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Being able to think and act in the moment, as any administrator and politician 
knows, is the hallmark of being an effective practitioner. It is the only way to tame 
the intrinsic uncertainty and unpredictability of the organization and its environ-
ment. This insight, which is backed up by a sizeable literature - on practice, know 
how, tacit knowledge, improvisation, wisdom, administrative discretion, informal 
organization, playing the system – backs up this everyday observation. Yet, in 
policy analysis and political science this practical common sense is inexplicably 
ignored. Instead, the formal aspects of organizations – institutions, laws, rules, 
procedures, constitutions – are considered the standard of epistemic and social 
authority. One of the many achievements of this book is it brings the voice of 
practice back into the conversation. It invites us to think in a non-dualist way 
about the formal-informal distinction. Another strength is the all-female line-up 
of contributors, which in itself  is a commentary on the hegemonic distribution 
of epistemic authority in policy research. Nine detailed, carefully researched case 
studies demonstrate that only a thorough immersion in the formal aspects of 
policy and organization allows the practitioner to improvise on the spot to get 
things done and successfully solve problems, and also what that means for the 
organization. I expect this book to be a lasting contribution to bridging the divide 
between the formal and informal aspects of public policy and administration. 

Hendrik Wagenaar (Institute for Advanced Studies, Vienna; Centre for  
Deliberative Democracy and Global governance, University of Canberra)

Brilliant and insightful, this forceful intervention challenges the taken-for-granted 
assumptions and paradigms in public administration and governance. This book tells 
an alternative, less-told story of in/formality in policy studies, one that is grounded 
in feminist methodologies, contextualized practices and localized knowledges. 
Broad in its scope, the book details how informality is used to negotiate boundaries, 
transfer knowledge and maintain infrastructure using a fascinating array of visual, 
material, and ethnographic methods. It is a must-read for anyone wishing to develop 
a complete understanding of how governance actually works on the ground.

Ayesha Masood (Associate Professor, Suleman Dawood School of Business, 
Lahore University of Management Sciences)

This edited collection is an insightful reminder of the unseen interstitial spaces 
and occasions where the (hyphenated) work of doing policy gets done. Beautifully 
presented and full of rich ethnographic accounts from a range of contexts, a great 
read for practitioners, managers and academics alike.

Rob Wilson (Professor of Digital Social Innovation,  
Manchester Metropolitan University)

This book vividly presents how informality gains shape in the daily practice of profes-
sional policymakers. The refreshing approach goes beyond binary thinking and con-
siders the complex intertwining of informality with formality. It will be a key resource 
for anyone interested in informality in policymaking, and recommended reading  
for those who want to understand how informality always seems to elude definition.

Martijn Koster (Sociology of Development and Change,  
Wageningen University)
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Foreword

What if  we began our thinking about public policy here, with conversations in 
corridors and coffee rooms, with a tap on the shoulder just before the meeting 
resumes, out on a site visit or with piles of paper on the passenger seat of the car? 
Not with the political, legislative, ideational, organisational or financial param-
eters of decision-making but with the physical, material, haptic, affective, famil-
iar, embodied, situated, provisional, contingent and emergent, with the encounter 
and the casual conversation? For isn’t this in fact where policy begins, along with 
most other human things?

That’s not to claim that policy is anything but a public, formal affair, docu-
mented and institutionalised – for if  it weren’t recognisable, repeatable, replicable 
and communicable in some stable form it would fail in its essential functions. By 
the same token, however, understanding how something which is none of these 
things, how something essentially and necessarily informal comes in the end to be 
formal, must be essential to our understanding of what policy is and the work it 
does. For policy is not a priori formal but has been made so: it is no more and no 
less than the formalisation of what has been informally problematised, proposed, 
argued over and agreed. So why don’t we begin with people engaged with each 
other rather than with that vague, abstract, ultimately ethereal and ephemeral 
thing we call policy? And then go on in this way, drawing attention to the contin-
ued work of informal interaction in sustaining the form and function of policy, 
in nurturing it, making sense of it, assessing it, perhaps resisting it or putting it 
into practice.

