and power. They affect the terms of exchange between capital 

types and outcomes of livelihood strategies. They operate at all levels and in all spheres, 

public and private, and influence how livelihood strategies are achieved. Despite the 

critical role of these arrangements, the “methods for conducting cost effective, linked 

policy and institutional analysis at multiple levels are not well developed in the SLA” 

(DFID 1999). Access to opportunities is governed by socio-cultural relations, 

institutions and organisations and so rights and entitlements to power are important but 

often overlooked explanatory variables in the strategic or unintentional exclusion from 

capitals or inability to optimise them (Dietz 1996; de Haan et al. 2005). Analysis of the 

macro-micro links, formality and institutional factors influencing livelihood outcomes is 

important (Scoones 1998). An explicit focus on institutions is thus needed to overcome 

this weakness, which is addressed in the section on Examining institutions. 

Understanding and tackling poverty is at the core of the SLA. The many dimensions 

of poverty highlighted in Chapter 1 indicate the need for a multi-dimensional approach. 

Focussing on the forest-dependent poor
3
 provides insights into how forest products 

relate to multiple dimensions of poverty (health, education. income, physical safety, 

                                                 
3
 Dependence meaning reliance on forests and their products that is difficult or impossible to replace, for 

a portion of environmental services, subsistence needs, safety net, gap-filler functions and poverty 

elimination (Sunderlin et al. 2005).  
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employment and empowerment). For example, material deprivation can be addressed 

directly by increasing income through access to harvesting, processing and markets. 

Increased income at the household or community level can in turn improve access to 

education and health services, enhancing economic opportunities and well-being and 

reducing vulnerability to social change and environmental stresses. Participatory 

processes supporting poor people’s involvement in decision-making on managing and 

using forests and NTFPs can foster political empowerment and opportunities for 

marginalised voices to be heard more broadly (Oberndorf et al. 2007). Health is also 

impacted as forest products are used to meet nutritional and healthcare needs (Colfer 

2008; Arnold et al. 2011). 

Measures of poverty over time in absolute or relative terms commonly use pre-

defined poverty lines to measure and compare composite aspects of poverty such as the 

human development index (HDI), gross domestic product (GDP) per capita in 

purchasing power parity US dollars (PPP US$), and the Human Poverty Index (HPI). 

Human development is broader than any single composite index can measure, making 

measuring and comparing poverty across geographical populations difficult (Sumner 

2010). Nonetheless such measures have been the driving force for assessing the 

outcomes of SLA interventions. In 2010, the World Bank called for a profound “change 

[in] how we conduct development research”
4
. This reflects a turnaround from assessing 

development-oriented aid and its effectiveness in addressing persistent poverty. New 

indicators to meet this challenge have emerged that go beyond classical economic and 

social measures to embrace wellbeing and livelihoods (Zidansek 2007; Stiglitz et al. 

2009; van den Bergh 2010; Reyes-García et al. 2011), and are relevant to this study. 

Assessing the sustainability side of the sustainable livelihoods equation requires an 

evaluation of the effect of using the natural capital, and if and how the resource is 

undermined by this use. Such frameworks have developed from the disciplines of 

economic botany, ethnobotany and forestry in the form of guidelines for the sustainable 

harvest of wild species (CITES Scientific Authorities 2000; Medicinal Plants Specialist 

Group 2007). These highlight that the first step is to understand the resource, its 

population biology and availability (Secretariat of the Convention on Biological 

Diversity 2001; Newton 2008). A standardised inventory or survey provides a baseline 

benchmark of the status of the resource at a particular point in time. There is no one 

universally accepted or used inventory methodology for NTFPs, unlike timber (Baker 

2000; Wong 2003b). This is due to the particular characteristics and global diversity of 

NTFPs and their uses. Such an absence makes it difficult to provide comparable data 

across ecosystems, cultures, regions and countries and leaves any NTFP inventory open 

to critiques about its appropriateness and rigour (Ruíz Pérez et al. 1999; Tewari 2000; 

Marshall et al. 2003). The participation of local forest-based communities and users in 

inventories has been advocated (Baker 2000; ETFRN 2000; Lynch 2004; Lawrence et 

al. 2008). This can increase knowledge and ownership of the resulting course of action 

(Lawrence et al. 2001; Lynch 2004; Mbile et al. 2005). The second step is to understand 

how an NTFP is harvested, using observation, mapping, surveys and focus groups 

(Lawrence et al. 2008). The effects of harvesting on a species population depend 

indirectly on social, economic, ecological and institutional factors and directly on the 

part(s) harvested, method, quantity, intensity, frequency and timing of harvesting 

                                                 
4
URLhttp://www.economist.com/world/international/displaystory.cfm?story_id=17155748&CFID=154527261&CF

TOKEN=51027732. Retrieved 31 September 2010. 

http://www.economist.com/world/international/displaystory.cfm?story_id=17155748&CFID=154527261&CFTOKEN=51027732
http://www.economist.com/world/international/displaystory.cfm?story_id=17155748&CFID=154527261&CFTOKEN=51027732
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(Medicinal Plants Specialist Group 2007; Lawrence et al. 2008). Ethno-botanical 

research provides further data on use and the effect of harvesting in a given 

geographical and cultural context, such as for Prunus africana (Stewart 2003; 

Cunningham 2006a; Stewart 2007a) and Irvingia spp. (Ayuk et al. 1999; Ainge et al. 

2001). The third step is to interpret and analyse this data to assess the impact upon the 

species and possibilities for sustainable harvest and production. The definitions of 

sustainable forests, products and chains used in this study are provided Box 2.1. 

 

Box 2.1 Sustainable forests, products and chains  
Sustainable forest management is the stewardship and use of forests for economic, 
ecological and social ends, at local, national, and global levels (SMCPF 1993) and refers to 
“the process of managing forest to achieve clearly specified objectives of management, with 
regard to the production of a continuous flow of desired forest products and services, without 
undue reduction in the forest’s inherent values and future productivity, and without undue 
undesirable effects on the physical and social environment”, implying continuously satisfying 
the needs for goods and services provided by forests, supporting the food security and 

livelihood needs of forest‐dependent communities and assuring an equitable sharing of the 
benefits from forest uses (Blaser et al. 2011).  

Products are economically sustainable if the value, adjusted for inflation, increases or 
remains constant. Economic sustainability may not be consistent with ecological 
sustainability. Over-harvesting may lead to continuing population decline while persistent 
demand keeps market value constant. As NTFP species populations become depleted and 
products scarcer, economic returns can increase even when demand remains constant. 
Scarcity may increase extraction costs, further driving prices upward and reducing demand 
(Homma et al. 1992). With complete resource depletion, there is no sustainability, only local 
population extinction and eventually species extinction. Economically, the effects of 
unsustainable extraction take a long time to be detected, especially for long-lived species. 
Ecologically, extraction is sustainable if the harvest has no long-term deleterious effect on 
the reproduction and regeneration of populations being harvested in comparison to 
equivalent non-harvested natural populations and if there is no discernible adverse effect on 
other species in the community, or on ecosystem structure and function. These effects can 
be determined by comparing harvested to un-harvested systems ((Hall et al. 1993). Going 
further than extraction, a product can be deemed sustainable when the species from which it 
is derived can be extracted without undermining the natural resource base (ecosystem) and 
the resulting products have either neutral or positive environmental, social and economic 
benefits through its life cycle or value chain. 

For sustainable chains, the focus is on sustainability throughout a product’s life cycle. 
Different interpretations of sustainability are apparent. From an enterprise’s perspective, a 
sustainable chain is the strategic, transparent, integrated, systemic coordination of key inter-
organisational business processes to improve the long-term economic, social and 
environmental performance of a company and its chain (Carter et al. 2008). In contrast, 
Kaplinsky (2000) suggests that chains, particularly global ones, are sustainable when they 
provide for sustainable and equitable income growth – referring to financial capital. Ponte 
(2004) and Vurro et al. (2009), although not explicitly defining the term, indicate that 
sustainable chains are those where sustainable practices taking account of ethical, 
economic, social (labour, contractor, and community) and environmental impacts are 
integrated into the management and governance of a chain by enterprises and/or on a 
sectoral or industry level. These may be demonstrated by standards and codes.  

