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ABSTRACT

The role of informality in architectural heritage conservation has remained underexplored despite its increasing
significance in urban governance and community-led preservation. This study develops a conceptual framework
to define and analyse informality within the context of tangible cultural heritage. Drawing on interdisciplinary
insights from architecture, urban planning, and anthropology, the paper addresses the lack of theoretical clarity
and empirical grounding in existing conservation literature. Using a systematic literature review of 24 peer-
reviewed articles published between 2000 and 2025, the research identifies key attributes, such as adapt-
ability, non-regulation, political negotiation, and community agency. It maps these across four dimensions:
informal actors, practices, spaces, and governance. The findings underscore that the informal practices, often
excluded from formal frameworks, play a crucial role in sustaining architectural heritage, especially in regions
with limited institutional capacity. These practices include grassroots-led maintenance, vernacular adaptation,
and public participation in decision-making. The study proposes an inclusive, bottom-up model integrating
informal actors and practices with formal conservation policies. It advocates for institutional recognition of
community contributions, development of capacity-building initiatives, and flexible policy design to accom-
modate informal dynamics. The proposed framework aims to support more sustainable, inclusive, and locally

grounded approaches to heritage conservation, particularly relevant in urban areas of the Global South.

1. Introduction

The concept of informality in conserving tangible' cultural heritage
has gained increasing attention among scholars, practitioners, and pol-
icymakers. Over the past few decades, the approach to preserving and
protecting this heritage has shifted toward more holistic, sustainable,
integrated methods (Li et al., 2024). The traditional style focused on
reconstructing and restoring the site using authentic material under
strict institutional control. In contrast, modern practices prioritise
community involvement, environmental sustainability, eco-friendly
materials, and integration of global standards with local conservation
traditions. These modern methods emphasise a more inclusive approach
to heritage conservation, which increasingly fosters the engagement of
grassroots organisations, local communities, and non-institutional
bodies that have evolved in recent decades (Oviedo & Puschkarsky,
2017). As a dominant approach, Smith (2006) argues the limitation of

* Corresponding author.

the Authorised Heritage Discourse (AHD) that marginalises the
community-driven approach and devalues the socio-cultural importance
to the local community.

Informality, in general terms, points to a system or process that de-
velops outside the regulatory framework (De Soto, 1989; Lehmann,
2023; Sinha & Kanbur, 2012), whereas some scholars have defined
informality as non-formal (Polese, 2023) and non-legal activity (De
Soto, 1989). Devlin (2018) refers to informality as a conceptual centre,
where ideas of planning and urban system orbit. In terms of heritage, the
word informal manifests the spaces, practices, or knowledge that hold
heritage value, even though they are not officially recognised or insti-
tutionally acknowledged (Chen, 2022). Despite the growing importance
of informal practices, the formal conservation approach guided by
structured rules, government oversight, and professional expertise
remained dominant (Polese, 2023). This study constructs a conceptual
framework to articulate the meaning of informality within architectural

E-mail addresses: cnrfn@leeds.ac.uk (R.F. Nigar), g.selim@leeds.ac.uk (G. Selim).
1 Tangible heritage encompasses all material remains, such as archaeological sites, historic monuments, artefacts, and objects, that hold importance for a com-
munity, a country, or humanity as a whole. Hassan, F. (2020). Tangible heritage in archaeology. In Encyclopedia of global archaeology (pp. 7213-7215). Springer, New

York. doi: 10.1007/978-1-4419-0465-2

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cities.2025.106438

Received 13 January 2025; Received in revised form 16 July 2025; Accepted 30 August 2025

Available online 15 September 2025

0264-2751/© 2025 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).


mailto:cnrfn@leeds.ac.uk
mailto:g.selim@leeds.ac.uk
www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/02642751
https://www.elsevier.com/locate/cities
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cities.2025.106438
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cities.2025.106438
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

R.F. Nigar and G. Selim

heritage conservation, examining its attributes and dimensions to pro-
mote more inclusive practices across different fields.

Informal practice in heritage conservation presents opportunities
and challenges (Guha-Khasnobis et al., 2006). Involving communities,
local stakeholders, and the wider public in heritage preservation helps to
cultivate a collective sense of cultural identity and shared values. This
approach enhances the adaptive capacity of grassroots communities,
empowering them to prioritise the credibility and sustainability of
heritage sites (Chen, 2022). These collaborative initiatives can play a
vital role in ensuring the enduring protection of cultural resources and
embedding them into the community’s socio-cultural life (Guha-Khas-
nobis et al., 2006). Additionally, the lack of integration between
informal practices and established policy frameworks further exacer-
bates these issues, hindering a cohesive approach to heritage
preservation.

Social anthropologist Keith Hart first introduced the term ‘Informal
Sector’ while discussing the rural-urban migrants in Accra, Ghana, in
1960 (Hart, 1973). Existing literature highlights non-governmental ac-
tors who produce “unauthorised heritage discourses” to achieve broader
and more diverse heritage interpretation and practices, and also mani-
fest the inclusion of the “third space of heritage hybridity” (Fauveaud &
Esposito, 2021). Scholars also recommended involving the community
in managing the heritage informally (Ahmed, 2019). Loayza (2016)
depicts informality as informal trade or informal worker, whereas
Maloney (2004) identifies it as productive activities, social networks,
housing, and labour market & employment; But, in architectural heri-
tage, the concepts remain underexplored. International organisations,
like UNESCO, ICOMOS, and ICCROM, advocate for the engagement of
local communities and grassroots organisations within formal conser-
vation frameworks, whereas many countries have yet to incorporate
informal dynamics.