For that’s what’s happening here, in this book. Its argument is not that we 
must now turn our attention wholly to the informal or that we should in any 
sense look away from what we took to be policy and its principal characteristics. 
It is, instead, that we might ask how the formal and the informal are mutually 
constitutive in the making of policy. It’s not ‘either/or’, it’s ‘both/and’ or perhaps 
‘not only, but also’; it’s to say the formal is only part of the story. It’s precisely 
not to construct a new binary, a dualism of formal and informal, but it is to draw 
new attention to the boundary between the two and to the ways it might be drawn 
differently in different contexts. Its purpose is to posit a new holism, however 
hesitant and unsettled, in our thinking about public policy.

There’s no surprise that it’s these authors who should begin here, with the 
informal. They were and are themselves first of all practitioners – policymakers 
and public officials – and they’re writing about a world they know from experi-
ence, working if  not living in it, sharing its values at least in part, having been 
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socialised into its norms, acquired its assumptions and habits of thought, hav-
ing become skilled in its established ways of doing things and so able to pass as 
experts, authorities. They’ve then entered another world of teaching and research 
and found the one they came from reflected back to them, represented in theories 
and models and approaches and frameworks, in carefully crafted case studies, in 
books and journal papers, that is in relentlessly formal ways. This book results at 
least in part from that friction, from wanting to show and say what their world is 
really like, how policy really happens.

It’s no accident, either, that these stories of the informal should be told by 
embracing ethnographic methods, by researchers engaging in close and sustained 
relationships with those around them (more formally known as ‘participants’). 
For those relationships themselves, like those among others we call ‘policymak-
ers’, are constantly shifting between the informal, sometimes casual, sometimes 
private and even intimate and varying degrees of legal and professional formality. 
Nor is it any surprise that their authors should be women, sensitive to the ways 
different spaces of policy work differently because they are – at least informally –  
differently gendered.

So we might wonder about the origins and production of this book in the 
same way we wonder about the origins and production of policy (because of 
course research, like policy, is a text-based practice). It’s been produced by a net-
work of practitioner-researchers with shared if  not common interests, that shared 
interest being in part in discovering what interests they have. It’s come from a 
sense of something missing, first intuited then argued and explicated, in myriad 
conversations, in the idea for a book, in loose formulations, reformulations and 
re-visionings, in calls for contributions and expressions of interest, in playing 
with titles and drafting proposals, in writing and reading the papers themselves, 
commenting and revising, agonising over an introduction, more writing, more 
reading and more discussion. And so in the end, a text becomes settled, material 
and fixed – formal, perhaps – only in order that it should go out in the world, 
prompting more talk and perhaps more writing.

This book tells us other things about the informal, though they are as germane 
to social life in general as they are to public policy more specifically. They are that 
the informal is intrinsically social, always a form of interaction and therefore 
invariably conventional and rule-bound: that is to say that the informal happens 
in normal ways. Yet it can also be a source of the new, of the unscripted, critical 
and questioning.

Richard Freeman
Edinburgh

September 2023
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in our writing, that we think brings to life the everyday policy work enmeshed 
in the in|formal. Accordingly, even as the creation of this book has come to an 
end, we are all aware that our inquiry into in|formality continues. For, as Donna 
Haraway (2016) explains,

It matters what matters we use to think other matters with; it mat-
ters what stories we tell to tell other stories with; it matters what 
knots knot knots, what thoughts think thoughts, what descrip-
tions describe descriptions, what ties tie ties. It matters what sto-
ries make worlds, what worlds make stories. (p. 12)

Tamara, Lindsey, Lianne and Joanna
April 2024
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Abstract