These definitions highlight two main disciplinary perspectives: sustainability of natural, 
social and financial capital, and that sustainability can be interpreted from a product, firm, 
sectoral, or chain viewpoint, as well as from the direct and indirect chains actor’s (i.e. state, 
development organisations, standard or certification organisations and communities) 
viewpoints. There may also be implicit trade-offs at policy level between livelihood needs, 
where normative, political judgements of equitable benefit sharing are inevitable.  
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The SLA highlights that to achieve sustainability, stocks of the various capitals need 

to be maintained (Adams 2009). In practice trade-offs are made, explicitly and often 

implicitly, particularly in the short term. In situations where populations are vulnerable 

to poverty, such as in mountainous (Ellis-Jones 1999) and forested areas (Ndoye et al. 

2004), trade-offs between natural capital use can lead to increases in poverty and 

decreases in biodiversity in the long term. Much debate has focused on how to limit the 

degradation of natural capital whilst increasing, or at least not constraining, economic 

growth (Barbier 2000). Studies on the trade-offs between conservation and development 

based on NTFPs have highlighted that it is extremely difficult to achieve a balance, 

known as a ‘win-win’ (Kusters 2009; McShane et al. 2011). Only in 9% of 55 NTFP 

cases were positive livelihood outcomes also equated with positive conservation 

outcomes (Kusters et al. 2006). The indictors and variables used in Kusters’ study 

provide a starting point for exploring the interactions between development based on 

NTFP trade and sustainable livelihoods. The complexity of the outcomes of interactions 

depends not only on individual strategies and market conditions, but also on strategies 

chosen by others to maximise the rewards of group(s) of interacting decision makers.  

The term win-win situation, derived from economic game theory, is a situation by 

which cooperation, compromise, or group participation leads to all participants 

benefiting. The rational outcome of a game is phrased in terms of ‘win’ and ‘loose’ and 

the institutional, socio-economic or policy factors associated which affect outcomes 

(Persha et al. 2011). Laboratory-based ‘games’ popular in testing common pool natural 

resources are impractical for value chain studies given the dispersed geographical nature 

of actors and institutions in the ‘game’. However, exploring the ‘rules of the game’ 

(Ostrom et al. 1994) is practical for value chains.  

The SLA acknowledges the importance of politics and policies in shaping livelihoods 

of the poor. However, how policies and politics condition opportunities is poorly 

understood, because the SLA reflects livelihoods at a micro level (Pasteur 2001). This 

limits a full understanding of NTFP chains, as these extend from individual and 

household level to collective and macro levels. To resolve this gap an analytical 

approach incorporating livelihood pathways, policy and politics as a dynamic and 

iterative process can be used (Pasteur 2001; Blaikie et al. 2001; Brons et al. 2007). This 

highlights the importance of analysing policy and people/policy interactions. Political 

ecology explicitly politicises environmental issues and phenomena, and can be used to 

examine the relationships between political, economic and social factors and actors with 

environmental issues and changes (Bryant et al. 1997). By analysing conflicts over 

resources and their links to the larger political-economic processes and environment-

development discourses, control over natural resources on various scales can be shown 

(Dietz 1996). Although local livelihood strategies are given special weight in the SLA, 

forest uses cannot be understood within narrow boundaries. This is particularly relevant 

when a value chain approach is used to examine livelihoods, as global practices affect 

local forest use practices. Political ecology’s broad scope, interdisciplinary nature and 

attention to multi-scalar linkages are suitable for this study. Bryant and Bailey’s (1997) 

thoughts on relationships provide a useful guide. These are threefold: that costs and 

benefits associated with environmental changes are unequally distributed, affecting 

society in a heterogeneous way such that political, social and economic differences 

(between people, over nature, over other people) account for uneven distribution of 

costs and benefits. This unequal distribution inevitably reinforces or reduces existing 

social and economic inequalities with any change in environmental conditions affecting 
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the political and economic status quo. The unequal distribution of costs and benefits and 

the impact on pre-existing inequalities has political implications in terms of the 

resulting altered power relationships. Thus the relationship between poverty and 

environmental degradation can be seen as a function of uneven access to environmental 

resources. Multi-level connections between local and global phenomena, with causes at 

multiple levels of scale are highlighted (Adams 2009). Political driving forces at various 

scales have been found to play a significant role in local level institutional functioning. 

In particular, inappropriate state-led interventions into land-use planning can weaken 

local level institutions and reduce the ability of the linked social-ecological system to 

cope with change and uncertainty (Cundill et al. 2010).  Thus for this study, perceptions 

of power and access to it, and control over resources by actors at different levels in 

value chains and resulting costs and benefits, is relevant. Mixed methods (see Chapter 

3) help triangulate results to produce narratives capturing differences in access to, 

control over and local knowledge of resources particularly for sensitive and 

marginalised groups (Nightingale 2003).  

Unpacking forest product values  

To answer the second question about configurations of activities and values in chains, 

the nature of forest product values can be unravelled using different concepts. The term 

forest product has multiple meanings. Economic metrics are one of the most common 

ways to measure value. However, the value of a product may also be, social, cultural 

and/or environmental and can be understood holistically in terms of its contribution to 

people’s livelihoods and wellbeing.  

The Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (MEA) provides a framework explaining the 

provisioning functions of forests and how these are linked to wellbeing (Millennium 

Ecosystem Assessment 2005) and incorporates many of the livelihoods capitals 

mentioned in the SLA. The MEA posits that people are integral in ecosystems (as 

emphasised in the definition of forests in Box 1.2) and that a dynamic interaction exists 

between people and ecosystems. The changing human condition drives, directly and 

indirectly, ecosystem changes and thereby causes changes in human wellbeing. In 

parallel, social, economic and cultural factors unrelated to ecosystems alter the human 

condition and many natural forces influence ecosystems. Despite this explicit link 

between products from ecosystem (such as NTFPs) and well-being, the MEA does not 

provide methods for evaluating these apart from economic values, although intrinsic, 

spiritual and cultural non-market values are mentioned. It does however advocate that 

non-market values are incorporated into resource management decisions (Millennium 

Ecosystem Assessment 2005). 

Economics provides a range of concepts to value products. The most well-known are 

product prices and margins, calculated at the stages of when value is added. These allow 

monetary valuation of a product, its market or chain, of product profitability and fixed, 

variable and labour costs (Marshall et al. 2006a; Jensen 2009). Economic value is 

related to market type (defined in Box 2.2), which is related to power and control (and 

thus governance) of chains, and implies that understanding the market structures in 

chains is essential (ILO 2006). Forest products values have been mainly measured by 

their actual or potential economic value (Peters et al. 1989; Angelsen et al. 2011b). In 

Central Africa, values have been largely unrecorded in national statistics because their 

subsistence (non-market value) and local market value is difficult to determine and 



25 

 

 

measure (Vantomme 2003). The MEA emphasizes that many non-market values 

contribute to well-being by maintaining health (e.g. medicines and food), providing a 

wide range of basic materials, resources and rents (e.g. access rights and income from 

forest products); increasing forest production values (e.g. payment for environmental 

services); and maintaining social relations – for example cola nuts used during religious 

and significant life events (Sunderland et al. 2004c). The trade-offs between 

provisioning services – from which NTFPs result – and regulating and cultural 

ecosystem services have been highlighted (Raudsepp-Hearne et al. 2010).  

 

 

Four types of NTFP markets in the humid forest zone of Cameroon have been 

characterised (see Box 2.3). Prices are important economic measures, but may say more 

about particular market dynamics than the product or its importance to livelihoods. 

Other ways of valuing products include consumer preferences (Bishop 1998; Bush et al. 

2004; DEFRA 2007), substitution alternatives (van Dorp et al. 1998; Ruiz-Pérez et al. 

