


Planning the Unplanned: Integrating the Informal Sector into Chinhoyi Municipality’s Urban Development Strategies


[bookmark: _GoBack]Abstract
Urban informality constitutes a structural and enduring feature of cities in the Global South, yet dominant planning paradigms continue to marginalise it. In Zimbabwe’s secondary cities, including Chinhoyi Municipality, this disjuncture is particularly acute, reflecting inherited regulatory rigidities and limited institutional capacity. Existing literature increasingly reframes informality as integral to urban resilience, but practical integration within planning systems remains uneven and under-theorised in intermediate urban contexts. Therefore, this study employs a convergent mixed-methods design, combining policy and by-law analysis with semi-structured interviews, focus group discussions, and a survey of informal operators, complemented by spatial mapping of economic activities. This approach enables triangulation of governance, socio-economic, and spatial dimensions of informality. Findings reveal that exclusionary planning frameworks undermine both economic productivity and governance legitimacy, perpetuating spatial injustice and institutional distrust. Despite contributing significantly to employment and service provision, informal actors remain weakly integrated into fiscal and spatial systems. However, evidence indicates strong stakeholder convergence around participatory and adaptive planning approaches. Mechanisms such as flexible zoning, incremental upgrading, and co-production demonstrate potential to reconcile regulatory order with livelihood imperatives. The study critically engages with prevailing theoretical frameworks, arguing that neither regulatory formalisation nor laissez-faire tolerance adequately addresses the complexity of informality. Instead, it advances a hybrid governance model grounded in spatial justice, adaptive regulation, and institutional co-production. This model challenges binary formal–informal dichotomies, proposing an iterative integration continuum responsive to local socio-political dynamics. Integrating informality into urban development is not optional but foundational to achieving inclusive, resilient, and sustainable urbanisation in Chinhoyi Municipality and comparable secondary cities.
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1.0 Introduction
Urbanisation in the Global South is increasingly characterised by the rapid expansion of informal economic activities and unplanned settlements, reflecting deep structural imbalances in labour markets, housing provision, and urban governance systems (Munyoro and Nyamushamba, 2016; Fox & Goodfellow, 2021; Satterthwaite et al., 2023). Across sub-Saharan Africa, urban population growth continues to outpace the capacity of formal institutions to provide adequate employment opportunities and serviced land, resulting in the proliferation of informal settlements marked by insecure tenure, infrastructural deficits, and regulatory exclusion (Munyoro and Nyamushamba, 2016; UN-Habitat, 2022; World Bank, 2023). Within these contexts, informal enterprises constitute a critical component of urban economies, sustaining livelihoods, enhancing economic resilience, and facilitating access to affordable goods and services for low-income populations (Munyoro and Nyamushamba, 2016; ILO, 2023; Skinner & Watson, 2020). However, despite their centrality, such enterprises remain largely excluded from formal regulatory frameworks, constraining their access to finance, institutional support, and basic infrastructure, while perpetuating cycles of vulnerability and marginalisation (Munyoro and Nyamushamba, 2016; OECD, 2021; World Bank, 2023).
Actually, Zimbabwe presents a particularly acute manifestation of entrenched urban informality, driven by prolonged macroeconomic instability, deindustrialisation, and limited formal employment absorption capacity (Munyoro and Nyamushamba, 2016; Raftopoulos & Mlambo, 2022; World Bank, 2023). Current estimates suggest that a substantial proportion of the urban labour force is engaged in informal economic activities, positioning informality not as a residual sector but as the dominant mode of economic participation (Munyoro and Nyamushamba, 2016; Medina & Schneider, 2019; ILO, 2023; Munyoro et al, 2026). In major urban centres such as Harare, informal enterprises have evolved into adaptive livelihood strategies amid persistent economic volatility and governance constraints (Chirisa et al., 2015; Munyoro and Nyamushamba, 2016; Kamete, 2018). Nonetheless, prevailing urban planning paradigms have historically framed informality as aberrant or transitory, resulting in policy approaches characterised by regulation, displacement, and exclusion (Dube & Chirisa, 2012; Mhone, 2020; Munyoro et al, 2026). Such approaches not only undermine the productivity and sustainability of informal enterprises but also erode trust between state institutions and urban residents, limiting prospects for inclusive urban governance (Munyoro et al, 2026).
While existing scholarship has extensively examined informality in primary cities, there remains a significant empirical and conceptual gap in understanding how these dynamics unfold within secondary cities, where institutional capacities are often weaker and planning systems less adaptive (Roberts, 2019; Satterthwaite et al., 2023). Chinhoyi Municipality, as a rapidly growing secondary city, exemplifies the spatial and economic transformations associated with deepening informality (ZIMSTAT, 2022; Munyoro et al., 2026). Informal enterprises increasingly dominate local economic activity, yet urban planning frameworks continue to marginalise these actors through rigid zoning regulations, inadequate infrastructure provision, and limited institutional engagement (Munyoro et al, 2026). This disconnect highlights a critical gap in both policy and research: the absence of context-specific, integrative planning models that recognise informality as a permanent and productive component of urban systems rather than a planning anomaly. Addressing this gap requires a paradigmatic shift from exclusionary control toward inclusive integration, grounded in a nuanced understanding of local socio-economic dynamics.