This opening chapter introduces key debates in relation to informality in 
policymaking, laying the theoretical and conceptual groundwork for the 
individual empirical chapters, beginning with a provocation for how infor-
mality can alternatively be understood. Through illustrating where gaps in 
understanding within current literature exist for how informality acquires 
meaning, and the physical and material relevance for how it manifests across 
contexts, this chapter introduces the three thematic clusters that thread 
through the book’s chapters: boundaries, knowledge mastery and networks. 
In doing so, it briefly positions each chapter in relation to these flexible and 
overlapping categories, drawing attention to how each chapter presents a 
different understanding of informality. Key to this chapter is our contention 
that while informality escapes definition, without binary or fixed conceptu-
alisations of this concept we are better able to take in its fluidity and envisage 
how it is interwoven in everyday policy work and its human and non-human 
enactment. Underpinning this contention is a key contribution of this 
work, a proposition for a re-conceptualising of informality and formality as 
in|formality. Methodologically, this chapter argues that informality is better 
‘shown’ than ‘told’ – and that this can be achieved through interpretive and 
socio-material approaches woven through disciplines that foreground narra-
tive, ethnographic and creative approaches to research.
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How and Why Informality Matters
This book is about informality in the policy process, not from 1,000 metres above 
but from everyday accounts. We invite readers to think differently about infor-
mality, particularly through recognition of its entangled relationship with formal-
ity. The association of informal with formal plays into how binary relationships 
narrow and confine the understanding of given concepts through reference to 
their opposite. Throughout the coming pages, we shed light instead on how pol-
icy is made in different contexts from around the globe to explore how and why 
informality matters – and why this should come to matter – or be of interest to 
policy scholars, students and professionals. What follows, therefore, is a focus on 
the everyday policymaking activities from professional policy actors’ experiences.

As a collaboration of  four female policy scholars and former policy 
professionals – who all returned to academia to complete doctoral degrees on 
policymaking using ethnographic approaches – we recognised a gap in the lit-
erature that spoke to our previous involvements. The gap we recognised was the 
lived experiences of policy professionals from across the globe, not as homoge-
neous but as situated and inclusive of this diversity. Added to this we noticed a 
dependency on binary thinking within traditional discourses of our disciplines, 
especially around the concepts of informality and formality. We recognised that 
our experiences as policy practitioners/academics afforded us unique insights into 
this matter and skills to work collaboratively to create a text reflective of this.

Why produce a book on informality in public policy and administration? While 
public policy actors spend considerable time writing policy, advising politicians, 
eliciting stakeholder views and implementing initiatives – we had witnessed that 
they also make jokes and gossip during coffee breaks, debrief after meetings at the 
water cooler or wander outside for a quick word or to avoid prying eyes, thereby 
creating supportive coalitions with colleagues inside and outside their organisa-
tions (Green, 2011; Wagenaar, 2004). Complex emotions also arise in the course of 
enacting their duties, like doubt or sympathy, and policy actors engage in repeated 
discussions as a form of therapy (Dorren, 2021) or magical thinking (Boswell, 
2022) in which actors cling to seemingly naive ideals in the face of inevitable failure. 
Furthermore, they engage in tacit, unnoticed work which is entailed in the sensory 
and aesthetic via materials, bodily movements or voice (Gherardi, 2019). Although 
scholars have drawn our attention to the informal in policy work (Bevir & Rho-
des, 2001; Colebatch, 2014; Lindblom, 2020; Metze, 2010; Yanow, 1996), empirical 
studies have been limited in exploring these other aspects. A desire to capture every-
day accounts and explore how and why they matter provided the impetus for us to 
bring together a collection on informality in policymaking.

Readers looking for a set definition of informality are encouraged to look else-
where. This book endeavours instead to show how empirical and theoretical expo-
sitions of informality can be threaded together to form a rich tapestry of meaning 
running across and through policy fields, contexts and situations. As this chapter 
goes on to argue, little is known about informality without formality as its nor-
mative referent. While the term is frequently used generically, purposive framings 
of informality can also be found within the literature on policymaking across 
accompanying fields of governance, public administration and bureaucracy. 
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Here, accounts of informality describe its binary relationship with formality and 
by what the formal lacks, such as an absence of official rules and procedures or 
a lack of transparent and accountable processes and decision-making. Through 
this dichotomisation, the informal acquires a shadowy, dark side coterminous 
with undesirable qualities of policymaking such as undemocratic, illegitimate and 
unscrutinised.