2004; Riisgaard et al. 2008) and access to alternatives to determine the safety-net 

function (Paumgarten 2007). Market values can be understood not simply as momentary 

quantitative measurements of opportunity costs, but also as social processes in which 

people continually assess present circumstances and options in terms of their 

understandings of the past. As history can be read in more than one way, market values 

can be ambiguous. Economic history however can be used to chronicle the responses to 

local and global forces and human needs over time, with taking an anthropological 

perspective, allows reflection on how people and events come together in economically 

enabling or destructive ways in particular times and places (Berry 2007).  

Box 2.2 Markets 
A market is defined here in the broad sense as to offer for sale or to sell and as verb, 
meaning;  

 A public gathering held for the transaction (buying and selling) merchandise or services i.e. 
Marché Central, Yaoundé.  

 A physical or non-physical place (i.e. internet) where products are offered for sale.  

 A shop selling a particular type of merchandise i.e. The Body Shop. 

 The business of buying and selling a specified commodity: i.e. the honey market. 

 A geographic region considered as a place for sales: i.e. safou for the foreign market; the 
Central African market.  

 A subdivision of a population considered as buyers: i.e. honey cosmetics for the upscale 
market. 

 The opportunity to buy or sell and demand for products: i.e. a big market for organic foods.  
For a potential transaction to take place, buyers must offer something in exchange (usually 
money, but can be goods or services (i.e. barter or exchange) for there to be a transaction. 
Market value is thus the actual monetary price that a buyer pays a seller for a product.  

A monopoly refers to a situation in which an individual or enterprise has sufficient control 
over a particular product to determine the terms on which others have access to it and the 
selling price. They are characterised by a lack of economic competition to produce the good 
and a lack of viable substitute goods. A monopsony is a single entity's control over a market 
to purchase a good or service, and an oligopoly is where a few entities exert considerable 
influence over an industry and its products. 
Source :http://economics.about.com/cs/economicsglossary/g/market.htm. Retrieved 10 September 
2010. 
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Financial value includes market-priced costs and returns from activities, while 

economic value includes non-marketed returns (i.e. household consumption) and 

opportunity costs which may impact capitals. Chapter 1 highlighted that different 

interpretations of value make it impossible to provide a single measure of the worth of a 

product to livelihoods. However, different measures of social-cultural, economic and 

environmental value provide a broader framework to understand values (van Dorp et al. 

1998; Donovan et al. 2009; Shayoh et al. undated). Sheil and Wunder (2002) reinforce 

this, stating that value is not the inherent property of an entity, but a measure of a 

relationship between a subject and the object of valuation within a specific time frame 

and geographical context. This implies balances between individual versus societal 

perspectives and normative judgments about which outcomes are socially preferable 

(Costanza et al. 1997). NTFPs often have multiple parts, uses and processing routes, 

resulting in different products, values and chains originating from the same species and 

ecosystem source. In classical value chain analysis, processing adds value. However a 

high level of transformation does not always result in a higher product value, as value 

can be added by consumer perceptions based on historical, cultural and religious 

significance and origin (Jensen 2009).The implications for this study are that while 

economic indicators of value remain important, composite measures of NTFP values by 

the research subjects are also needed. Examples of such indicators are the Poverty 

Environment Network (PEN) methodology (Lee 2012), the NTFP conservation-

development trade-off model (Kusters et al. 2006) and the Institutional Analysis and 

Development Framework (IFRI 2008). These consider different capitals and link 

individual and household levels to community and society level. 

The ability and desirability of compensating for degraded natural capital depends on 

how capitals are valued, as trade-offs can be made explicit if the values are comparable 

and external environmental costs are explicitly included in the price of a good. This is 

difficult for some intrinsic values, which are essentially philosophical, and for non-

substitutable values of some natural capitals. While economic value can be used for 

products subject to monetary exchange, it does not realistically capture barter or 

exchange, or the value of products auto-consumed. Economic values may also not take 

account of other costs even though they have a monetary value – such as labour 

(Luckert et al. 2002). Economists’ attempts to capture natural capital values have used 

potential value based on inventories (Peters et al. 1989). Padoch and de Jong (1989) 

emphasise that realised production is a more realistic indicator of economic value, and 

is generally much lower than potential production. The Peters et al. study also 

highlighted that sample location and extrapolation needs to be carefully delineated, with 

Box 2.3 NTFP markets  
The spatial characteristics of buying zones and selling areas and associated with volumes, 
prices, product types and dependence have been classified as follows (Ruíz Pérez et al. 
2000):  
Type I: Small, local markets with a high level of self-sufficiency and proximity to supply 
zones, high levels of local supply and exchange, suppliers for regional and national markets.  
Type II: Medium-sized markets of regional importance, medium level of self-sufficiency, 
secondary nodes for type I and intermediate markets and bulking points for type III markets. 
Type III:  Large urban markets with national projection, large product range, weak self-
sufficiency, reliance on close and far supply areas, type I & II hubs. 
Type IV: Frontier markets with small to high value transactions, high dependence on supply 
from other areas and specialisation in high volume products. 
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assumptions made explicit. Local markets often have highly elastic prices related to 

demand and supply – caused by seasonal product availability, such that unit prices and 

extraction revenues habitually fall with an increased supply of forest products, which 

does not necessarily reflect problems with decreasing resource availability, often until 

too late. An example is the economic value of threatened NTFPs
5
. Levels of threat can 

be based on local perceptions or scientific assessment, such as the IUCN Red Data 

listing, CITES status or national schemes of protected species. Threat may – or may not 

– be reflected in market prices, for example, the costs of complying with permit and 

monitoring requirements and enforcement activities. Products without a market value 

due to auto-consumption or bartering can use proxies such as distance to the market – 

which affects how people use forests now (Godoy et al. 2002). Financial value is 

generally stated in only the local currency (Ndoye et al. 1997/98; Ruiz-Pérez et al. 

2004), saying little about value in comparison to other countries or regions, or relative 

value to other products. When converting to a common currency, exchange rates and 

value fluctuations over time need to be made explicit (Smith et al. 1998; van Dorp et al. 

2001; Sheil et al. 2002). Values also need to be placed in a local economic and social 

context (Kambewa et al. 2007) and the allocation, scale and distribution of resource 

flows clarified (Daly et al. 1996). 

Getting to grips with governance 

To answer the third research question about governance arrangements and subsequently 

the fourth and fifth questions of how they affect livelihoods and sustainability, concepts 

on governance are used. Governance is a multidisciplinary, multi-faceted normative and 

subjective concept which has emerged over the last 15 years, with theories (Pierre 2000) 

and practice grounded in development and politics. For this research, the definition used 

(Box 1.3) emphasises that governance embraces the decisions and processes that define 

expectations, grant and exercise power
6
, and/or verify performance. It stresses the role 

of the state, private sector and civil society as a multi-stakeholder practice and process, 

moving away from equating governance only with government, in all its manifestations. 

Governance occurs at different policy and administrative levels, embracing stakeholder 

diversity in interests, perceptions and ambitions (Kooiman et al. 2008). Government, 

particularly at meso and micro levels can strongly influence daily lives, particularly of 

poor people (Cleaver et al. 2005). Remote highland and forest areas, and fragile states 

in contrast are marked by state absence (Scott 2009). This broad definition reflects the 

realities of the research subject and area. 