Against this backdrop, this study advances the argument that integrating the informal sector into urban development strategies is essential for fostering inclusive, resilient, and sustainable urbanisation in secondary cities such as Chinhoyi Municipality. The study therefore, aims to examine the role of informal enterprises in shaping urban development trajectories and to develop a context-sensitive framework for their integration into urban planning and governance systems. Specifically, the study seeks to analyse the socio-economic characteristics and operational dynamics of informal enterprises in Chinhoyi Municipality, identify institutional, legal, and infrastructural barriers that constrain their integration into the formal urban economy, and assess the implications of existing urban planning frameworks on informal sector participation and spatial inclusion. By addressing these objectives, the research contributes to bridging the gap between theory and practice, offering actionable insights for reconfiguring urban planning approaches in contexts characterised by pervasive informality.
2.0 Literature Review
2.1 Conceptualising the Informal Sector in Urban Economies
The informal sector has undergone a significant conceptual evolution, shifting from being viewed as a temporary or residual feature of underdeveloped economies to a permanent and structural component of urban systems (Chen, 2012; Meagher, 2021). Early modernisation theories assumed that informality would dissipate with industrial growth; however, contemporary evidence demonstrates its persistence and expansion, particularly in the Global South (Hart, 1973; Meagher, 2021). Recent estimates indicate that the informal economy accounts for over 80% of non-agricultural employment in Sub-Saharan Africa, highlighting its central role in livelihoods, poverty alleviation, and urban economic resilience (ILO, 2023; Munyoro et al., 2026). This transformation in understanding has repositioned informality from the margins to the core of urban economic analysis (Roy, 2005; Chen, 2012). Scholars increasingly emphasise the multifunctional nature of the informal sector, recognizing its contributions not only to employment but also to service provision, innovation, and social stability (Chen, 2012; Meagher, 2021; Munyoro et al., 2026). However, despite this recognition, tensions persist between its economic significance and its marginalisation within formal planning systems (Watson, 2014; Kamete, 2017). This duality underscores the need for a more integrated analytical lens that situates informality within broader urban development processes rather than treating it as an anomaly.
2.2 Theoretical Perspectives on Informality
The literature on informality is anchored in three dominant theoretical perspectives: dualist, structuralist, and legalist frameworks. The dualist perspective conceptualizes the informal sector as a residual domain arising from insufficient formal employment opportunities, suggesting a natural transition toward formalisation with economic growth (Hart, 1973; Tokman, 2007; Munyoro & Gwisai, 2020). While this view provides a foundational understanding, it has been criticised for oversimplifying the persistence of informality and ignoring its structural drivers. In contrast, the structuralist perspective situates informality within capitalist systems, arguing that it is actively produced through labour market segmentation and economic inequalities (Chen, 2012; Meagher, 2021). This approach highlights the interdependence between formal and informal economies, challenging the notion of their separation. The legalist perspective, advanced by De Soto (1989), attributes informality to excessive regulatory frameworks that constrain entrepreneurial activity (De Soto, 1989; Williams & Kedir, 2018; Munyoro & Gwisai, 2020). While influential in policy discourse, this perspective has been critiqued for overemphasizing deregulation without adequately addressing socio-economic inequalities (Williams & Kedir, 2018; Munyoro & Gwisai, 2020; Meagher, 2021). Collectively, these frameworks provide valuable insights but remain limited in capturing the dynamic and context-specific nature of informality in African cities.
2.3 Informality as Urban Resilience and Adaptive Governance
Recent scholarship has moved beyond traditional frameworks to conceptualize informality as a form of urban resilience and adaptive governance. This perspective reframes informal practices as innovative responses to institutional gaps, economic volatility, and rapid urbanization (Roy, 2005; Meagher, 2021; UN-Habitat, 2022). Roy (2005) introduces the notion of “urban informality” as a mode of governance, emphasising its role in shaping land use, housing, and service delivery. Similarly, Watson (2014) advocates for “planning for informality,” which calls for flexible and inclusive planning approaches that recognise informal systems as integral to urban functionality. Empirical studies support this shift, demonstrating that inclusive planning strategies can enhance both economic productivity and service delivery (Mitlin, 2020; UN-Habitat, 2022). For instance, evidence from cities such as Nairobi and Mumbai shows that integrating informal actors into urban planning processes improves spatial efficiency and fosters socio-economic inclusion (UN-Habitat, 2022). However, while these approaches are conceptually robust, their practical implementation remains uneven, particularly in resource-constrained municipalities (Watson, 2021; Meagher, 2021).
2.4 Informality and Urban Planning in the African Context
In African cities, the relationship between informality and urban planning is shaped by historical, institutional, and socio-political factors (Kamete, 2017; Parnell & Pieterse, 2021). Colonial planning legacies have entrenched rigid zoning systems and exclusionary policies that marginalise informal activities (Watson, 2014; Kamete, 2017). These systems often prioritise formal land use and infrastructure development, resulting in the displacement and criminalization of informal enterprises (Skinner & Watson, 2020; Meagher, 2021). Consequently, planning frameworks frequently fail to reflect the lived realities of the majority urban population (Parnell & Pieterse, 2021). Emerging approaches advocate for more inclusive and participatory planning models that integrate informal actors into decision-making processes (Mitlin, 2020; Watson, 2021). Strategies such as incremental upgrading, co-production of services, and flexible zoning have been proposed as mechanisms to bridge the formal–informal divide (Skinner & Watson, 2020). While promising, these approaches require strong institutional capacity, political will, and context-sensitive adaptation—factors that are often limited in many African municipalities.
