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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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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)
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