The term governance arrangement, used in preference to Kooiman and Bavinck’s 

(2005) ‘governance system’ (the semantic difference highlighting that an arrangement 

may not always be an integrated whole, as the term system implies), describes the 

interplay of interactions, institutions, actors, principles, policies, mechanisms and 

processes. Explanatory variables of governance outcomes include the characteristics of 

the resource and of products, users, institutional arrangements, the external 

environment, availability of necessary information, ability to deal with conflict, 

                                                 
5
 NTFPs from species which are, or could be, threatened with extinction at a population or national level, 

in particular because of their nature, the frequency of their exploitation or an ecological factor. 
6
 Power is defined as the possession of control, authority or influence over others and the ability to 

enforce wishes when opposed, including when livelihoods are threatened. 
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compliance with rules, provision of technical, institutional and physical infrastructure, 

and ability to adapt and change (Agrawal 2007). Links between governance, sustainable 

development and poverty alleviation were made at the 1997 International Conference on 

Governance for Sustainable Growth and Equity and subsequently to forests (Kaimowitz 

2003; Ros-Tonen et al. 2011). Kooiman et al. (2008) reiterate the growing consensus 

about how governance impacts sustainable livelihoods and that societal change through 

‘learning to adapt’ plays an important role in improving governance. Thus creating and 

maintaining institutions are not ‘given’, with sudden or planned events acting as change 

agents. The governors managing the rules are key figures whose function and 

relationship need to be considered. The norms, values and principles shaping 

institutions mean that these need to be examined, including the legitimacy of the 

institutions, principles guiding the acceptability of institutions and coherence between 

the three ‘orders’ (i.e. day-to-day management, institutions and norms and values that 

shape them) (Kooiman et al. 2005). The interaction process involves a ‘system-to-be 

governed’ and a ‘governing system’ or arrangements. The relationships and interactions 

between the two constitute the governance interactions affecting the natural system and 

setting limits to resource users’ potential (Kooiman et al. 2005).  

Governance consists of separate processes and/or as part of management or 

leadership processes. Often used as a synonym for management, it is different: 

management is the act or art of managing (conducting or supervising) something and 

the judicious allocation of resources to achieve specific objectives. It involves decision-

making processes related to resources, carried out within administrative boundaries by 

specific groups (for example, managers of an enterprise). Management requires 

interaction by managers with stakeholders to achieve outputs, whilst governance 

describes the interactions between stakeholders to achieve outcomes. Management can 

be planned and implemented; governance evolves from political relationships of 

different societal groups. Governance sets out the framework in which management can 

thrive (Ros-Tonen et al. 2008).  

Recognising the impact of governance on development and for sustainable natural 

resource management, ‘good’ governance has often (implicitly) been assumed to be pro-

poor governance (Brown et al. 2003). Good governance assumes that development 

objectives such as the millennium development goals can be attained as a way of ‘doing 

things better’ (Cleaver et al. 2005). This normative expression has led to principles 

reflecting the value-laden norms and judgements of stakeholders from specific cultural 

settings (Box 2.4). Kishor and Rosenbaum (2012) offer a framework with a sample set 

of many of these indicators and guide for how to measure them. Good governance 

principles have been promulgated by influential political and development organisations 

such as the United Nations, World Bank and OECD. Principles have focused on 

ensuring respect for human rights and the rule of law, democracy and the 

representativeness of governments, and the (in) efficiency of non-market systems 

(Weiss 2000). Though generally accepted by many countries and organisations – 

highlighted by the consensus of terms used – these principles remain ambitious and 

have been contested. A contention is that the good governance agenda is based on am 

incomplete or partial understanding of governance, using an abstract set of principles 

lacking contextualisation and localisation to understand how governance processes are 

shaped and influenced (Cleaver and Franks 2005). 
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Box 2.4 Governance indicators  
 Accountability: individual or collective actor(s) who have account to other actor(s) or 

institution(s), who dependent upon their appreciation, can impose negative or positive 
consequences on the former. Involves democratic accountability, human rights and civil 
liberties, government censorship, institutional permanence and representativeness. 

 Voice/citizen/private sector participation/voice/engagement: influence in decision-making 
that affects livelihoods – built on concepts of freedom of association and speech, civicness 
(right to vote & be voted) and the right for all to have a voice in decision-making, either 
directly or through legitimate intermediate institutions representing their intentions.  

 Political stability and absence of violence: Degree of decline of central political authority 
threatening to political stability and degree to which armed protest/unrest/conflict/terrorist 
threat/extremism or political protest/rebellion threatens political stability, including extent of 
which conflict management mechanisms are in place (World Bank 2009). 

 Government effectiveness: competence of the bureaucracy and the quality of public 
service delivery. It also covers efficiency, i.e. the extent to which limited human, financial 
and natural resources are allocated without unnecessary waste, delay or corruption. 

 Regulatory and policy existence and quality: incidence of market unfriendly policies, 
burdensome administrative regulations, unfair competitive practices, tax effectiveness and 
riskiness of investment and regulatory enabling environment, inclusion of non-market and 
socio-cultural (including indigenous) values and resource assessment requirement in 
policies and regulations, extent of conflicts between legal (and informal) rights. 

 Safety and rule of law: consistency, clarity, strength and impartiality of the legal system, 
popular observance of the law and perceptions of the state as legitimately representing its 
citizens, levels, losses and costs of crime, legal safeguards, quality of contract 
enforcement and performance of police and courts (including the independence of the 
judiciary). It covers fairness (degree to which rules are applied equally in society) and 
decency (degree to which formulation and stewardship of rules avoids humiliating or 
harming people). 

 Control of corruption: severity of corruption within state and business systems, public trust 
in financial honesty of politicians, levels of red tape, losses and costs of corruption. 

 Sustainable economic opportunity: Public and private management of the economy 
including quality of management, currency, inflation and debt ratios, competitive 
environment, investment climate, quality and access to infrastructure, environmental 
sustainability including role of environment in policy, regulatory framework resources for 
rural development and dialog between government and rural organisations. 

 Human development: extent to which leaders and public have a ‘strategic vision’ a broad 
and long-term perspective on good governance and human development, along with a 
sense of what is needed for such development, specifically relating to health, welfare, 
education, taking account of historical, cultural and social contexts. 

 Fairness & equity: the degree to which societal groups have access to needed 
resources/decision-making to improve their well-being. Equity refers to rights and duties 
and infers that states undertake necessary measures to realise rights to development and 
ensure equality of opportunity for all in the access and control of basic resources and 
livelihood assets. The historical context is critical in determining equity.  

 Transparency: the degree of clarity and openness in decision-making, in political parties, 
information provision by the government and freedom of the media. 

 Decency: encompasses human rights and freedom of expression, peaceful competition for 
political power, personal security of citizens, mutual respect between citizens and civil 
servants and government’s respect for property rights. 

 Legitimacy: the moral grounding of power, involving social and cultural norms and 
expectations concerning behaviour of those governing, the social relationship between 
rulers and the ruled, trust, reputation and force and balance between authority and 
obeisance. Legitimate institutions enable voice in decision-making and representation.  

 Efficiency and effectiveness: processes and institutions produce results that meet needs 
while making the best use of available resources. Implies a legislative function affecting 
policy, merit based systems in government and efficient judicial systems.  

Sources: (Graham et al. 2003; Hyden et al. 2008; Ibrahim Foundation 2010; Kaufmann et al. 2007; 
Kishor and Rosenbaum 2012; Ribot et al. 2008; World Bank 2010a). 
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Grindle (2004) criticises the ‘good governance’ agenda as unrealistic, overly demanding 

and lacking priority setting. She suggests instead ‘good-enough’ governance, where 

governance is a learning process sensitive to existing capabilities and contexts. Jabeen 

(2007) argues that good governance is not universal and needs to be embedded in its 

cultural context. Governance outcomes can be ‘bad’ as well as ‘good’ for certain groups 

in society (Cleaver et al. 2005), indicating that a focus on the impact of outcomes for 

different actors of interventions is important. Bodegom and Klaver (2007), Klaver 

(2009) and Wollenberg (2001) show that local good governance definitions however 

can be developed by multiple actors to embrace diverse perspectives and norms. 

Bodegom and Klaver asked the Central African Forest Commission’s (COMIFAC) 

Task Force on Forest Law Enforcement, Governance and Trade (FLEGT) to formulate 

good governance principles. They included being accountable at all levels; transparency 

and legitimacy towards constituencies; equity and equitable sharing of forest revenues 

and costs; respect for all stakeholders and promotion of the public interest; justice, 

sanctions and fighting corruption; information, education and communication; 

decentralisation of forest management and decision-making; respect for the rights and 

traditions of local and indigenous people; enforcement of laws and other rules and 

regulations; and improving forest monitoring and control systems.  