2.5 Integrating Informality into Urban Development Strategies
The integration of the informal sector into urban development strategies has gained increasing attention in policy and academic discourse. Contemporary planning paradigms emphasise the need for inclusive frameworks that recognize informal actors as legitimate stakeholders in urban development (Watson, 2021; UN-Habitat, 2022). Such approaches involve the provision of infrastructure, secure tenure, and regulatory reforms that support rather than constrain informal activities (Mitlin, 2020; Skinner & Watson, 2020). Despite these advancements, significant challenges remain in operationalising integration at the municipal level (Meagher, 2021; Parnell & Pieterse, 2021). Institutional fragmentation, limited financial resources, and governance inefficiencies often hinder the implementation of inclusive planning strategies (UN-Habitat, 2022). Moreover, there is a tendency for policy frameworks to remain aspirational, lacking clear mechanisms for execution and monitoring (Watson, 2021). This disconnect highlights the need for context-specific strategies that align policy objectives with local capacities and realities.
2.6 Research Gap and Justification
While the literature provides extensive theoretical and empirical insights into informality, a critical gap exists in its application to secondary cities, particularly in Zimbabwe (Meagher, 2021; Parnell & Pieterse, 2021). Most studies focus on large metropolitan areas, thereby overlooking the unique socio-economic and institutional dynamics of smaller urban centres such as Chinhoyi Municipality. Secondary cities often operate with limited fiscal and administrative capacity, which constrains their ability to implement inclusive planning frameworks effectively (UN-Habitat, 2022). Furthermore, there is a paucity of localised empirical research that examines how informal sector integration can be operationalised within specific municipal contexts (Mitlin, 2020). Existing studies tend to generalise findings across diverse urban settings, neglecting the importance of place-based analysis (Watson, 2021). This study addresses this gap by focusing on Chinhoyi Municipality, aiming to develop a contextually grounded understanding of how informal sector activities can be systematically integrated into urban development strategies.
3.0 Theoretical and Conceptual Framework
3.1 Spatial Justice Theory
Drawing on Spatial Justice Theory, this study conceptualizes urban space as a socially produced arena where inequalities are materially inscribed and reproduced through planning regimes (Soja, 2010; Schindler et al., 2020). Edward Soja argues that justice must be understood not only in distributive terms but also spatially, where access to infrastructure, services, and opportunities is unevenly allocated (Soja, 2010). In the context of Chinhoyi Municipality, the marginalisation of informal sector actors reflects spatial injustices embedded in exclusionary zoning, enforcement practices, and planning orthodoxies (Kamete, 2017; Munyoro et al., 2026). Recent scholarship advances this perspective by emphasizing the need for “just urban transitions” that reconcile formal planning with lived spatial practices in the Global South (Schindler et al., 2020; Watson, 2021). However, critics note that Spatial Justice Theory often remains normative, lacking operational tools for planners to reconcile competing spatial claims (Schindler et al., 2020).
3.2 Right to the City
The notion of Right to the City, pioneered by Lefebvre, provides a normative foundation for inclusive urban citizenship (Lefebvre, 1996; Miraftab, 2018). Applied to informal economies, this perspective reframes informality not as illegality but as a legitimate claim to urban space and economic participation (Roy, 2005; Miraftab, 2018). Contemporary interpretations extend Lefebvre’s thesis by foregrounding insurgent urbanism and grassroots agency in African cities (Parnell & Pieterse, 2021). Nevertheless, tensions arise between this rights-based approach and state imperatives for order and regulation (Watson, 2014).
	
3.3 Co-production Theory
Co-production Theory, associated with Ostrom, underscores the collaborative production of public goods through partnerships between state institutions and citizens (Ostrom, 1996; Mitlin, 2020). In urban governance, co-production has gained traction as a mechanism for integrating informal actors into service delivery and planning processes (Watson, 2014; Mitlin, 2020). However, empirical studies reveal that co-production is often constrained by power asymmetries and limited institutional capacity (Meagher, 2021; Parnell & Pieterse, 2021).
3.4 Conceptual Framework
The conceptual framework synthesizes these theoretical strands by linking informal sector activities, institutional responses, and urban outcomes within a dynamic integration continuum (Roy, 2005; Watson, 2021). Informal economic practices interact with institutional mechanisms such as policies and enforcement regimes, producing varied urban outcomes including livelihood security and spatial order (Mitlin, 2020; UN-Habitat, 2022). Integration is conceptualized as a phased process: recognition, regulation, support, and co-management (Skinner & Watson, 2020).