This study addresses this gap by systematically reviewing literature
from 2000 to 2025 across architecture, anthropology, and urban plan-
ning. It identifies key attributes and dimensions of informality in
architectural heritage conservation and proposes a conceptual frame-
work for understanding and integrating informal practices. The paper is
structured into four parts to analyse and synthesise the notion of infor-
mality. The first part critically explores the term “informality” across
multiple disciplines to define it in the context of architectural heritage
conservation. The second part investigates the key attributes of informal
practice. The third part maps the dimensions of informality. The fourth
section develops a conceptual framework that integrates and synthesises
the ideas from the attributes and dimensions to informal practices.

2. Methods and materials

The study employs a systematic literature review approach, enabling
a thorough examination and synthesis of informality in architectural
heritage conservation across various disciplines. This methodology al-
lows for identifying and analysing literature published between 2000
and 2025, providing valuable insights from informality, such as defini-
tion, attributes, dimensions and challenges from various disciplinary
perspectives. Academic literatures are adopted for analysing and syn-
thesising the research outcome.

2.1. Publication collection process

A comprehensive literature search was conducted using two data-
bases: Google Scholar and Web of Science (WOS). The initial search
aimed to gather interdisciplinary literature on the broader concept of
informality and informal practices. The topic search (TS) string used
was: (‘informality’ or ‘informal practice’ or ‘informal sector’) AND
(‘urban planning’ or ‘architecture’ or ‘anthropology’), yielding 2644
publications across multiple disciplines. A second, more focused search
was conducted to explore informal conservation practices specifically
within the context of built heritage.
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This search aimed to identify the type of informality or informal
practice in heritage conservation to conceptualise. The topic search (TS)
string includes (‘informality’ or ‘informal practice’ or ‘informal actor’ or
‘community participation’ or ‘participatory approach’) AND (‘cultural
heritage’ or ‘built heritage’ or ‘architectural heritage’) AND (‘conser-
vation’ or ‘restoration’ or ‘protection’), which resulted in 763 publica-
tions. A total of 3407 review publications between 2000 and 2025 were
retrieved for initial screening (See Fig. 1). Ultimately, 24 papers (See
Appendix A) were selected to achieve the research aim and objectives.
The PCO (Population—Context—Outcome) framework was adopted to
guide the search strategy development, inclusion criteria and exclusion.
The framework aligns with- 1) Population: Actors involved in the pro-
cess: communities, individuals, artisans, residents, and grassroots or-
ganisations. 2) Context: Heritage Conservation. 3) Outcome: Definition,
attributes and conceptual model.

The scope of this study was deliberately confined to peer-reviewed
journal articles written in English to ensure a focused and methodo-
logically rigorous analysis aligned with the research objectives. Given
the cultural heritage’s multidisciplinary and branching nature, several
thematic areas were excluded to avoid conceptual diffusion and ensure
analytical clarity. Specifically, this study did not consider intangible
cultural heritage, natural heritage, or heritage management frameworks
related to tourism, investment, or development. Additionally, issues on
climate change, environmental degradation, and broader sustainability
concerns were beyond the scope of this research. These limitations were
established to provide a concentrated exploration of tangible immovable
cultural heritage within the defined parameters of architectural and
urban contexts. Therefore, the study also confined itself to the disci-
plines, like architecture, urban planning and anthropology, and the
reasons are depicted in Table 1:

The study adopted a qualitative systematic literature review (SLR)
following the PRISMA guidelines 2020 (Fig. 1) to develop a conceptual
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Fig. 1. Publication selection process (by authors).
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Table 1
Reasons for choosing multiple disciplines.
Discipline Focus Factors
Urban Informal governance, Informal initiatives in urban space,
planning regulatory framework and including heritage buildings, and

policy urban redevelopment plans.

Architecture Informal interventions in Vernacular restoration technique,
terms of physical fabricand  spatial transformation by informal
built form. bodies

Anthropology Social practice, local power ~ Local involvement repurposing
and dynamics, informal built form.

actor

framework and to enable a structured synthesis of the existing literature
on informality in built heritage conservation. The literature searching
criteria involve 1) Title, Abstract, and Keywords, and 2) Theme in the
analysis.

2.2. Data analysis

To address the research question, the study utilises thematic analysis
(Zhang et al., 2024), allowing for the identification and exploration of
recurrent themes, patterns, and concepts within the selected literature
(Mihas, 2023). Initially, literature content was analysed using a se-
mantic approach, with primary codes developed to generate the main
themes. Secondary codes were then applied to refine these themes and
identify sub-themes. The research questions and objectives were cat-
egorised into multiple themes: 1) the meaning and origin of informality,
2) attributes of informality, 3) informal dimension in architectural
heritage conservation, and 4) conceptual framework.

3. Theoretical background

The concept of informality has evolved considerably over the de-
cades, influenced by various disciplinary perspectives and socio-
political contexts. Due to the lack of consistency from one study to
another in the theoretical and empirical research, a limited approach is
found (Guha-Khasnobis et al., 2006). Kanbur (2009) argues that indi-
vidual studies consistently apply a tight definition, whereas the litera-
ture is a mess.