Forest governance combines notions of process with resource characteristics and can 

be defined as the informed and faithful representation by decision makers (both 

government and non-government) of their constituency interests towards the efficient 

allocation and use of scarce forest resources for both the local, national and international 

good (Macqueen et al. 2004). Although rather top-down and hierarchical, this definition 

highlights three related elements of the processes through which governments, 

custodians and representatives are informed about and interpret the priorities of their 

constituency (including conflicts of interest); the process by which forest resources are 

securely and transparently distributed and used in line with local, national and 

international priorities (including negotiated trade-offs); and the process by which the 

agreed distribution of economic, social and forest goods and services are monitored and 

reviewed (including what is and is not enforceable). Kooiman and Bavinck’s (2005) 

definition of interactive governance applied to forest governance stresses that other, 

non-government actors in forests can also take a lead in governance (Derkyi 2012).  

Tenure consists of bundles of rights that include access, withdrawal, management, 

exclusion and alienation (Schlager et al. 1992), which may be held by different people 

at different times and relates to land but also to NTFP species and the products derived 

from them. Fortmann (1985) distinguishes between rights to own or inherit trees, to 

plant and use trees and tree products and to dispose of them. While influencing each 

other, land and tree tenure do not always coincide (Fortmann et al. 1988). Tenure is also 

important in determining who benefits or loses in competition for the goods and 

services provided by forests. Tenure systems can determine the outcomes of governance 

arrangements (Larson et al. 2010b), including in Central Africa (ITTO 2009b). Tenure 

signifies who owns and can use what resources for how long, and under what 

conditions. Customary tenure systems are determined locally and often based on oral 

agreements. Statutory tenure systems are applied by governments, codified in law. 

Secure forest tenure can provide a foundation for social identity, personal security and 

cultural survival of forest–based indigenous peoples and ethnic minorities. Tenure 

security can be a prerequisite for (formal) capital investment, while conversely conflicts 

over tenure can discourage investment, undermine management and may constrain 
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capital accumulation and returns. Duration, assurance, robustness and exclusivity have 

been identified as the main legal elements for secure tenure arrangements (Baye 2008). 

Clarifying tenure rights can mitigate insecurities impinging on poor people’s access to 

forest resources (Wiersum et al. 2005). The reasons for insecurity vary: people may 

have customary and statutory tenure rights, but be unable to oppose claims made by 

outsiders. Customary arrangements may be clear and accepted locally, but contradicted 

or nullified by statutory arrangements, or unable to serve their function (outdated, 

unenforced etc.). This implies that tenure holders have assurance that they can benefit 

from returns on their investments without interference. Tenure security can also 

motivate forest protection, destruction or conversion. Evidence shows that devolving 

tenure and management authority to local communities and households, under certain 

conditions, can foster improved forest conditions (Sunderlin et al. 2008a; Larson et al. 

2010b). An understanding of tenure issues and trends is thus an essential component of 

sustainable livelihoods (Alden Wily 2006). Kusters (2009) also showed that perceived 

(rather than factual) security promotes investments in agroforestry hence sustainable 

practices. Decentralisation, devolution, privatisation and community-based forest 

management have induced rapid changes in forest ownership patterns and increasingly 

complex stakeholder relations (FAO 2009c; Hatcher et al. 2009).  

The echelons of rights concept (Boelens 2009) stresses how rules and rights cannot 

act on their own but are enforced and shaped by social forces, beyond the formal, 

creating practice and process, highlighting the often pluralist nature of rights. 

Sustainable forest management (see Box 2.1) has been associated with institutions 

fitting the local context, monitoring and enforcement and secure rights (Tucker 2010). 

As formal forest ownership in Cameroon is largely vested in the state (shown in Table 

1.1), this raises questions about the tenure, regulation of access to and control of 

resources – all of which have been shown to influence how product chains are arranged 

and values derived (Barry et al. 2008; Larson et al. 2010b). They also influence the 

sustainability of the product and ecosystem it originates from and ecosystem resilience 

(Dietz et al. 2003; Weiland et al. 2010). Four resource-related rights have been 

emphasised: rights to access, infrastructure and materials; rules (the formulation and 

contents of rights, obligations and operational rules regarding management of the 

resource; regulatory control); authority and legitimacy to establish and enforce rules and 

rights; and regimes of representation (the discourses and ontologies that inform or 

challenge resources). The echelons of rights concept highlights how conflicts occur over 

the material control of resources and rights to define, politically organise and 

discursively shape their existence. Struggles over rights may simultaneously concern 

resources and the legitimacy to formulate and enforce rights as individuals or 

organisations. This political ecology approach and attention to conflicts echoes Tsing’s 

work on how friction shapes change (2004). 

Collective action concerns the combined efforts of more than one person in order to 

achieve a common goal (Ostrom 2004). Different organisational structures are possible 

such as cooperatives, informal organisations, associations and private companies 

(Penrose-Buckley 2007; Bernard et al. 2008). In forest exploitation and management 

such organisations have been shown to be feasible when people can cooperate and 

develop rules, incentives and sanctions, monitoring and enforcement mechanisms 

(Komarudin et al. 2006; Ostrom 2009; Rustagi et al. 2010; Singh et al. 2010). 

Cooperation and conflict shape these interactions, with the level of conditional 

cooperation within groups correlated with an increased likelihood of successfully 
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managing forest commons, including ‘costly’ cooperation enforcement (Rustagi et al. 

2010; Vollan et al. 2010). Participation rights for local forest users in rulemaking is a 

key factor in getting win-win trade-off outcomes, with greater likelihood of a forest 

being below average for both subsistence livelihoods and biodiversity when local forest 

users do not have this right (Persha et al. 2011). Collective action can empower 

individual and group chain actors to ensure and assert control over resources, resulting 

in higher profits, property and access (Mwangi et al. 2007; Donovan et al. 2008; Seixas 

2010). Collective action and cooperation is not a given: the prisoner's dilemma refers to 

the paradox that individually rational strategies lead to collectively irrational outcomes, 

challenging the notion that people will cooperate on natural resource management and 

are rational creatures (Ostrom 1988). Factors such as reciprocity, trust and shared 

knowledge structure appear critical to overcome such dilemmas (Ansell et al. 2008; 

Ostrom 1988; Vollan and Ostrom 2010).  

However, creating the conditions that facilitate self-organisation and particularly 

cross-scale institutional linkages is a major challenge, particularly when co-management 

or pluralistic governance arrangements prevail. Factors such as community perceptions 

of support from outside agencies, access to long-term funding for adaptive decision-

making, access to reliable information about changes in resources and legal options for 

forming decision-making bodies with long-term and well-funded social facilitation are 

important (Cundill et al. 2010). Exploring these features in the interactions by 

individuals and organisations is thus important.  

Examining institutions  

To answer the third research question about governance arrangements and subsequently 

the fourth and fifth questions of how they affect livelihoods and sustainability, the SLA, 

collective action and governance concepts are used, all of which focus on the role of 

institutions. Theories of institutions (Hayek 1945; Schmitt 1996) have disciplinary 

underpinnings in anthropology, economics and political science and have been applied 

to environmental resources increasingly in the last two decades (Ostrom 1999, Young 

2007). In the absence of one universally accepted definition, this study refers to an 

institution as the formal and informal norms, rules, procedures and processes defining 

how individuals interrelate, act and make decisions within and outside of organisations. 

Institutions may not be clearly defined or static in terms of time or space, can be formal 

or informal and are interlinked with issues of knowledge, power and control. Leach et 

al. (1999) emphasise that informal institutions are upheld by socially shared usually 

unwritten rules, created and enforced among the actors involved (Arnold and Perez 

2001). Formal institutions include rules enforced by outside third parties, such as laws. 