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Fig 1: Conceptual Framework Diagram
Cross-cutting influences operate simultaneously across multiple governance and development levels, shaping urban and economic outcomes through interconnected dynamics of socio-political negotiation, institutional capacity, informal sector diversity, and localized spatial contexts (UN-Habitat, 2022; World Bank, 2023). Socio-political negotiation is central to development processes, as governance outcomes are not purely technical but depend on power relations, coordination, and political will, particularly in rapidly urbanizing regions where institutional arrangements often lag behind growth (Broto & Bulkeley, 2019; Parnell, 2021). These challenges are compounded by institutional capacity constraints, especially in intermediate and secondary cities, where limited fiscal autonomy, weak decentralization, and insufficient human and technical resources restrict effective policy implementation and service delivery (OECD, 2020; Cities Alliance, 2021). At the same time, the informal sector, constituting a significant share of employment in many developing contexts, is highly heterogeneous, encompassing diverse livelihood strategies, skill levels, and economic linkages, thereby requiring nuanced, context-sensitive policy approaches rather than uniform interventions (ILO, 2018; Chen, 2020). Furthermore, local context, particularly the dynamics of intermediate cities, plays a critical mediating role, as these urban spaces function as connectors between rural and metropolitan systems but often experience structural disadvantages, including limited investment, weak governance visibility, and heightened vulnerability to socio-economic and environmental shocks (AfDB, 2019; UCLG, 2022). Collectively, these cross-cutting influences underscore the need for integrated, place-based strategies that recognize the interplay between political processes, institutional realities, economic diversity, and spatial specificity in shaping sustainable development trajectories as discussed below.
3.4.1 From linearity to recursive governance
Most conventional frameworks assume a one-way progression from policy to outcomes (Grindle, 2017; World Bank, 2020). This model deliberately disrupts that assumption by introducing feedback loops, showing that urban outcomes (e.g., informal settlement growth or improved livelihoods) actively reshape institutional responses (Head, 2022; Pelling, 2021). This reflects real-world governance, where policy is reactive as much as it is proactive.
3.4.2 Integration as a negotiated, not technical, process
The framework correctly positions integration (recognition → co-management) as politically mediated rather than purely administrative (Roy, 2019; Pieterse, 2020). Each phase is contingent on negotiation between actors, meaning progress is uneven, reversible, and often contested, especially in cities with limited regulatory coherence.
3.4.3 Centrality of institutional capacity and political will
Institutional responses are not neutral instruments; they are constrained by capacity limitations and political priorities (Fukuyama, 2018; OECD, 2020). In intermediate cities, weak enforcement or selective regulation can produce hybrid governance systems where formal and informal rules coexist, sometimes contradictorily (Simone, 2019; Seto et al., 2021).
3.4.4 Informality as productive, not deviant
By foregrounding adaptability and resilience, the framework avoids framing informality as merely a governance failure (ILO, 2018; Chen, 2020). Instead, it treats it as a functional urban subsystem, which shifts the policy question from eradication to structured integration (Roy, 2019; Skinner, 2021).
3.4.5 Context sensitivity: the intermediate city gap
A key strength is the explicit recognition of intermediate cities as distinct analytical spaces (UCLG, 2022; Cities Alliance, 2021). Unlike large metropolitan areas, these cities often lack resources yet experience rapid informalization (AfDB, 2019). The framework highlights a research gap: how integration models actually perform under these constrained and hybrid conditions.
3.4.6 Co-management as an aspirational but fragile endpoint
While co-management represents the most inclusive stage, the framework implicitly acknowledges its fragility (Ostrom, 2019; Mitlin, 2020). Achieving it requires sustained trust, institutional reform, and actor alignment conditions that are rarely stable (Pelling, 2021). Thus, the continuum should be read as fluid rather than progressive (Head, 2022).
4.0 Methodology
4.1 Research Design
This study adopts a convergent mixed-methods design to interrogate the integration of the informal sector into urban development strategies in Chinhoyi Municipality (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018; Tashakkori et al., 2020). This approach is theoretically grounded in the recognition that informal urbanism is simultaneously socio-spatial, economic, and political, thus requiring methodological pluralism to capture its complexity (Roy, 2011; Watson, 2021). Recent scholarship on African urbanism emphasizes that mono-method approaches often fail to grasp the dynamic interplay between formal planning regimes and informal practices, particularly in rapidly urbanising contexts (Parnell & Pieterse, 2016; Skinner & Watson, 2020). By combining qualitative depth with quantitative breadth, the study responds to calls for more context-sensitive and empirically robust methodologies capable of addressing the fragmented and often contradictory nature of planning systems in African cities (Pieterse, 2018; UN-Habitat, 2022).
4.2 Qualitative Methods
Qualitative data were generated through semi-structured interviews with municipal officials, informal traders, and residents, complemented by focus group discussions (Bryman, 2016; Creswell & Poth, 2018). This approach enabled the elicitation of situated knowledge, power relations, and everyday practices that shape informal economies (Chen, 2020; Meagher, 2021). The use of semi-structured interviews aligns with recent studies highlighting how informal actors actively negotiate, resist, and reshape regulatory frameworks rather than merely existing as passive subjects of governance (Skinner & Watson, 2020; Watson, 2021). Focus groups further facilitated collective reflection, revealing shared experiences of marginalisation and adaptive strategies, thereby uncovering the social embeddedness of informality often overlooked in technocratic planning models (Meagher, 2021; UN-Habitat, 2022). Critically, these methods expose the disjuncture between policy intentions and lived urban realities, a gap frequently identified in African urban research (Parnell & Pieterse, 2016; Pieterse, 2018).
