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Especially poor people in developing countries depend on biological resources to manage their liveli-
hoods and to generate income. Because these resources are usually public goods, their use is often
subjected to what is known as the tragedy of the commons, potentially leading to resource depletion,
environmental degradation, and loss of biodiversity, which consequently undermines the availability and
capacity of resources to contribute to residents’ well-being in the long run. We suggest addressing this
typical sustainability issue from a new angle. Against the backdrop of identifiable shortcomings within
two popular analytic approaches, the capability approach (CA) and the sustainable livelihood approach
(SLA), we argue for an improved sustainability framework for analyzing the issue in question. Although
we view the CA as encompassing our core ideas regarding human well-being, we propose to enrich
it by merging it with the SLA to more adequately include social and environmental capital. To test the
framework’s usefulness, we apply it to a case study on the use of medicinal and aromatic plants in the
rural livelihood context of Nepal. Thereby, we reveal not only that the creation of capabilities is strongly
dependent on the set of capital assets available, particularly in the form of natural capital, but also that
the framework provides new perspectives: What matters is developing livelihood strategies that increase
people’s opportunity spaces rather than focusing only on those that compensate for missing capabilities
or enable people to cope with shocks and vulnerability.
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