Informal and formal institutions guide interactions, assign roles and influence rights and 

access to resources and resulting livelihood strategies (North 1990, Scoones 1998, 

Young 2007). Institutions shape access to resources, the demand for resources in rural 

(and urban) livelihoods, the dynamic interactions between social and natural systems, 

and interactions between social and natural systems across scales of analysis (Agrawal 

et al. 1997). Institutions are critical in regulating uses and trade-offs between capitals 

and key to achieving sustainability (Levin 2009). They also shape access for different 

actors at different scales to markets (Gereffi et al. 1994; Raikes et al. 2000). Operative 
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norms, incentives, rules-in-practice and representations such as organisation charts can 

help identify an institution
7
. Institutions are important in perpetuating or changing 

insecurity and inequity. The combination of institutional arrangements, market forces, 

political change and demographic pressures on natural resource management ‘matters’, 

as people, ecosystems and species can become (more) vulnerable when these overlap: 

The manner in which communities create, follow, and break formal and informal rules regarding 

the resources they control, the extent to which their autonomy of action is constrained, modulated, 

and facilitated by their interactions with the state, and the internal differentiation within 

communities along gender, case, and class dimensions are critical to understanding how resources 

will be used. (Agrawal et al. 1997-7). 

Institutions are different from organisations. The term organisation is used here to 

refer to a group, association, agency or firm as a structure of recognised and accepted 

roles or positions ordered in some relationship to each other to achieve specified goals. 

In an organisation, the structure of positions can influence or reinforce operative norms 

or practices. Government, donor policies and customary norms can change organisation 

structure. Thus organisations provide a framework in which processes and procedures 

are played out, but these processes and procedures can also change the structure of 

organisations (Bingen 2000). Organisations matter in sustainable livelihoods. For 

example, government services – whether decentralised, de-concentrated or devolved – 

determine the autonomy and authority with which organisations act, and thereby 

directly impact people’s livelihood strategies. There are dynamic interrelationships that 

exist between organisations and institutions. They can be seen as both enabling 

(providing means through which people negotiate their ways through the world) and 

constraining (providing rules for action) (Bingen 2000).  

The SLA stresses processes and dynamics and institutions as the products of social 

and political practices (Mehta et al. 2001). Institutions can favour or constrain 

sustainable livelihoods, as they embrace two important elements: the rules and 

normative frame conditions that govern social interactions and the way in which 

organisations operate in both the public and private sector, based on explicit and 

implicit values. Political participation, market systems, concepts of social orders (such 

as tribes, clans, etc.) belong to this field of investigation. Institutions – their policies and 

processes – are however not stand-alone factors either supporting or constraining 

livelihoods, as they are embedded in the context: risks and vulnerabilities, opportunities 

and enabling agencies and services and service providers, shown in Figure 2.1. This 

highlights that an understanding of these the contexts (presented in Chapters 4 and 5) is 

as important as understanding the institutions. How institutions are designed impacts the 

many management and governance challenges posed by common pool resources as 

social spaces where local values attached to resources are institutionally mediated, 

politically nuanced, economically interpreted and historically situated. Ostrom’s (1990) 

work has resulted in eight empirically well-supported institutional design principles. 

They however miss local and external socio-economic contexts and the polycentric, 

multi-level dynamics between local institutions and other governance scales (Andersson 

et al. 2008). Other factors influencing institutional outcomes include the size of user 

groups, heterogeneity within or between user groups, the government regime within 

                                                 
7
 As these norms endure over time an ‘organisation’ becomes ‘institutionalised’. 
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which users operate and interactions between biophysical and institutional variables 

(Cox et al. 2010). Dietz et al. (2003) also emphasise the impact of variety and mixture 

of institutional types, highlighting that connections are needed to inform, deal with 

conflict, provide physical, technical and institutional infrastructure and encourage 

change. Agrawal et al. (2008) add that the strength and durability of institutions is 

significant in explaining the success of institutions governing commons. Summarised in 

Box 2.5, these ten principles provide a framework for analysing institutions. Complying 

with all, to have robust institutions, is however virtually impossible, indicated by the 

difficulties in achieving good governance and proposition for ‘good enough 

governance’ (Grindle 2004). 

 

 The concept of bricolage has been used to look beyond formal social relations to 

examine organisations (Baker et al. 2005) and institutions (Wollenberg et al. 2001; 

Cleaver 2002). People draw on existing mechanisms (social, cultural, symbolic 

resources and relationships) to form new institutions under conditions of ‘stress’ on an 

ad-hoc basis or by combining existing institutional and organisational activities and 

interactions in novel ways. Institutions may be shaped historically by previous ‘needs’, 

borrowing from different cultures, incorporating rules and meanings from one area of 

life to another, and drawing on the repertoire of local forms of decision-making. They 

can also be created, sometimes from nothing, using physical, social and/or institutional 

inputs (i.e. capitals) in alternative configurations. Forest practices have been noted 

specifically to be subject to processes of institutional bricolage in which actors 

(individuals, organisations and institutions) construct their own institutional frameworks 

by aggregating, altering or articulating elements of existing disparate institutions, 

whether introduced by government, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) or other 

already existing organisations: these processes of institutional bricolage can be either 

conscious and strategic of nature or less conscious and unintentional (de Koning 2011). 

Institutional bricolage can be a process something people do, which cannot be managed 

and institutional bricolage as the patchwork of institutions. The multi-scalar aspect of 

bricolage is emphasised by Cerny (2010) who sees a ‘thorny problem’ of how 

international regimes, institutions and other forms of so-called global governance with 

Box 2.5 Institutional design principles 
1. Clear, well-defined boundaries of legitimate individual/household/collective users, their 

rights and of CPR boundaries. 

2. Congruence between appropriation and provision rules and conditions, with rules 
adapted to local social and environmental conditions and benefits proportional to inputs. 

3. Collective-choice arrangements: most interested and affected parties can participate in 
developing and modifying operational rules.  

4. Present and active monitoring of users’ compliance with appropriation and provision rules 
by accountable monitors, with resource monitors being accountable to users  

5. Appropriators violating operational rules likely to be assessed against context-dependent 
graduated sanctions by appropriators, accountable to these appropriators, or both. 

6. Rapid, low cost, accessible conflict-resolution mechanisms/arenas exist among 
appropriators or between appropriators and officials.  

7. Minimal recognition of rights to organise and devise their own institutions. 
8. Appropriation, provision, monitoring, enforcement, conflict resolution, and governance 

activities are organised in multiple layers of nested enterprises. 
9. Strength and resilience of institutional enforcement. 
10. Durability and longevity of the institution. 
Source: adapted from (Ostrom 1990; Scott 2001; Agrawal et al. 2006; Cox et al. 2010). 
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ad hoc, trial-and-error and issue-specific character interact. The result is fundamentally 

uneven and very often inefficient quasi-superstructures for both top-down tackling of 

global or transnational challenges, and the bottom-up pursuit of those interests and 

values most highly prioritised by transnational, as well as domestic and local, interest 

and value groups. 

An anthropological lens provides a valuable alternative view of institutions, focusing 

on traditional and localised practices in fulfilling modern ‘development’ functions and 

overcoming problems of collective action. Roitman (2005) provides a rich perspective 

on bricolage and pluralistic governance, relevant to the study area. Pressures of 

economic crisis and austerity programmes promoted by international financial 

institutions have given rise to ‘shadow states’ and ‘shadow economies’ characterised by 

informality. These economic activities are typically found in marginal, border and 

‘bush’
8
 areas, require and establish highly organised trade modalities and are based on 

distinct hierarchies of authority relations and may be linked to international financial 

networks and private strategies for capital accumulation. Semantics are clarified with 

the term ‘unregulated’ preferred: this avoids common binary oppositions such as legal-

illegal, formal-informal or official-unofficial, which do not reflect the complexity in 

which the informal economy operates. These activities can be at the heart of productive 

economic life, one of the few means available of accessing hard currency and producing 

wealth in times of austerity. They can serve to mediate between the state and global 

economy, providing important resources for (state) representatives, providing new rents 

and redistributing national politics and power. This theoretical perspective underpinning 

the realities in the study area resonates strongly with the context and operation of 

informal and unregulated NTFP chains in Africa (Campbell et al. 2002c; Shackleton et 

al. 2007). The distinctions made between state power and regulatory authority, and 

modalities in which power manifests itself are useful for this study, as is the stress on 

understanding the present by looking at the historical context.  