How context and local understandings are embedded in the way informality 
unfolds is conveyed throughout this book. Through immersive engagement so 
typical of  ethnographic approaches (van Hulst et al., 2017), chapter authors 
unpack the complexities of  policy life in the setting under study, capturing the 
situated intricacies and ambiguities of  informality and formality. We argue 
that with a concerted interest in informality in policymaking and related fields 
(Boanada-Fuchs & Boanada Fuchs, 2018; Koutkova, 2016) comes a need for a 
theorisation of  informality that is robust and attuned to the particularities of 
discrete cases; one that embraces uncertainty, ambiguity and facilitates concep-
tual evolution. In keeping with this book’s analogy of  a tapestry, our claims on 
why and how to engage with informality can be likened to the warp (or verti-
cal) threads running throughout this collection which are subsequently interwo-
ven with the weft (or horizontal) threads carried by individual chapters and the 
insights they bring.

Explaining how and why informality matters is no small feat. In resisting the 
urge to homogenise the concept, chapters in this book tease out what is unique 
through contextualising what informality represents, how it manifests and what it 
affords – bringing into relief  the human acts and agency that make the informal 
possible. Throughout the making of this volume, we have taken informality to be 
a sensitizing concept (Blumer, 1954) that ‘merely suggests directions along which 
to look’ as we afford it no ‘precise’ or ‘clean-cut identification’ (p. 7). As a lens, the 
informal draws attention to the fluidity and craft entailed in policy work and how 
the spaces where this occurs are multiple and creatively established. This book 
shows how policy is never enacted alone; it is relational, and its engagements are 
multifaceted, with the informal enmeshed in what actors in policy settings think, 
do and aspire to. And so, this book seeks to explore how informality emerges in 
interaction with people, materials and spaces – and how it is intertwined with 
formality in different contexts.

This chapter proceeds with a discussion of extant literature on informality 
to demonstrate how we have engaged with and through multiple perspectives to 
expand our understanding of how different scholars have approached informal-
ity over time. This discussion leads towards our novel contribution: a proposition 
for re-conceptualising the informal/formal as in|formal.1 Last, but certainly not 
least, we introduce the chapters within this book using the themes of boundaries, 
knowledge mastery and networks as supplementary, nested sensitizing concepts to 
draw together how chapters relate to each other.

1 Both informal and in|formal is used throughout this text. Where the bar is present, 
this refers to the editors’ distinct conceptualisation of this word. Where the bar is ab-
sent, this refers to any other usage.
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Thinking With the Informal
We are not the first to interrogate the concept of informality, as this concept 
has featured widely across disciplines and contexts as both a generic term with 
assumed understanding and as a concept with prescribed meaning. Our engage-
ment with current bodies of knowledge has been iterative, going back and forth 
between our lived experiences in conversation with these literatures. As a result, 
our approach is one of weaving our thinking-with and reading-with scholars 
writing on informality. While focused on policy literature, our enquiry has been 
eclectic and inclusive of cognate disciplines that explore policymaking with 
interpretivist and ethnographic sensibilities (McGranahan, 2018). In our aim to 
assemble insights that would be useful for scholars, students and practitioners to 
delve deeper into their own policymaking context, we were attuned to what can be 
borrowed and adapted (Ulmer, 2020) in synthesising what we learned but also to 
what cannot. Therefore, this section aims to make connections across disciplinary 
and temporal boundaries to show how informality has been used while creating 
conduits towards in|formality – our approach to enquiring differently into infor-
mality. Put differently, this section involved simultaneously thinking-with and 
thinking-through the lens of informality as a ‘sensitizing concept’ (Blumer, 1954), 
with what follows best described as a patchwork of literatures that foreground  
(or background) the informal from multiple disciplines and lines of inquiry.