The concept of informality originated in Keith Hart’s seminal work in
1970 (published in 1973), in which he introduced the term “informal
sector” to describe economic activities and actors operating outside the
formal labour market structures (Gerxhani, 2004; Hart, 1973). This
perspective gained institutional recognition through the International
Labour Organisation’s (ILO) 1972 report, highlighting that informal
activities typically function without compliance with state regulations,
taxation policies, or labour protections. The conceptualisation was later
formalised in the ILO’s 1993 International Conference of Labour Stat-
isticians, which provided a standardised definition focused on identi-
fying informal enterprises and distinguishing them from formal
economic structures (Gerxhani, 2004).

During the 1980s, scholars began to reconceptualise informality not
just as a category of economic activity but as a dynamic process inter-
acting with formal structures (Lehmann, 2023) and also shifted to
spatial and regulatory contexts. Heintz (2012) noted that the term’s
conceptual roots extend to the early 1970s, but informal aspects of
organisational functioning were acknowledged as early as the 1950s and
60s. During the latter half of the twentieth century, urban planners
began incorporating the notion of informality, particularly as demo-
cratic governance advanced in the 1970s. This period saw the intro-
duction of terms like “bairros clandestinos” to describe informal
settlements, especially within the context of Latin American cities
(Abbott, 2002). By the late 1990s and early 2000s, the narrative shifted
toward understanding informality as a coexisting or parallel system,
rather than a deviant or deficient counterpart to formal systems (Polese,

Cities 168 (2026) 106438

2023). The ILO’s Regional Employment Program for Latin America and
the Caribbean further emphasised the absence of regulation as a core
feature of informal work (Roberts, 1993).

Maloney (2004) also highlighted how informality influences labour
market structures and employment trends. In contrast, Hernando De
Soto (1986 in his work The Other Path, contended that informality would
diminish over time as formal regulations became more effectively
implemented. The United Nations describes informality as a phenome-
non that defies clichés. In an interview, Mexican Architect Jose Castillo
highlights South America’s social, cultural, and historical condition of
informality. Recent Latin American studies interpret informality as a
form of resistance. Peixoto (2009) characterises this phenomenon as a
“reconquest of the urban”(p. 246), aligning it with the understanding of
informality as a practice rooted in subaltern experiences (Roy, 2009).

In architecture, informality is often associated with self-built hous-
ing, vernacular adaptation, incremental construction, community-led
development, and informal heritage preservation. British architect
John Turner (1988) introduced “self-help Theory,” which champions
residents’ freedom in choosing their community, budgeting resources,
and shaping their built environment. Informality in this context signifies
agency, adaptation, and resilience in the face of formal planning
exclusion (Silva, 2020). On the contrary, Di Raimo et al. (2020) sug-
gested considering informality in spatial practice as an opportunity that
integrate modern citizen-led solutions in socio-economic and climatic
contexts. Russo (2018) examined informality based on the socio-cultural
aspects of the Cuban labour market, focusing on local practices and at-
titudes toward work. In anthropology, informality is understood as a
social and cultural process originating from local practices, community
interaction and understanding, and everyday negotiations.

From three disciplinary expressions of informality, the idea can be
understood as a form of resistance, a means of negotiation, marginality,
self-help practice, adaptation and resilience, citizen-led solutions, and as
a dual process that integrates both formality and informality. These
insights recommend incorporating informal practice with formal
mechanisms, both in socio-cultural and spatial contexts. Literature
across three disciplines traces the evolution of informality yet reveals a
notable gap regarding its application and understanding within the
architectural heritage conservation context. Around 24 selected papers
have been adopted for thematic synthesis to understand and manifest
informality, its practice in this context.

4. Results
4.1. Informality in architectural heritage conservation

In recent years, the discourse around informality has gradually
entered the field of heritage conservation, although the term remains
less prominent compared to its use in urban studies or economics
(Pendlebury, 2013). Traditionally associated with the absence of formal
planning or structure (Guha-Khasnobis et al., 2006), in the heritage
context, the term “informal” has come to denote non-institutional,
community-driven approaches to conservation. Looking at the data-
base, e.g. Google Scholar and Web of Science, shows a significant in-
terest in informal practice in architectural heritage conservation,
between 2000 and 2025. Fig. 2 shows the growing interest in informality
in architectural heritage conservation over the years, though this flow is
not linear, starting from 2001. In 2024, the number of publications and
citations reached a notable peak. The blue line indicates the citation
flow starting from 2001 to 2025, with a significant drop in 2004, 2010,
2016 and 2025. The purple line indicates the number of publications
published over the years, with no publication in 2002, 2003 and 2004,
with a slight fluctuation in different years and top in 2024. The figure
shows the gap in comparison to the manifestation of informality in other
disciplines.

Fig. 3 depicts a network visualisation of the co-occurrence of key-
words in the architectural heritage conservation field. The nodes
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Fig. 2. Time cited and publication trend from 2000 to 2025.
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Fig. 3. Keywords visualisation (derived from web of science).
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4.2. Defining informality in architectural heritage conservation

Although informality is rarely used in conservation literature, it has
begun to emerge in heritage studies, defining and framed it as informal
heritage (Barrere, 2016; Chen, 2022). Some contemporary discourse in
many disciplines has started to ask questions that have impacted the
study of heritage conservation and its practices (Pendlebury, 2013).

