
 
Journal of Academic Opinion 2025 5(2) 96-102 / e-ISSN: 2791-9447 

 

    96 
Atıf/Cite as: Ola K. Esmail  (2025). Embracing the Unruly: Rethinking Informal Settlements Through Shifting Perceptions. Journal of Academic Opinion, 5(2): 96-
102. 

 

Research Article / Araştırma Makalesi 

https://academicopinion.org/ 

 

Embracing the Unruly: Rethinking Informal Settlements Through Shifting 
Perceptions 

Asi Olanı Kucaklamak: Algıları Değiştirerek Gayri Resmi Yerleşimleri Yeniden Düşünmek 

 Ola K. ESMAIL1 
1 Ain Shams University, Cairo/Egypt, ola.khaled.esmail@eng.asu.edu.eg 

 

A
B

S
T

R
A

C
T

 

This research paper challenges conventional urban planning approaches by advocating 
for the integration of informal settlements. Drawing a novel parallel between the evolving 
societal acceptance of curly hair and the shifting perceptions of informal settlements, the 
paper argues that both have been historically marginalized due to perceptions of disorder 
and incompatibility with established norms. However, a paradigm shift is occurring, with 
curly hair now celebrated for its individuality and natural beauty, mirroring a growing 
recognition of the resilience, creativity, and valuable contributions of informal 
settlements to urban life. The paper explores this evolving narrative, advocating for 
inclusive urban planning strategies that actively engage residents of informal 
settlements, recognizing their strengths, and promoting equitable and sustainable urban 
development. Through a conceptual framework utilizing the curly hair metaphor, the 
paper outlines advocacy strategies—including storytelling, education, and community-led 
action—to achieve this transformative shift in perception and practice. 
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Bu araştırma makalesi, gayri resmi yerleşimlerin entegrasyonunu savunarak geleneksel 
kentsel planlama yaklaşımlarına meydan okuyor. Kıvırcık saçların toplumdaki 
evrimleşen kabulü ile gayri resmi yerleşimlere ilişkin değişen algılar arasında yeni bir 
paralellik kuran makale, her ikisinin de düzensizlik algıları ve yerleşik normlarla 
uyumsuzluk nedeniyle tarihsel olarak dışlandığını savunuyor. Ancak, kıvırcık saçların 
artık bireyselliği ve doğal güzelliğiyle kutlandığı, gayri resmi yerleşimlerin kentsel 
yaşama sağladığı direncin, yaratıcılığın ve değerli katkıların giderek daha fazla 
tanınmasıyla bir paradigma değişimi yaşanıyor. Makale, bu gelişen anlatıyı inceliyor, 
gayri resmi yerleşim sakinlerini aktif olarak dahil eden, güçlü yönlerini tanıyan ve adil ve 
sürdürülebilir kentsel gelişimi teşvik eden kapsayıcı kentsel planlama stratejilerini 
savunuyor. Kıvırcık saç metaforunu kullanan kavramsal bir çerçeve aracılığıyla makale, 
algı ve uygulamada bu dönüştürücü değişimi başarmak için hikâye anlatımı, eğitim ve 
topluluk liderliğindeki eylem dahil olmak üzere savunuculuk stratejilerini ana hatlarıyla 
açıklıyor. 

Anahtar Kelimeler: Gayriresmi Yerleşimler, Kentsel Planlama, Dahil Etme, Toplumsal Algı, 
Paradigma Değişimi 
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1. Introduction 

The cultural perception of curly hair provides a compelling analogy 
for the evolving discourse surrounding informal settlements in urban 
planning. Historically, curly hair was often stigmatized as 
unmanageable and undesirable, reflecting a broader societal 
preference for smooth, straight hair as the conventional standard of 
beauty (Karpe, 2020; Peacock, 2019). However, contemporary 
perspectives have shifted significantly, with curly hair now 

increasingly celebrated as a symbol of individuality, natural aesthetics, 
and self-acceptance (Darden, 2019). This attitudinal transformation 
mirrors the changing perspectives on informal settlements, which, like 
curly hair, have historically been viewed as disorganized and 
incompatible with the ideals of structured urban development (Jones, 
2019). Consequently, these areas have often been marginalized in 
formal planning processes and perceived as problematic enclaves 
within the urban fabric (UNHCR, 2024). 
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In parallel with the growing societal appreciation for the 
uniqueness of curly hair, there is an emerging recognition of the 
inherent potential and significance of informal settlements (Esmail, 
2023; Jones, 2017; Kably, 2015; Rosner-Manor et al., 2020; Suhartini 
and Jones, 2019). This paradigm shift reflects a broader movement 
toward inclusivity, sustainability, and the valorization of diversity in 
urban development strategies (Abunyewah et al., 2014; Azunre et al., 
2021; Brugmann, 2010; Chege and Mwisukha, 2013; Fahmi and 
Sutton, 2006, 2010; Mahabir et al., 2016; Malecki and Ewers, 2007; 
Samson, 2010). This article examines the reciprocal relationship 
between the acceptance of curly hair and the integration of informal 
settlements, positing that elements once relegated to the margins can 
be reconceptualized as sources of strength, innovation, and urban 
dynamism. Informal settlements have long been marginalized in 
urban planning, frequently relegated to the status of problems to be 
managed or eradicated, rather than being acknowledged as integral 
components of urban development. Characterized by inadequate 
infrastructure, a lack of formal property rights, and limited access to 
essential services, these areas have historically been excluded from 
formal planning frameworks (Jones, 2017). Instead of being 
recognized as dynamic spaces fostering resourcefulness and 
community resilience (Marx et al., 2024), informal settlements have 
often been stigmatized as chaotic and unsustainable environments 
(Dovey and King, 2011; Esmail, 2023). This systemic exclusion has 
exacerbated urban inequality, with residents facing constrained 
opportunities for socioeconomic advancement and integration into 
broader urban structures (Grant, 2010). 