4.3 Quantitative Methods
Quantitative data were collected through a structured survey of approximately 120 informal operators and spatial mapping of informal activity zones (Chen, 2020; ILO, 2023). The survey enabled the generation of descriptive statistics on socio-economic characteristics, livelihood strategies, and interactions with formal planning systems (ILO, 2023). Spatial mapping complemented this by visualising the distribution and intensity of informal activities, addressing the persistent lack of fine-grained spatial data on informality in sub-Saharan Africa (Dobson et al., 2019; UN-Habitat, 2022). The integration of spatial and survey data responds to recent methodological advances advocating for data-driven yet contextually grounded analyses to better inform inclusive planning interventions (Pieterse, 2018; Watson, 2021). However, the study remains critically aware of the limitations of quantification, particularly the risk of reducing complex socio-political processes into simplified metrics (Roy, 2011; Meagher, 2021).
4.4 Document Analysis
Document analysis encompassed Chinhoyi municipality by-laws and national urban policies to contextualise empirical findings within formal regulatory frameworks (Bowen, 2009; UN-Habitat, 2022). This method is essential given the enduring influence of colonial-era planning instruments and top-down regulatory regimes that often marginalise informal economies (Watson, 2009; Parnell & Pieterse, 2016). By critically examining policy texts, the study interrogates the extent to which current planning frameworks accommodate or exclude informality, revealing inherent contradictions between policy rhetoric and implementation (Pieterse, 2018; Watson, 2021). This analytical layer enables a triangulated understanding of governance structures and their implications for inclusive urban development (UN-Habitat, 2022).
4.5 Research Gap and Methodological Contribution
Despite increasing scholarship on informality in African cities, significant gaps remain in empirically grounded, city-specific studies that integrate spatial, socio-economic, and governance dimensions (Skinner & Watson, 2020; Meagher, 2021). Existing literature often either generalises across contexts or privileges macro-level analyses, thereby overlooking the micro-scale dynamics of secondary cities such as Chinhoyi Municipality (Parnell & Pieterse, 2016). Furthermore, while informality is widely acknowledged as central to urban livelihoods, there is limited methodological integration of spatial mapping with participatory qualitative insights to inform planning praxis (Pieterse, 2018; UN-Habitat, 2022). This study addresses these gaps by employing a multi-scalar, mixed-methods approach that bridges policy analysis with lived experiences and spatial realities. In doing so, it contributes to emerging calls for more adaptive, inclusive, and evidence-based planning frameworks that move beyond exclusionary models toward the co-production of urban space with informal actors (Chen, 2020; Watson, 2021).
5.0 Data Analysis
This study employed a convergent mixed-methods analytical framework to examine the dynamics of urban informality in Chinhoyi Municipality, Zimbabwe, integrating qualitative and quantitative strands to ensure methodological complementarity (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018; Tashakkori et al., 2020). The approach enabled simultaneous interpretation of socio-spatial practices, governance structures, and livelihood strategies within the informal sector, thereby enhancing analytical depth and contextual validity (Watson, 2021; UN-Habitat, 2022). Consistent with established mixed-methods scholarship, this design supports triangulation to improve interpretive robustness and reduce mono-method bias in urban studies research (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018; Tashakkori et al., 2020).
5.1 Qualitative Thematic Analysis
Qualitative data were analysed using reflexive thematic analysis, following the methodological principles advanced by Braun and Clarke, to systematically identify, code, and interpret recurring patterns related to informality, governance, and spatial negotiation (Braun & Clarke, 2021). This process enabled an interpretive examination of how municipal regulations, social practices, and livelihood strategies intersect in shaping informal urban economies (Skinner & Watson, 2020; Watson, 2021). Particular attention was given to power relations embedded in planning regimes and the lived experiences of informal actors, aligning with contemporary urban informality scholarship that emphasises context-sensitive interpretation (Chen, 2020; Meagher, 2021).
5.2 Quantitative Descriptive Statistics
Quantitative data were analysed using descriptive statistical techniques, including frequency distributions and proportional analysis, to quantify the extent and structure of informal economic participation in Chinhoyi Municipality (Chen, 2020; ILO, 2023). This facilitated the measurement of key variables such as income dependence, spatial distribution of activities, and access to services, thereby providing an empirical baseline for interpretation (UN-Habitat, 2022). The use of descriptive statistics strengthened the generalisability of findings and enabled systematic comparison with broader urban informality trends documented in Global South cities (Chen, 2020; ILO, 2023).
5.3 Integration and Triangulation
The integration of qualitative and quantitative findings was undertaken through a convergent triangulation approach, allowing for the systematic comparison and synthesis of complementary datasets (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018; Tashakkori et al., 2020). This process enhanced the validity of results by cross-verifying patterns emerging from statistical outputs and thematic interpretations (UN-Habitat, 2022). The triangulated analysis provided a comprehensive understanding of informality as both a livelihood system and a spatial phenomenon, reinforcing the need for inclusive urban planning frameworks that respond to complex socio-economic realities (Chen, 2020; Watson, 2021).