The term “informal” characterises actions taken casually or without
formal planning. The definition of informality is “lacking structure” and
recognises it as an unorganised sector (Guha-Khasnobis et al., 2006).
However, despite some current literature using the word informal to
differ from formal heritage, a relatively small body of literature is con-
cerned with the phrase informal while discussing heritage conservation
issues. In heritage, “informal” refers to a laid-back, amiable, or informal
manner or style. Chen (2022) characterises informal heritage as urban
spaces with heritage value but outside official recognition as architec-
tural or urban heritage sites. Barrere (2016) views informal heritage as a
process rooted in local customs, practices, and everyday routines,
operating without official delimitation, legal status, or public manage-
ment. Moreover, this adaptation of informality in heritage conservation
reveals a shift toward recognising grassroots, community-driven
knowledge systems. Informal conservation includes practices such as
traditional rituals, vernacular architectural maintenance, oral histories,
and the tacit expertise of local artisans, all of which function without
formal institutional guidance or support (de Rijke, 2012) (Table 2).

4.3. Attributes and characteristics of informality

Reviewing the literature from various disciplines, such as architec-
ture, urban planning, and anthropology, the attributes and character-
istics of informality lie in adaptation and flexibility, citizen
participation, politically constructed systems, negotiations of power,
ambiguous legality, temporal appropriation, dual use, and non-
compliance with formal regulation (Fig. 4). Each theme is individually
dominant, but the overlapping feature questions the application of these
attributes and characteristics in a heritage context. Some scholars also
argue for the distinct presence of the meaning and attribute of infor-
mality based on culture and geographical location. In his examination of
socio-economic and cultural contexts across the global North and South,
Devlin (2018) investigates the characteristics and prevalence of

Table 2
Definition of informality in various disciplines and architectural heritage.

Informality in Architecture, Urban
Planning & Anthropology

Defining Architectural Heritage
Conservation

1. Refers to informality as a different
rationality of urban space-making,
rather than the absence of place,
conventional urban governance
systems overlook that (Lehmann,
2023).

2. It’s a mode of governance and
spatial practice that lacks a planning
system and is used by both the elite
and the marginalised people (
Moatasim, 2019).

3. This is a negotiated process shaped
by the institutional practices,
bureaucratic discretion and resident-
state interaction (Connolly & Wigle,
2017).

4. The idea comes with a system of
flexibility, negotiation, guided by
interest and political construct (Beier,
2021).

1. Refers to the management and
recognition of spaces that possess
heritage value but lack official
designation as urban or architectural
heritage sites (Chen, 2022).

2. Refers to vernacular adaptation,
which means to user-led transformation
of the historical buildings or sites (
Plevoets & Sowinska-Heim, 2018).

3. Refers to an informal heritage
management system that involves the
local community and develops a sense of
community ownership among them (
Ahmed, 2019)

4. Refers to the engagement of diverse
stakeholders, including informal
community groups, local building
committees, and informal master
builders who collaborate to make
collective decisions regarding the
restoration activities (Ahmed, 2017).
5. Refers to community engagement
beyond technical intervention for
effective preservation (Cardak, 2025).
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Fig. 4. Understanding governance approach from state-led to community-led
(by authors).

informality predominantly in the global South. He observes that
informal spatial practices have received limited scholarly and profes-
sional attention in the global North.

4.3.1. Adaptability and flexibility

In Urban planning, informality is indicated as flexible to integrate
community groups in the planning process. Moretti (2019)’s investiga-
tion of southern Europe offers an example of an informal process with
the appropriate solutions to unresolved spatial issues that formal sys-
tems cannot manage. In contrast, in Northern Europe, informality is
broadly associated with formal and informal barriers. This suggests a
degree of flexibility inherent in informal processes, allowing them to
adapt where rigid formal systems might fail (Moretti, 2019). In archi-
tectural heritage, the idea of flexibility is not explicitly found in the
review papers, but they discuss aspects of informal heritage manage-
ment that imply adaptability and responsiveness, particularly in the
context of vernacular preservation and community-driven -efforts
(Arnold & Lafreniere, 2017). This idea of adaptation is significant in
terms of post-industrial buildings, which increase the capacity of their
reuse. Due to the spatial quality of the industrial buildings, it inspires
vernacular preservation by having the flexibility in form and
functioning.

4.3.2. Temporal appropriation (TA)

Temporary appropriation is an understudied topic in understanding
informality in different cultures, especially in heritage spaces. Lara-
Hernandez et al. (2020) emphasise the importance of temporary
appropriation within the built environment, whereas they explain TA in
terms of public settings and a community-driven approach. Outside the
formal initiatives, community initiatives can incorporate their activities
by installing markets or stalls with traditional goods and hosting tem-
porary festivals in front of the heritage buildings. Temporary appro-
priation illustrates how informal actors establish flexible and dynamic
engagements with heritage spaces, diverging from the static and pre-
determined interpretations promoted by formal institutions (Devlin,
2018).

4.3.3. Ineffective regulations

Jimmy and Lombard (2024) investigate the intricate relationship
between informality, compliance, and regulatory enforcement, noting
that its characteristics can vary according to regional contexts. Much of
the urban studies literature interprets informality as indicative of
limited state capacity or institutional shortcomings. While some nations
succeed in developing effective institutions, others continue to face
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challenges in managing them. Hilbrandt et al. (2017) argue that
employing informality as a framework for analysing and comparing
governance requires critically assessing the state-related assumptions
that inform the concept. Informality in some countries refers to unoffi-
cial recognition and conservation modes in architectural heritage. It
suggests a reformed regulatory framework for architectural sites, e.g.,
Hong Kong, China, Japan, and so on (Chen, 2022). Research finds the
necessity of a revised formulation of the conservation manual so that
public consultation is incorporated, and specific sites sympathetic to
their character to undergo any sort of changes. It demonstrates the
current existence of informal practice, where integrating the formal
approach will broaden the effectiveness (Dasgupta & Garg, 2021). To
follow the process, a non-governmental organisation can play a crucial
role, embedding itself with the formal authorities, facilitating the heri-
tage conservation and management system. Even ignorance of unofficial
recognition in conservation can create a ‘soulless’ in heritage (Ahmed,
2019).