We recognise that there are already literature reviews on informality which 
provide rich insights into this concept. We have found value in two particularly, 
upon which we briefly touch (Boanada-Fuchs & Boanada Fuchs, 2018; Polese, 
2023). Writing from a regional studies context, Abel Polese (2023) presents infor-
mality as a (weakly) universalisable phenomenon with shared characteristics, sug-
gesting that informality is a performance enacted by individuals or groups that 
‘bypasses the state’ (p. 324). Differently, Anthony Boanada-Fuchs and Vanessa 
Boanada Fuchs (2018) develop a taxonomy based on the particularities of lit-
erature exploring informality and conclude that ‘there is no single-dimensional 
understanding of informality’ – yet there are shared, intersecting qualities (trans-
versal relationships) between literatures (pp. 415–416). Like Boanada-Fuchs and 
Boanada Fuchs’ piece, this volume seeks to explore the nuances of how informal-
ity emerges and comes to matter in situ, while uniquely focusing on making policy 
(work). We believe that this volume is unique in concentrating on the informal 
within the policy domain and within government institutions and organisations. 
This is now the context to which we turn.

Turning with Informality

As practitioners, the institutions and organisations of government are ever pre-
sent as the formal locations of policymaking. The discipline of public adminis-
tration has traditionally treated these structures as rigid and ossified and viewed 
policymaking as guided by formalised – almost mechanistic – procedures to 
achieve neutral administrative practice (Koutkova, 2016; O˝nday, 2016). In this 
vision, anything informal is quickly perceived as the opposite of those  ideals. 
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This vision emerges within distinct Anglo-American and European Public 
Administration traditions (Lynn, 2006; Ongaro & Van Thiel, 2018) described as 
the Wilsonian, Westminster and Westphalian traditions based on the application 
of idealised, consistent and impersonal rules for policymaking and for the design 
and implementation of policies in response to politically defined objectives. In 
shifting the analytical focus from the macro structures of the government and 
their working principles to the administrative actors tasked with enacting policy, 
commensurate expectations emerge for them to act according to principles such 
as impartiality, predictability and accountability (de Vries & Kim, 2011; Jun & 
Sherwood, 2006; Lasswell, 1956; Lynn, 2006; O’Flynn et al., 2013; Simon, 1955). 
These expectations do not appear out of place when considering that the anteced-
ents of the emphasis on the formal can in part be traced to the influence of Max 
Weber’s theorising of bureaucracy, whereby bureaucracy is the ‘organisation and 
administration “ohne Ansehen der Person” (without consideration of the person)’ 
(Weber, 1922/1972, p. 563, in Steenberg, 2016, p. 300). This understanding sug-
gests that informal processes are considered equivalent to state malfunctioning 
and regarded as illegitimate or undemocratic.

While such perspectives attend sufficiently to the rule-bound interactional 
conditions among administrators, elected officials and citizens – what actually 
occupies the time of bureaucratic actors and how they interact with one another 
appears of lesser interest. Barbara Misztal (2000) reflects on how an understand-
ing of informality developed within social theory, concluding that while ‘[t]he 
founding fathers of sociology did not scrutinize ephemeral phenomena such as 
informality’ (p. 23), Weber recognised the role of social relationships, networks 
and collective action as ‘non-instrumentally oriented types of interaction’; con-
cluding that his ‘analysis provides a general scheme for the description of infor-
mality as a pattern or style of interaction’ (p. 23). More recent readings of Weber 
counter ‘the customary view’ of bureaucracy (Perrow, 1972/2014, in du Gay & 
Pedersen, 2020, p. 221) as ‘stifling the spontaneity, freedom and self-realization 
of those in its employ’ (du Gay & Pedersen, 2020, p. 221), to suggest rather that 
Weber regarded the bureaucracy as ‘a distinctive “life-order” with its own ethos’ 
to which the authors interpret as expressing ‘a casuistical insistence on the neces-
sity of a principle of situation-specific judgement’ (p. 227). This transition to 
exploring situation-specific judgement is a significant pivot towards recognising 
the role of bureaucratic actors independent of organisational structures.