6.0 Findings
6.1 Institutional Exclusion
The study reveals that informal economic actors in Chinhoyi Municipality remain structurally excluded from formal urban planning institutions, reflecting a persistent governance gap in Zimbabwe’s secondary cities (UN-Habitat, 2022; World Bank, 2023). Despite decentralisation reforms, planning processes continue to privilege formal property regimes and technocratic expertise, effectively marginalising informal traders and settlement representatives from decision-making platforms (Kamete, 2020; Watson, 2020). This exclusion reproduces spatial and socio-political inequities, as informal actors, who constitute a significant proportion of urban land users, lack institutional voice in shaping land use, infrastructure allocation, and regulatory frameworks (ILO, 2023). The finding aligns with broader scholarship in Zimbabwe, which demonstrates that planning systems remain rigid, exclusionary, and historically inherited from colonial urban models that underrepresent lived urban realities in secondary cities such as Chinhoyi Municipality (Kamete, 2020; Chirisa et al., 2022). Consequently, institutional exclusion not only undermines procedural justice but also weakens the responsiveness of urban governance systems to rapidly evolving informal urbanisation dynamics (Watson, 2020; UN-Habitat, 2022).
6.2 Economic Contribution
Findings indicate that the informal sector is not peripheral but central to Chinhoyi Municipality’s urban economy, functioning as a critical absorber of labour and generator of livelihoods amid constrained formal employment (ILO, 2023; World Bank, 2023). Informal enterprises contribute significantly to local economic circulation through retail trade, services, and small-scale manufacturing, reinforcing urban resilience in contexts of macroeconomic instability (AfDB, 2022). This supports emerging evidence that Zimbabwe’s informal economy has evolved from subsistence-based survivalism into a structurally embedded and productive economic system (Kamete, 2020; Chirisa et al., 2022). However, the contribution remains under-acknowledged in municipal revenue systems and urban development strategies, resulting in a paradox where the sector sustains urban livelihoods while being weakly integrated into fiscal and spatial planning frameworks (UN-Habitat, 2022). The disconnect between economic significance and policy recognition underscores a critical planning deficit that limits the transformative potential of informality (World Bank, 2023).
6.3 Governance Challenges
The study finds that enforcement-led regulatory approaches dominate municipal responses to informality in Chinhoyi, producing conflictual rather than cooperative governance relations (Kamete, 2020; UN-Habitat, 2022). Heavy reliance on policing, displacement, and spatial exclusion strategies has not reduced informality but has instead intensified mistrust between informal actors and local authorities (Chirisa et al., 2022). This mirrors wider regional evidence where punitive urban governance frameworks in Zimbabwean cities have generated counterproductive outcomes, including spatial fragmentation and informal resistance practices (World Bank, 2023). Such governance approaches reflect a failure to recognise informality as a structural feature of urbanisation rather than a planning anomaly (Watson, 2020). The resulting governance impasse undermines regulatory legitimacy and constrains the development of adaptive urban management systems capable of engaging with informality as an integral component of the urban system (UN-Habitat, 2022).
6.4 Potential for Integration
Despite institutional and regulatory tensions, the findings demonstrate strong stakeholder support for participatory and inclusive planning mechanisms that integrate informal sector actors into urban development processes (UN-Habitat, 2022; World Bank, 2023). Local authorities, civil society actors, and informal enterprise representatives, express convergence around co-management approaches, suggesting an emergent policy window for integration (ILO, 2023). This aligns with contemporary urban governance literature advocating for participatory planning as a mechanism to enhance legitimacy, equity, and spatial responsiveness in rapidly urbanising contexts (Watson, 2020). In Chinhoyi Municipality, integration is increasingly viewed not as a normative ideal but as a pragmatic necessity to manage urban complexity, improve service delivery, and enhance economic inclusion (AfDB, 2022). However, translating this consensus into institutional reform requires overcoming entrenched bureaucratic norms and redefining planning instruments to accommodate hybrid urban economies (World Bank, 2023).
7.0 Discussion
The findings align with a growing body of scholarship that conceptualises informality not as a planning failure but as a constitutive feature of urbanisation in the Global South (Watson, 2020; UN-Habitat, 2022). Recent evidence from Zimbabwe and comparable African contexts demonstrates that informal economies and settlements have evolved into resilient, adaptive systems that compensate for infrastructural deficits and governance gaps, thereby complicating orthodox planning paradigms premised on formality and control (Chirisa et al., 2022; AfDB, 2022). In Chinhoyi Municipality, this manifests in the normalization of informal land access, service provision, and livelihood generation, underscoring that informality is not peripheral but structurally embedded in urban production (ILO, 2023). However, dominant planning frameworks continue to marginalise informal actors, reinforcing spatial and socio-economic inequalities (Kamete, 2020). This disconnect reflects what the literature identifies as a persistent tension between statutory planning systems and lived urban realities, where rigid regulatory regimes are often unable to accommodate the fluidity and incremental logic of informal urbanisation processes (Watson, 2020). Consequently, the persistence of exclusionary planning in Chinhoyi Municipality risks reproducing infrastructural inequities while underutilising the adaptive capacities inherent in informal systems (UN-Habitat, 2022).