4.3.4. Politically constructed system and negotiation of power

The interpretation and implementation of laws and state regulations
concerning informality vary widely, with regulatory frameworks often
forming a central part of ongoing negotiations across different countries.
Formal legal systems do not merely impose restrictions on local state
actors; they also provide municipalities with a degree of flexibility in
certain domains (Hilbrandt et al., 2017). The notion of “conflicting ra-
tionalities” illustrates the complex and dynamic relationship between
the state and society, in which diverse actor groups, such as planning
authorities, social, economic, and political entities, are engaged in
continuous negotiation and contestation (Jimmy & Lombard, 2024). In
architectural conservation, heritage is identified as a product of state
policies, instead of a status, which generalises the politics in heritage
conservation (Fauveaud & Esposito, 2021). Cardak (2025) proposed a
triangle governance approach for effective heritage preservation. The
study emphasised community-driven approaches and also reinforced the
development of understanding between residents and local political
leaders to ensure proper authority and legitimacy. For that, the owner’s

Individual
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power and the public official’s skill play a significant role in negotiating
among various stakeholders.

4.3.5. Community-led agency
Community-led agency refers to informal actors like residents,
shopkeepers, caretakers, local artisans and so on.

4.4. Dimensions of informality in architectural heritage conservation

The literature from multiple disciplines synthesises information and
thematises the idea in architectural heritage conservation into four
sections, e.g. Informal Actors, Informal Practices, Space, Governance
and Decision-making.

4.4.1. Informal actors

The spider diagram (Fig. 5) illustrates the process to integrate the
informal stakeholders, and connecting them with the spider net, so that
collectively they can contribute as a collaborator, consultant, repre-
sentative, trainer, or guide while linking with the formal entity.

Fig. 5 illustrates that in architectural heritage, individuals, public,
community and NGOs can collaborate as informal actors outside of the
institutional framework. Private sectors and NGOs can initiate aware-
ness programs and integrate the individual, community and public in the
action and implementation stage. Therefore, individuals can make a
small investment and collaborate with the community’s help. NGOs and
influential public can arrange an event for consultation and training to
teach the public about architectural heritage and its value. Moreover, a
community group can facilitate the whole process, sharing their
knowledge and labour, representing their action by supporting the
remaining three informal actors.

4.4.2. Public participation

Public involvement has become fundamental to cultural heritage
conservation (Clark, 2001). As a field of study, it involves the exchange
of knowledge, the allocation of power, and the incorporation of com-
munity experiences, all expressed through material culture (Apaydin,

Sharing
Knowledge &
Labour

Community

Research
Collaboration Al

Involvement
A _

Shared
Heritage
Stewardship

Involvement

Public
Participation

Fig. 5. Spider diagram of connecting informal bodies with their activities (by authors).
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2018). From the 1970s onward, countries like Canada and the United
States have incorporated public involvement into key areas of envi-
ronmental legislation. Public engagement is facilitated through
communication and consultation processes, beginning with informing
stakeholders about key facts, followed by dialogue, reflection, and
incorporating feedback. This approach aligns with stakeholder theory,
which provides a framework for understanding and implementing
public involvement strategies (Chow & Leiringer, 2016).

Barrett (2011), a distinguished scholar in Museum studies defines the
public as a collective body encompassing audiences, communities, and
specific non-visitor interest groups within the museum context.
Conversely, Cath Neal (2015) views public participation as a govern-
ment tool shaped by policies and institutional frameworks. Public
participation in heritage conservation requires a more open and demo-
cratic process to engage the public effectively. This approach also in-
volves leveraging local knowledge of traditional cultural practices and
techniques (Larkham, 2002). Foucault’s Power Theory provides a
framework for understanding public participation in formal conserva-
tion processes and addresses challenges, approaches, and barriers.
Arnstein (1969) identified “power” as a critical factor shaping public
involvement. Both Foucault and Habermas emphasised the empower-
ment of civil society and democracy (Flyvbjerg, 1998).

4.4.3. Community involvement in heritage conservation

Community-driven initiatives have a long history in urban land-
scapes, and have evolved across different periods. It has become an
important factor in bringing the public closer to the building (Ferrando
Ortiz & Vinals Blasco, 2023; Suprapti et al., 2022). Museum Studies
Scholar Jennifer Barrett (2011) identifies the community as a new
audience or a culture producer in a museum context. In the 21st century,
the concept found its way into heritage literature (Waterton & Smith,
2010).