Erving Goffman’s (1969) dramaturgical insights encouraged us to consider a 
broader arena of where policy activities occur and the different types of doings 
and sayings that take place in those spaces. Reading Goffman, and using the lan-
guage of ‘convention orders’, David Morand (1995) concludes,

[f]ormality and informality are understood as two different types 
of interaction orders because each embodies a distinct set of 
understandings or conventions about how actors are to orient and 
conduct themselves. One set dictates looser, more casual modes 
of behaviour and situational involvement, the other tighter, more 
disciplined modes. (p. 832)
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Goffman’s ordering separates that which is formal from informal to recog-
nise that both are performed within their unique set of conventions – or ordering 
rules. Goffman’s orders differ conceptually from those where logic and order are 
assigned only to the formal category. However, these conceptualisations of infor-
mality as forms of interaction maintain a binary understanding of formal and 
informal, and ascribing certain characteristics to either formal or informal inhibits 
analysis of how views might change over time or even from situation to situation.

Considering interactional practices from a range of sociological perspectives, 
Misztal follows Goffman to define informality as a ‘form of interaction among 
partners enjoying relative freedom in interpretation of their roles’ requirements’ 
(2000, p. 46). Commenting on the process of societal change and innovation, 
Misztal (2000) suggests informality has been associated with the private sphere or 
equated with unstructured, spontaneous, unpredictable and face-to-face interac-
tions. She also maintains that informality contributes to trust, positive emotions 
and reduced power–distance relations that enable cooperative, quick, flexible 
arrangements – such that informality is just as necessary for creating order as 
formality and that a balance needs to be found between the two.

Critically, more nuanced understandings of the informal in public administra-
tion theories arose with the emergence of implementation studies. Particularly 
influential has been Michael Lipsky’s (1980) work and his concept of ‘street-level 
bureaucracy’ that considered the daily struggle of public servants who mediate 
between policy directives and the delivery of these policies to government clients. 
Facing dilemmas of action, he proposed that bureaucratic actors ‘at the coalface’ 
develop routines and simplifications to deal with these dilemmas and to max-
imise control over their work (Lipsky, 1980). Practitioner-initiated routines were 
perceived as informal when they were contrary to institutional policy – although 
Lipsky (1980) acknowledged an unclear line between formal and informal due to 
the tendency for public sector organisations to transform informal practices into 
formal procedures.

In response to Lipsky, there has been a development of additional scholar-
ship on the use of discretion at the street level in policy (e.g. Evans, 2011; Hupe 
& Hill, 2007). Evelyn Brodkin highlights that in responding to demands, a lack 
of resources contributes to ‘overdetermining the development of informal prac-
tices’, inferring this results in ‘robbing services of their substantive value and 
skewing the distribution of benefits’ (2012, p. 943). More importantly, although 
this literature hints at the responsive potential of informal routines, informal-
ity poses a risk to upholding impartial and democratic practice (Brodkin, 2012,  
p. 944). Even though this literature has opened up opportunities to scrutinise the 
situated enactment of the informal in policy work, the tendency to position the 
informal in contrast to the formal and to treat the informal as a fixed notion has 
remained (Visser & van Hulst, 2024).

Augmenting our understanding of who is involved in government (as both 
elected and unelected officials), ‘the governance turn’ has been vital to exploring 
the involvement of non-state actors, non-binding arrangements and voluntary 
agreements in co-ordinating action (e.g. Christiansen & Neuhold, 2012; Kleine, 
2014; Whetsell et al., 2021). Exploring informality across empirical contexts, 
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