Such unregulated economies have been demarcated from the official economy and 

state administration by referring to a particular shared characteristic: how they 

circumvent state economic regulation and institutions. Distinguished by this absence, 

institutional voids can be characterised by an absence of institutional arrangements and 

policies that regulate market exchange, mobilise economic resources and coordinate 

social activities (Hajer 2003; Burki 2012). Countries (such as Cameroon) which have 

experienced civil unrest, patrimonial politics or long periods of colonial or dictatorial 

rule, often have weak or eroded state institutions regulating economic activities and 

transactions in terms of enforcing contracts, protecting ownership and promoting 

development. In remote rural areas, the absence of the state (Scott 2009) affects the 

delivery and availability of services and people’s awareness and knowledge of their 

rights and their ability to exert pressure for changes that affect their livelihoods. Such 

institutional voids can be filled by unconventional actors/organisations that, in the 

process of negotiating rules, resources and discourses with formal and informal circuits 

of power, contribute to the emergence of alternative governance arrangements. A 

growing number of empirical studies of emerging markets with entrepreneurial actors – 

public, NGO and private, organisational and individual – show the trespassing of formal 

rules and institutions to create formal and informal governance arrangements which also 

                                                 
8
 Bush is the Pidgin term for the forest, also known as ladde (Fulfulde) and la brousse (French). 
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perform development functions (Teegen et al. 2004; Mair et al. 2009). Management and 

organisation studies on firm-level governance (Khanna et al. 2006) highlight how 

enterprises use institutional voids as opportunities, effecting organisational 

transformation, overcoming bureaucratic barriers and replacing public institutions to 

govern resources and coordinate development.  

The concept of regulatory pluralism provides insights into this phenomenon, by 

seeing laws as an instrument of power and authority and integral part of governance. 

Drawing on von Benda-Beckmann (2002), legal pluralism means the co-existence, 

interaction and duplicatory character of legal forms or mechanisms, conflicting in 

context, rationale and orderliness. The result can be a gap between the intention of the 

law and its outcomes, common in post-colonial African states. By acknowledging 

pluralism, normative complexity in interactions can be better appreciated. This is 

especially so for conflicts of interest that hinders or facilitates social interactions. Legal 

pluralism can result from the co-existence of imported European and prevailing 

customary laws. The concept of pluralism stresses that where social life is not the focus 

of law enactment, but the state is, legal complexity increases. Legal complexity 

increases uncertainty that may have a negative impact on behavioural incentives aimed 

at by laws (Awafong 2003). Pluralism recognises the inevitable existence of differing, 

often conflicting, positions where groups may be autonomous and independent, 

sometimes interdependent, with legitimate claims and different positions on substantive 

issues (Anderson et al. 1998). These differences are based on separate values, 

perceptions, objectives and knowledge and result in a dynamic interplay – sometimes 

conflict – between different ideologies, interests and organisations. Tamanaha’s (2008) 

six-pronged framework for analysing this complexity, uses categories of official legal 

systems and normative customary, religious, economic/capitalist, functionalist and 

community/cultural systems. These distinguish the social spaces that regulations 

originate from, when and how they clash, what fuels them based on power and 

heterogeneity (between groups and individuals), relations and strategies for conflict 

resolution.  

Multi-level governance concerns increased complexity, proliferating jurisdictions 

and increased rise and participation of non-state actors. These phenomena make 

decision-making a process of ‘complex overlapping networks’ rather than ‘discrete 

territorial levels’ (Bache et al. 2004), with transformations in the role of the state 

challenging conventional ideas of democratic accountability. Globalisation and 

decentralisation as related processes mean that linkages across different spatial scales 

and governance levels need to be understood. Multi-level governance looks at the links 

between humans and their environment, which may occur vertically (from local to 

global) and/or horizontally (at the same level), leading to collaboration and contestation 

among parties with a stake in forests (Mwangi et al. 2012). Thus ‘multi-dimensional 

linkages’, including multiple scales, multi-level institutions and other types of multiples, 

are important in offering a broad perspective which is less likely to overlook important 

institutions, elements, relationships, or processes (Poteete 2012). 

Institutional and regulatory pluralism and multilevel governance with their diverse 

and multiple dimensions, linkages, levels, scales, overlaps and voids have given rise to a 

corresponding diversity of economic and political spaces and new policies that address 

these gaps, explicitly paying attention to collaborative governance (Ansell et al. 2008). 

When deliberate, this process aims to replace adversarial and managerial policymaking 

and implementation by bringing public and private stakeholders together to engage in 
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consensus-oriented decision-making. Critical variables influencing successful 

collaboration include histories of conflict or cooperation, incentives for stakeholder 

participation, power and resource imbalances, leadership and institutional design, face-

to-face dialogue, trust building, and the development of commitment and shared 

understanding (Ansell et al. 2008). A virtuous cycle of collaboration can develop when 

collaborative forums focus on small wins that deepen trust, commitment and shared 

understanding. Collaborative governance is not however always harmonious, with the 

shift from state governance to a more fluid, evasive geo-governance
9
 creating new 

challenges (Paquet 2005). This is a new and subversive game, argues Paquet (2003), 

where geographical space plays a lesser and different role, where the state has lost (or 

never had) a grip on governing, the game is without a master and collaboration is the 

new imperative. This can lead to an expropriation of power from traditional and well-

established institutions. Conflict can occur when groups recognise they cannot be rid of 

systems, partners or opponents or compromise. The appearance and effects of friction 

and conflict in inducing change and new dynamics in governance arrangements, 

particularly resulting from commodification, are echoed by Tsing (2004). Institutional 

bricolage, institutional voids, legal pluralism and multilevel governance can be seen as 

related concepts and together provide a multi-faceted view of institutions.  

Connecting the views on value chains 

Value chains (see Box 1.5) and value chain analysis (VCA) offer frameworks to map, 

categorise and analyse activities, and understand who are actors and why and how they 

are positioned in the process of taking a product from the forest, production, 

transformation and processing to delivery to final consumers. VCA highlights that 

situation-specific geographical scales, from households to a global level and 

territoriality are important factors in the activities, nodes and flows within a chain and 

have implications for actors at different locations (Gereffi et al. 2003). Territoriality 

influences the relative share and perception of value (Rammohan et al. 2003). Once a 

product becomes commoditised, the actors involved increase the network of governance 

relationships, introducing agents affecting value and motivated by economic and non-

commercial objectives (Le Heron et al. 2002). Societies have been shaped and 

transformed by such processes – shown by the long histories of trade networks, with 

globalisation and commodification increasingly resulting in unexpected and unstable 

interactions (Tsing 2005).  

Value chain governance links the division of labour along a chain with resource 

allocation and the distribution of benefits (Kaplinsky and Morris 2000). Regulating 

institutions and rules determine the playing field and how a chain is regulated and 

enforced. These define access and control to capital, creating opportunities and 

constraints (Raikes et al. 2000; Larson et al. 2007). Governance arrangements are 

critical in influencing who controls what along a value chain, determining power 

between actors and institutions, and affecting cost and benefit distribution (Ribot 2005). 

The configuration of a chain can also have significant effects on access to and the value 

of products for different actors in the chain (te Velde et al. 2006), illustrated by the 

timber sector (Dykstra et al. 2003; Nasi et al. 2006). Power relations in value chains 

                                                 
9
 The ways in which effective coordination is effected in a world where resources, knowledge, and power 

are distributed though geographical space such as territorially based jurisdictions. 
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(Gereffi et al. 2005; ILO 2006), can be viewed along a continuum: (a) market-based, 

where enterprises deal with each other in ‘arms-length’ exchange transactions, there are 

many customers and suppliers, repeat product transactions are possible, information 

flows are limited and there is no technical assistance; (b) balanced network, where 

enterprises form networks in which no one exercises undue control over others, 

suppliers have various customers, there is an intense information flow in both 

directions, and both sides have capabilities and commitment to solve problems through 

negotiation; (c) directed network, in which enterprises form networks directed by a lead 

enterprise (for example a buyer-driven chain with one major buyer of at least 50% of 

output), the customer defines the product and provides technical assistance, and there is 

imbalance of information; and (d) hierarchy, where firms are vertically integrated and 

the parent company controls its subsidiaries who have limited autonomy to take 

decisions. Highly governed chains can reduce production costs, increase quality and 

production speed and provide information to improve skills and production flows (ILO 

2006). They may not however be equitable. Chain governance arrangements can be 

changed by identifying opportunities, entrance and leverage points, and using change 

agents to influence external and internal (product-specific) factors in time and space, 

processing and management (Kaplinsky and Morris 2000; Keane 2008). Inclusion 

and/or exclusion conditions (Bush et al. 2007; Smith 2009) determine whether actors 

who wish to participate and benefit from a chain can do so. Changes can improve the 

distribution of gains along the chain (Humphrey et al. 2001).  