Communities are instrumental in both recognising and safeguarding
heritage, as well as passing it on to future generations. Chitty (2017)
underscores the importance of conserving historic architecture, advo-
cating for the protection of valued landmarks while maintaining com-
munity access to essential resources. Contemporary discussions around
informality increasingly emphasise participatory models of community
involvement. In West Africa, engagement at both the local and national
levels is pivotal for the preservation of cultural heritage, encompassing
communal assets, practices, and traditional management systems
(Odiaua, 2022). In Tanzania, a community-based strategy has been
adopted through the empowerment of antiquity authorities, employ-
ment of custodians, research activities, and the implementation of
project-oriented conservation measures to support local heritage
(Chami, 2018). China also exemplifies effective community participa-
tion in heritage conservation (Fan, 2014; Kostka & Mol, 2017). Liu
(2017) advocates for grassroots, participatory approach in Melaka,
Malaysia, emphasising the necessity of community engagement. Simi-
larly, in Nepal, the Newari community is actively involved in cleaning
and maintaining religious and communal sites, particularly during sig-
nificant seasonal changes (Tiwari, 2015). Table 3 presents the role of the
community people in conserving and protecting architectural heritage.

Table 3
Role of the community.

Community participation Role of the community

Information sharing

Raising awareness and a sense of belongingness
Engaging in minor works

Monitoring and protecting

Bridging with the formal entity

Promoting tourism

Cultural ambassador
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4.4.4. Individual involvement

Individual participation is essential for heritage preservation. Arn-
stein (1969) influential framework, The Ladder of Citizen Participation,
introduced the notion of “citizen participation,” highlighting the
importance of shifting power dynamics from governmental authorities
to individual members of society. Tokey et al. (2020) highlighted the
importance of local citizens’ involvement in regeneration processes
while Bhaduri and Kumar (2011) identified grassroots initiatives as in-
dividual efforts outside formal institutions to address local issues. In
Asian countries like China and India, personal and community-led
grassroots initiatives have been prioritised (Sheikh 9° & Bhaduri, 2021).

This prompts an inquiry into the factors that drive individuals to
engage in conservation efforts. Ajzen (1991) Theory of Planned
Behaviour suggests that personal attitudes, perceived behavioural con-
trol, and prevailing social norms influence individual decision-making.
Furthermore, Self-Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 2012) high-
lights the significance of motivation and autonomy in encouraging
participation within social settings.

Individual involvement in conservation relies on economic support,
resource availability, flexibility, and accessibility to contribute effec-
tively to heritage preservation. By harnessing personal interest in pre-
serving culture and identity (Munasinghe, 2005), and maintaining
authenticity, individuals from local, national, or international contexts
can play pivotal roles. These include knowledge sharing, skill dissemi-
nation, community training, funding for restoration and maintenance,
raising awareness, and promoting cultural evolution actions that
inherently require a participatory approach beyond formal regulations.
Fig. 6 illustrates the motivating elements that influence an individual’s
decision to contribute to informal conservation dynamics.

4.4.5. Community-based organisation

Community-based organisations play a critical role in conservation
initiatives. When empowered, these organisations are motivated to
educate their members, raise awareness, engage communities in con-
servation and maintenance activities, provide financial support for
preserving heritage, and uphold the authenticity and value of cultural
heritage. For instance, the Bhaktapur Development Project (1973)
employed local craftsmen from traditional societies, such as masons and
carpenters, fostering local expertise in conservation efforts. Similarly,
the Patan Conservation and Development Programme emphasised
neighbourhood heritage, addressing community needs, particularly
those of marginalised groups, often associated with “lesser heritage.”
This program adopted participatory methods to ensure active local
involvement, implemented cost-sharing mechanisms, and collaborated
with user committees to promote sustainability and economic empow-
erment through cultural heritage tourism (Tiwari, 2015). Research by
Della Lucia and Trunfio (2018) on hybridisation of cultural heritage
underscores the importance of bottom-up stakeholder involvement.
They advocate for activating the private sector to support cultural
revitalisation, enhancing the community’s power, status, and reputation
within conservation initiatives.

4.5. Practices

Several literatures present informal practices for architectural con-
servation, where informal intervention refers to structural and material
protection and maintenance, rehabilitation through adaptation, resto-
ration and reconstruction. The most important question lies in inte-
grating informal bodies into this process of conservation without the
interference of the formal body or regulations. The review papers reveal
the practices that are driven by everyday necessity, sense of belong-
ingness, cultural norms and others, and they increase when the insti-
tutional supports are not frequent.

The common scenario for informal initiatives includes routine
maintenance work and minor repair activities by the informal actors,
like shopkeepers, residents, artisans or informal authority without rules.
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Interest
and Cultural Resources Socio-Political
Motivation Commitment Values Accessibilty Support

Dedication to long-term
conservation goals

A strong desire to
engage in
conservation efforts

Active
Participation

Belongingness

Feeling connected to
a conservation
community

Engaging in hands-on
conservation activities

Appreciating and
preserving cultural
heritage

resources to support

Easy access to
necessary
conservation tools

Support from community
and govenment
structures

Monetary Empowerment
Privilege

Feeling capable and
influencial in
conservation

Having financial

conservation

Fig. 6. Elements motivating to participate in conservation.

They fix the broken wall, do cleaning, and repair walls and roofs that
enhance the longevity of the building.

Even Informal initiatives by individuals, local communities, or the
public can contribute to reusing (Plevoets & Sowinska-Heim, 2018)
heritage sites or buildings for practical purposes, such as transforming
old or traditional structures into restaurants, guest houses, or shops to
ensure long-term sustainability. However, recreating a site or building
often requires more financial investment than simple refurbishment, and
informal bodies can be directly involved in both the planning and
execution processes. By incorporating traditional knowledge and skills
during the work, the community can adopt a holistic and sustainable
approach to conservation and adaptation. Recently, the Hong Kong
government has developed policies and frameworks to transform heri-
tage buildings into museums, restaurants, galleries, hubs, and hotels,
creating social, economic, and environmental benefits for the commu-
nity (Hou & Wu, 2020). Adaptive reuse supports communities and
governments by minimising the social, economic, and environmental
costs linked to urban development and expansion (Love, 2011). This
practice develops adaptability, embeddedness and continuity.