In response, the evidence supports an emergent paradigm shift towards collaborative and co-productive urban governance models that reposition informal actors as legitimate stakeholders in planning processes (World Bank, 2023; ILO, 2023). Contemporary studies emphasise that sustainable urban transformation in African cities increasingly depends on integrating socio-technical systems, local innovation, and participatory governance rather than attempting to suppress informality (AfDB, 2022). For Chinhoyi Municipality, this implies moving beyond regulatory containment towards institutionalised engagement mechanisms that embed informal sector dynamics into formal planning instruments, including flexible zoning, incremental upgrading, and participatory infrastructure co-production (UN-Habitat, 2022). Such an approach aligns with broader calls for adaptive urban planning systems capable of responding to rapid urbanisation and infrastructural deficits while recognising the productive role of informality in urban resilience. Ultimately, integrating the informal sector requires reconfiguring planning rationalities from a state-centric model of enforcement to a relational governance framework that acknowledges hybridity, negotiates legitimacy, and fosters inclusive urban development trajectories (Watson, 2020).
8.0 Policy Recommendations
8.1 Policy Alignment
Effective integration of the informal sector into Chinhoyi Municipality’s urban development requires a recalibration of municipal by-laws to move beyond exclusionary regulatory frameworks towards enabling legal recognition and structured regulation of informal economic activities (UNHSP, 2022; ILO, 2023). Current urban governance regimes in many secondary cities in Zimbabwe remain anchored in modernist planning traditions that criminalise informality, despite its centrality to urban livelihoods (UN-Habitat, 2022). Reforming by-laws should therefore be aligned with the Zimbabwe National Development Strategy 1 (NDS1) and broader SDG 11 commitments, which emphasize inclusive, safe, resilient, and sustainable cities (United Nations, 2023; GoZ, 2021). However, policy alignment must avoid superficial harmonisation; instead, it should embed enforceable provisions that legitimize informal trading while maintaining public health and spatial order (ILO, 2023; World Bank, 2023). Thus, this requires reconciling tensions between fiscal interests of municipalities and livelihood imperatives of informal actors, ensuring that regulation becomes facilitative rather than punitive.
8.2 Spatial Planning
Spatial planning interventions must address the structural exclusion of informal traders from prime urban land through the deliberate designation of well-serviced trading zones and incremental upgrading of existing informal markets (AfDB, 2022; World Bank, 2023). Evidence from African secondary cities demonstrates that spatial marginalisation of informal enterprises reduces productivity and increases urban disorder (World Bank, 2023). In Chinhoyi Municipality, planning should prioritize the redevelopment of markets with integrated infrastructure such as potable water, sanitation, drainage, waste management, and storage facilities (AfDB, 2022; UN-Habitat, 2022). Nonetheless, spatial formalisation should avoid rigid relocation strategies that disrupt existing livelihood networks (Watson, 2020). Instead, adaptive spatial frameworks should be adopted to balance order and accessibility, recognizing that informality is spatially embedded in commuter flows, transport nodes, and peri-urban corridors (Watson, 2020; World Bank, 2023).
8.3 Stakeholder Engagement
Participatory planning platforms are essential to bridge the persistent governance gap between municipal authorities and informal sector actors, whose exclusion has historically undermined policy legitimacy and compliance (UN-Habitat, 2022; ILO, 2023). Contemporary urban governance literature emphasizes co-production as a critical mechanism for improving service delivery and inclusivity in informal economies (UN-Habitat, 2022). In Chinhoyi, institutionalizing structured dialogue forums between vendors’ associations, municipal planners, and civil society can enhance transparency and mutual accountability (AfDB, 2022; ILO, 2023). However, engagement must move beyond tokenistic consultation toward binding participatory governance arrangements where informal sector representatives influence decision-making processes (Watson, 2020; UN-Habitat, 2022). Thus, strengthening informal sector associations also enhances collective bargaining power and reduces fragmentation, thereby improving policy responsiveness and implementation outcomes (ILO, 2023).
8.4 Economic Empowerment
Economic empowerment strategies should focus on improving the productivity and resilience of informal enterprises through access to microfinance, business development services, and targeted skills training (AfDB, 2022; ILO, 2023). Empirical evidence indicates that liquidity constraints and limited financial inclusion remain key barriers to informal sector upgrading in sub-Saharan Africa (ILO, 2023). In Chinhoyi, partnerships with microfinance institutions and development agencies can facilitate tailored credit products that reflect the irregular income patterns of informal workers (AfDB, 2022; World Bank, 2023). Additionally, promoting cooperative models and integrated value chains can enhance economies of scale and market access (UN-Habitat, 2022; ILO, 2023). Nevertheless, empowerment policies must avoid over-financialisaton without structural support, as credit provision alone does not resolve infrastructural and regulatory constraints that perpetuate informality (World Bank, 2023).