Pro-poor development has been area of explicit intervention and study in value 

chains (Grieg-Gran et al. 2005; van den Berg et al. 2007; Will 2008; Webber et al. 

2009). Development may be pro-poor when it has impacts beyond income increases, 

strengthening economic, social and organisational capacities – leading to increased 

control and power in chains by the poor and capacity to upgrade their position and 

increase or appropriate a greater share of profits. The increase of control and capacities 

is conceptualised in the term economic rent (KIT et al. 2006), referring to the ability of 

actors to appropriate value and compete with others in a chain (Kaplinsky and Morris 

2000). Liberalisation and globalisation mean that sustainable income growth in less 

developed countries is based on the efficient use of resources, as competitive forces 

continually drive down terms of trade. Pro-poor, sustainable development depends on 

the capacity to identify and appropriate value. Economic rents arise when scarce 

attributes are created or possessed creating (temporary) entry barriers. New 

configurations can create profit and competitive dynamics. As innovations occur, profit 

is whittled away and prices fall, leading to renewed innovations, either by the same 

actor or others, in pursuit of profit (Kaplinsky and Morris 2000). Profit can also be 

gained by competitive advantage – through innovations in governance arrangements 

such as access or control of (scarce) resources and infrastructure, controlling 

technologies, access to capital, better marketing capabilities and/or brands, possessing 

superior knowledge and information systems, better human capital than competitors, 

superior organisation, better relationships with suppliers and customers, creating and 

operating efficiently or due to entry barriers for competitors. Pro-poor chains can be 

conceptualised by assessing changes in actor’s positions and activities, the involvement 

of (poor) actors in governing chains, value, transaction costs, benefits and profits over 

time (KIT et al. 2006). Pro-poor focuses have in practice focused on those at the 

beginning of chains such as farmers and harvesters (Koch 2005; Lecup 2006), ignoring 

non-rural actors and demonising intermediaries and traders as bad guys profiting at the 
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expense of the poor (KIT et al. 2008). A robust classification of ‘poor’ actors, drawn 

from Chapter 1, however goes wider than financial capital alone, embodying the capital 

types referred in the SLA. Vurro and colleagues (2009) model indicates that centrality 

(the extent to which an organization occupies a central position in a network or chain) 

influences enterprises attentiveness to stakeholder concerns and willingness to 

accommodate requests. This leads to integrated approaches and increasing 

interconnectedness, progressively creating attitudes aimed at joint value creation among 

chain partners.  

As chains are temporally dynamic, understanding their historical context is important 

(Wardell 2005; Boomsma et al. 2011). This allows insights into the causes and drivers 

of change, values and configurations of rent over time, actors, how traditional 

knowledge has been used, and environmental and economic sustainability (COPLA 

2009; Boomsma et al. 2011). Ethno-botany and anthropological approaches (Burham 

1980, Cunningham 2001, Goheen 1996) can provide of historical information by using 

participant observation, interviews and surveys. Harilal et al. (2006) stress the 

importance of going beyond a specific production location, micro or project level, to 

examine the contexts influencing chains. The economic context includes sources of 

demand, supply, alternatives and scale (Donovan et al. 2008). Comparing NTFP-related 

income with other sources and livelihood characteristics provides the socio-economic 

context (Jensen et al. 2008), particularly when products are seasonal and labour is 

uncosted (Tewari 2000; Belcher et al. 2005; Jensen 2009). Culture influences value, 

with social constructs – traditional and modern, influencing governance arrangements 

and value (Harilal et al. 2006; Hughes et al. 2008). Social contextual factors include 

how NTFPs relate to other products auto-consumed and traded to understand 

substitution and seasonality (Purnomo et al. 2009). These allow value and product 

availability over time and in relation to incomes to be assessed. Fluctuations occur over 

time when abundance changes. Measuring these variables can be achieved through 

empirical fieldwork, recall, diaries and triangulation with trade data (Campbell et al. 

2002a). Gender aspects have also been highlighted as important in chains (Bolwig et al. 

2008; IFAD 2008). The political context on different scales affects values and 

livelihood strategies (Gibbon et al. 2005; Bernstein et al. 2006) as do the policy and 

legal arenas (Geldenhuys 2004; Ndoye et al. 2009).The sources of forest products – the 

ecological context – has been recognised as critical for long-term livelihoods (Marshall 

et al. 2006b). Values have been shown to change significantly over time as harvesting 

methods and market arrangements affect the abundance of NTFP species (Zapfack et al. 

1999; Lawrence et al. 2000; Ngobo et al. 2004, Geschiere 2007) and scarcity affects 

value (McLain et al. 2004). Evaluations of resource availability and harvesting have 

tended to lack systematic quantitative data over time (Jensen 2009) or focus 

predominantly on economic valuation, largely ignoring environmental costs and 

benefits, with occasional exceptions (Kambewa et al. 2007). Using appropriate 

inventory methodologies to assess specific NTFP resources has been stressed (Baker 

2000; Wong et al. 2001), with participatory approaches incorporating indigenous 

resource knowledge adding context and information (van Dijk 1999).  
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Linking the concepts 

Meeting Elinor Ostrom, one of my academic ‘heroes’ at the 2010 International Union of 

Forest Research Organisations (IUFRO) Conference in South Korea, I asked how she 

might approach the governance of value chains with an eye on sustainable livelihoods. 

Her response confirmed that bricolage was an appropriate concept: that a multifaceted 

cocktail could give a rounded perspective. Also that using interdisciplinary research 

methods and concepts for common pool resources such as forest products was 

important. Ostrom’s response reinforces that bricolage is appropriate as no one theory 

or concept completely embraces the subjects of forest products, value chains, 

governance, sustainability and livelihoods.  

So, how to ‘bricole’ something useful from this inter and intra-disciplinary 

assortment of concepts that is relevant to the research questions? The Sustainable 

Livelihoods Approach (SLA) provides a key framework to examine the livelihoods of 

those involved in forest product value chains, superimposed with VCA. VCA provides 

an analytical tool to operationalize and compare chains, but it is insufficient to examine 

institutional interactions. Political ecology and the Institutional Analysis and 

Development framework allow the interactions between politics, policy, institutions, 

organisations and actors to be incorporated into the SLA and VCA and assessed. Trade-

offs between different types of capital can be examined using the SLA, measured 

primarily in economic terms using monetary units. As there is no such common 

denominator for non-monetary capital, actors’ perceptions of social and environmental 

capital are used. This draws on social and livelihoods indicators generated from the 

disciplines of human geography, anthropology, ecology and economic botany. Forestry 

and economic botany guidelines provide inspiration for evaluating sustainability, using 

surveys, inventories and participative approaches, combining local and scientific 

knowledge. Trade-offs can thus be framed in terms of political decisions between 

capitals. Political ecology provides a framework to examine explicit and implicit 

outcomes. The importance of context is stressed by all the concepts in varying degrees. 

To understand the ecological, cultural, economic, political and legal contexts in which 

the chains operate, anthropology, concepts from human geography, political sciences 

and law are used.  

 

Photo 2.1 Bricolage in action!  

Making a beehive from raffia, grasses, leaves and bamboos, 

Yaoundé, December 2008 
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Figure 2.2 Conceptual scheme 

 