Fig. 7 shows the informal architectural conservation cycle process,
which includes five interrelated stages: identifying needs, initiating ac-
tion, executing tasks, adapting and reusing, and integrating knowledge.
The review process is cyclic and touches upon such concepts as sus-
tainability, community-initiated activity, and adaptive reuse as key as-
pects of a non-institutional preservation of the architectural heritage.

Identify Needs
Achieve v
Sustainability
[

Integrate .
Knowledge >

Initiate Action

Execute Tasks

Adapt and
Reuse

Fig. 7. Cycle of informal architectural conservation.

4.5.1. Spaces

As depicted in Fig. 8 in the context of architectural heritage con-
servation, spatial factors are crucial in shaping the nature and execution
of informal activities. Literatures explore space in terms of architectural
heritage as a temporary appropriation, which includes religious places,
vernacular buildings or abandoned buildings that are resorted to
enhance the heritage value of the site. These places, sometimes, have the
day-to-day life significance, fulfil the communal necessity, such as a
business hub, a gathering place, or a place of learning and recreation,
that can be classified into social, commercial and religious places.

4.5.2. Governance and decision making

Engaging the community and public in decision-making is prob-
lematic and hazardous. Initially, institutions could identify the public
and communities as the main stakeholders, segregating them into
different levels of owners, artists, and conservators (Marcal, 2019). As
prominent heritage stakeholders, community members inherently value
their cultural identity, history, and heritage and feel a deep sense of
ownership. This collaborative approach enables more informed and
effective initiatives that align with the community’s needs and
aspirations.

Scholars emphasise the need for involving communities and the
public in decision-making to promote sustainable and inclusive con-
servation (Chirikure et al., 2010; Kapelouzou, 2012; Michalski, 2018).
Reports from the Getty Conservation Institute and ICCROM advocate
sharing decision-making processes with conservators, professionals, and
stakeholders, including local communities (Kapelouzou, 2012). Singh
and Tiwari (2023) highlight that in Hazrat Nizamuddin Basti, India,
limited communication, resources, and expertise lead to mistrust and
discourage community participation in conservation decisions.

Public involvement in conservation planning has become more
common globally in recent years. Bryman (2016) defines public
engagement as processes that enable public input in decision-making.
Imon (2016) notes that power dynamics, limited institutional resources,
and weak connections hinder effective participation.

4.6. Challenges to integrate formal and informal conservation practice

4.6.1. Regulatory challenge

As shown in Fig. 9, Conflicting regulations present a significant
barrier to integrating formal and informal approaches. The case study
from Amsterdam illustrates how inconsistent regulatory frameworks for
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Vernacular Buildings

Traditional Local
Architecture

Areas for Community
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Social Spaces Recreational Spaces

Areas for Leisure and

Interaction Enjoyment

Religious Places a Abandoned Building n Commercial Spaces ﬁ

Hub for Business
Activities

Fig. 8. The role of space in conservation.

Sites Used for Spatial Structure Repurpose
Practice for Heritage
Regulatory Stakeholder
Challenge Engagement
Devaluing Power
Heritage conflict

Fig. 9. Challenge matrix for integrating formal and informal conserva-
tion practice.

adaptive reuse can impede effective conservation (Pintossi et al., 2021).
Though there are guidelines, sometimes the law may not be properly
implemented and executed. The gap between policy and practice hin-
ders the integration of formal and informal conservation approaches,
making it challenging to develop and execute an effective, integrated
approach.

4.6.2. Stakeholder engagement

Due to the lack of time and resources, civic engagement is a signif-
icant barrier to ensuring a holistic approach to the lack of sufficient
representatives. In Amsterdam, only educated people could join in the
heritage activities, which consequently ensured low engagement for the
stakeholders (Pintossi et al., 2021). Therefore, diversity is also required
to incorporate informal practice. Sometimes, conflict happens among
the stakeholders, e.g., government authority, investors, community, and
users (Pintossi et al., 2021).

4.6.3. Valuing heritage

Lack of valuing the informal practice is one of the barriers to an in-
tegrated approach. Informal heritage has a particular heritage value, but
sometimes, it is not officially recognised (Chen, 2022). The idea of
heritage is evolving, and formal practice also needs to keep pace with
the concept.

4.6.4. Power conflict

Tensions between professionals and community members can
complicate collaborative conservation efforts (Chen, 2022). Offering
incentives or shared recognition may help address these challenges.
Unclear authority between community groups and heritage bodies
highlights the complexity of stakeholder integration. Our framework

aims to bridge this gap by promoting collaboration between informal
and formal actors.

5. Conceptual framework of informality in architectural
heritage conservation

Across disciplines such as architecture, urban planning, and an-
thropology, informality remains insufficiently defined within architec-
tural heritage conservation. While existing studies frequently describe
informality regarding the absence of regulation or formal oversight, very
few have examined its specific attributes, dimensions, or implications in
architectural heritage conservation. This paper contributes to address-
ing that gap by synthesising evidence across disciplines to conceptualise
informality concerning architectural heritage.