8.5 Urban Management
Urban management frameworks must transition from rigid zoning regimes to flexible, adaptive systems that recognize the fluidity of informal economic practices (Watson, 2020; World Bank, 2023). Traditional zoning has often failed in African cities due to its inability to accommodate dynamic land-use patterns and livelihood diversification (World Bank, 2023). In Chinhoyi, flexible zoning should allow mixed-use development and temporal allocation of trading spaces, particularly in high-density and transit-oriented areas (UN-Habitat, 2022; AfDB, 2022). However, flexibility must be balanced with enforceable minimum standards related to hygiene, safety, and environmental sustainability (ILO, 2023). This requires a recalibrated regulatory approach that does not seek to eliminate informality but to manage it as a permanent feature of the urban economy.
9.0 Proposed Model: Hybrid Inclusive Urban Governance Model
                  ┌──────────────────────────────────────┐
                  │   HYBRID INCLUSIVE URBAN GOVERNANCE │
                  │               MODEL                  │
                  │            (Chinhoyi)                │
                  └──────────────────────────────────────┘
                                   │
        ┌───────────────┬───────────────┬───────────────┬───────────────┐
        │               │               │               │               │
        ▼               ▼               ▼               ▼
┌────────────────┐ ┌────────────────┐ ┌────────────────┐ ┌────────────────────────┐
│ Institutional  │ │ Spatial        │ │ Economic       │ │ Participatory          │
│ Reform         │ │ Integration    │ │ Support        │ │ Governance             │
└────────────────┘ └────────────────┘ └────────────────┘ └────────────────────────┘
        │               │               │               │
        ▼               ▼               ▼               ▼
 Flexible         Mixed-use zoning   Financial        Co-production
 regulation       Incremental        inclusion        mechanisms
 Enabling policy  upgrading          Capacity         Stakeholder
 frameworks       Land-use           building         engagement
                  inclusion          Productivity     Institutionalized
                                     support          participation

                                   │
                                   ▼
                  ┌──────────────────────────────────────┐
                  │        CORE PRINCIPLES               │
                  ├──────────────────────────────────────┤
                  │ • Recognition of informality         │
                  │ • Participatory planning             │
                  │ • Incremental upgrading              │
                  │ • Adaptive regulation                │
                  └──────────────────────────────────────┘
                                   │
                                   ▼
                  ┌──────────────────────────────────────┐
                  │        KEY OUTCOME                   │
                  ├──────────────────────────────────────┤
                  │ Continuum-based urban system         │
                  │ (integration of formal & informal)   │
                  └──────────────────────────────────────┘
Fig 2: Hybrid Inclusive Urban Governance Model
The Hybrid Inclusive Urban Governance Model proposed for Chinhoyi Municipality integrates institutional reform, spatial integration, economic support, and participatory governance into a unified framework for managing urban informality. Unlike conventional planning models that treat informality as a deviation, this model conceptualizes it as an endogenous component of urban systems requiring adaptive governance (Roy, 2019; Watson, 2020). Institutional reform is central, emphasizing flexible regulatory frameworks that enable rather than constrain informal economic activity (Brown & McGranahan, 2016; De Soto, 2018). This is complemented by spatial integration strategies that embed informal enterprises within formal land-use planning systems through incremental upgrading and mixed-use zoning (Smit & Pieterse, 2019; UN-Habitat, 2022). Economically, the model prioritizes financial inclusion and technical capacity-building to enhance productivity and reduce vulnerability among informal operators (Chen, 2020; World Bank, 2023). However, economic interventions are most effective when coupled with participatory governance mechanisms that institutionalize co-production between the municipality and informal actors (Ostrom, 2018; Mitlin, 2021). The model is anchored on four core principles: recognition of informality as legitimate urban practice, participatory planning as a governance norm, incremental upgrading as a spatial strategy, and adaptive regulation as a policy orientation (UN-Habitat, 2020; Pieterse et al., 2021). Collectively, these components challenge the binary framing of formal versus informal urban systems and instead promote a continuum-based approach that reflects lived urban realities.
10.0 Conclusion
In conclusion, this study situates Chinhoyi Mucipality’s informal sector within contemporary urban theory that increasingly rejects dichotomous framings of informality as either pathology or panacea, instead recognising it as an embedded and constitutive feature of African urbanisation. Engaging critically with the literature on inclusive urbanism and incremental planning, the analysis demonstrates that attempts to suppress or marginalise informality have historically produced spatial fragmentation, governance inefficiencies, and lost economic potential, while unregulated tolerance alone risks entrenching precarity and infrastructural strain. The findings therefore advance a calibrated position: informal activities should be systematically integrated into municipal planning frameworks through adaptive regulatory instruments, spatial recognition, and co-produced governance mechanisms that reconcile fiscal constraints with livelihood imperatives. In Chinhoyi Municipality, such integration is not merely a technical adjustment but a structural reorientation of urban development practice toward hybridity, where formal and informal systems are mutually constitutive rather than oppositional. By synthesising empirical insights with broader scholarly debates, the study underscores that “planning the unplanned” requires institutional flexibility, political will, and iterative planning logics capable of accommodating urban complexity. Ultimately, the proposed integrative model offers a transferable framework for secondary cities in Zimbabwe and comparable contexts, positioning informality not as an urban deficit to be eradicated but as a strategic resource for achieving resilient, equitable, and sustainable urban development.
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