As illustrated in Fig. 10, these attributes are organised into four key
dimensions: informal actors, informal practices, informal spaces,
and informal governance. Together, these dimensions offer a concep-
tual framework that repositions informality as a central, rather than
peripheral, element in developing inclusive, bottom-up approaches to
architectural heritage conservation. This framework supports a more
nuanced and context-sensitive understanding of how heritage is actively
produced, negotiated, and sustained outside formal institutional
structures.

(e]

+Power
Dynamics,
« Politically

Constructed and

Negotiation

* Community-
led Agency

Governance

Informality
in
Architectural
Heritage
Conservation

Practice

*Temporary Ineffective
Appropriation regulation
«Adaptibility
and flexibility
O O O

Fig. 10. Conceptual framework for informality in architectural heritage
conservation.
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6. Discussion

This study proposes a conceptual framework for understanding
informality in architectural heritage conservation by synthesising at-
tributes and dimensions derived from multidisciplinary perspectives.
While the concept of “informality” is well-established in urban planning,
anthropology, and architecture, often referring to activities that occur
outside regulatory systems, its application within heritage conservation
has been limited and largely undefined (Guha-Khasnobis et al., 2006;
Sinha & Kanbur, 2012).

The research draws attention to the foundational insights and ex-
tends the discourse by identifying key attributes of informality for
architectural heritage conservation. The attributes formulate informal
dynamics including non-regulation, community-led agency, temporary
appropriation, adaptability and flexibility, political construction, nego-
tiation, which group them into four interconnected dimensions:
informal actors, practices, spaces, and governance.

Informal actions outside of the regulatory institutions led by
informal actors, including individuals, communities (shopkeepers, res-
idents, passersby, artisans), and the wider public, play pivotal roles in
safeguarding heritage. These informal actors contribute beyond the
boundary of the informal heritage mechanism and subsidise it signifi-
cantly to the preservation, adaptation, and transmission of both tangible
and immovable cultural heritages. From assessment and planning to
intervention and evaluation, this informal contribution spans the full
spectrum of heritage and demonstrates the need to integrate it within a
participatory conservation framework.

The analysis further reveals that informal and formal practices in
heritage conservation are reciprocal. Government initiatives must
include unorganised and non-structured individuals and organisations
to ensure a sustainable and eco-friendly approach to heritage conser-
vation. People’s participation, coupled with the empowerment to
engage in planning, decision-making, execution, and maintenance, will
save time, energy, and money for both the public and government. This
involvement fosters a sense of belonging, place, trust, pride, and an
effective bridge between the government and the people in preserving a
country’s history, culture, and identity. This approach promotes a more
inclusive, cost-effective, and socially embedded model of conservation
(Chirikure et al., 2010; Waterton & Smith, 2010).

Furthermore, engaging the private organisations or NGOs,
community-based organisations, and individuals can contribute beyond
manual preservation, offering financial support, raising awareness, and
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facilitating knowledge-sharing initiatives. Their roles extend from
grassroots maintenance to political advocacy and collaborative gover-
nance. The framework presented in this study aligns with recent schol-
arship that emphasises an adaptive, community-driven, eco-friendly and
inclusive model for architectural heritage conservation (Devlin, 2018).

To conclude, the paper recommends recognising and institutional-
ising informal actors through capacity-building, financial incentives,
and recognition mechanisms. An effective integration (Fig. 11) strategy
may include training and education, rewards, privileges for participa-
tory planning, and social validation of informal contributions. These
steps are critical to building sustainable heritage futures that are both
inclusive and locally anchored.

7. Conclusion

This study addresses a critical gap in the field of heritage conserva-
tion by developing a conceptual framework for understanding infor-
mality through multidisciplinary insights from architecture, urban
planning, and anthropology. The analysis confirms that informality in
heritage conservation remains under-theorised, with no unified defini-
tion or clear set of attributes guiding its application. By synthesising
diverse disciplinary perspectives and drawing on examples from varied
socio-economic contexts, the study identifies key dimensions and attri-
butes of informality, such as community-led agency, adaptability, non-
regulation, and temporary appropriation that contribute meaningfully
to heritage conservation practices.

The results highlight the critical role that informal actors and prac-
tices play in advancing both sustainable and inclusive conservation,
particularly in environments where formal systems are lacking or inef-
fective. Although international frameworks such as those from UNESCO
and ICOMOS increasingly promote community engagement, informal
methods are still inconsistently acknowledged or applied, especially
across the Global South. This study calls for the development of con-
textually tailored guidelines responsive to local economic conditions, to
facilitate effective implementation and create accountability structures
that connect international standards with the realities experienced by
local communities.

Although this research focuses primarily on architectural heritage, it
opens avenues for future inquiry into natural and intangible heritage,
including vernacular traditions, indigenous practices, and adaptive
reuse. Expanding this framework to include NGOs, individual actors,
and informal community networks will further enrich the discourse.

O O
Ensuring
security
Educate and
Train up
Informal Initiate
Stakeholders rewards Q
Offering social Support
previdege and financially
enhancing
social status
stakeholder
O O

Fig. 11. The way to integrate informal stakeholders in the conservation practice.
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Ultimately, this study argues for a bottom-up, participatory approach
integrating informal stakeholders into formal conservation processes.
Governments, international organisations, and heritage professionals
must recognise the contributions of informal actors, not as peripheral
participants, but as essential custodians of cultural heritage. A truly
sustainable conservation model must be inclusive, adaptive, and
grounded in shared responsibility.
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