Given the continued expansion of urban populations globally, and 
the significant proportion of residents residing in informal settlements 
(UN-Habitat, 2008, 2020; UN-STATS, 2018), there is an exigent need 
to reevaluate prevailing narratives and planning methodologies. This 
paper underscores the critical importance of this paradigm shift, 
advocating for a more inclusive and equitable approach to urban 
development—one that recognizes the inherent value and potential of 
informal settlements. Just as societal perceptions of natural curly hair 
have evolved to celebrate its uniqueness, urban planning practices 
must increasingly appreciate the diversity, creativity, and innovation 
embedded within informal settlements. 

The integration of these areas into formal planning processes is 
crucial for enhancing the quality of life for their residents and fostering 
sustainable, equitable urban growth in the face of global challenges. 
This research advocates for a fundamental shift in perspective, moving 
away from viewing informal settlements as problematic anomalies 
toward recognizing them as dynamic, resourceful, and integral 
components of urban life. Therefore, this study addresses the central 
research question: How can urban planning leverage the strengths and 
resilience of informal settlements to cultivate more equitable and 
sustainable urban environments, drawing parallels between societal 
shifts in the perception of curly hair and the evolving understanding 
of informal settlements? The paper will explore how embracing the 
strengths and contributions of informal settlements can lead to more 
equitable, sustainable, and innovative urban futures, ensuring that 
marginalized communities are actively engaged in shaping the cities of 
tomorrow, rather than remaining on the periphery. 

2. Historical Perceptions and Social Context 

The historical perception of curly hair has been significantly 
influenced by societal beauty standards that favored smooth, straight 
hair as the ideal (Johnson et al., 2017). This preference led to curly hair 
being viewed as unruly, difficult to manage, and inherently 
undesirable, mirroring broader cultural norms that equated straight 
hair with sophistication and conformity. This bias often pressured 
individuals with curly hair to alter their natural texture, leading to 

feelings of inadequacy and exclusion. This narrative perpetuated the 
idea that deviation from accepted norms equated to disorder and 
imperfection. 

This negative perception of curly hair parallels the historical view 
of informal settlements in urban planning. Like curly hair, informal 
settlements, characterized by self-built homes, inadequate 
infrastructure, and informal governance, have been seen as chaotic 
and incompatible with formal urban development (Arefi, 2011). These 
settlements were often excluded from formal planning processes, 
viewed as messy spaces requiring remediation or eradication, much 
like curly hair was once seen as something to be controlled. 

However, societal attitudes toward curly hair have transformed 
remarkably. Curly hair is now celebrated for its natural beauty and 
individuality, reflecting a broader movement toward embracing 
diversity and challenging narrow beauty standards. Media 
representation and cultural influencers have supported this shift, 
recognizing curly hair as a symbol of pride and self-expression 
(Drumond, 2020). This rejection of rigid norms signifies a significant 
advancement toward inclusivity and self-acceptance. 

A similar evolution is occurring in the narrative surrounding 
informal settlements. As urbanization accelerates, urban planners and 
policymakers are increasingly acknowledging the resilience and 
contributions of informal settlements (Cociña and Landesman, 2024). 
Like curly hair, these settlements possess inherent value, fostering 
social networks and contributing to local economies. They are now 
seen as dynamic and essential components of urban life rather than 
marginal entities. According to Satterthwaite et al. (2020), informal 
settlements are vulnerable due to substandard housing, infrastructure, 
and limited governance capacity. 

This parallel reflects a broader societal shift toward inclusivity and 
equity. Both curly hair and informal settlements have faced rejection, 
shaped by norms that prioritized conformity. Today, as curly hair is 
increasingly valued, informal settlements are beginning to be 
recognized as vibrant spaces that contribute to the dynamism of cities. 
This transformation challenges exclusionary practices and advocates 
for urban planning approaches that embrace diversity and complexity. 
As noted by Lupala (2002), recommendations for neighborhood design 
in informal African cities include localized planning and improved 
information management systems. 

The growing acceptance of both signifies a broader cultural 
transformation that celebrates authenticity and non-conformity as 
sources of strength. By transcending outdated ideals, society can 
cultivate a more inclusive understanding of identity and urban life. In 
both cases, what was once stigmatized has emerged as a symbol of 
resilience and growth, representing a profound redefinition of societal 
values. 

3. The Evolution of Urban Planning and Informal 
Settlements 

Throughout much of the 20th century, informal settlements were 
systematically excluded from formal urban planning processes due to 
perceptions of chaos and incompatibility with modern urban 
development ideals. These areas, characterized by self-constructed 
housing, inadequate infrastructure, and informal governance 
structures, were often associated with poverty and illegal land 
occupation (Tacoli et al., 2014). This exclusionary approach led to 
policies aimed at eradication or forced relocation, neglecting their 
ingenuity and resourcefulness (Cities Alliance, 2023), and 
exacerbating social and spatial divides by denying residents access to 
essential services and legal rights (Grant, 2010). 

However, the narrative surrounding informal settlements has 
evolved in recent years. They are now increasingly acknowledged for 
their resilience and contributions to local economies and cultural 
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diversity. Contemporary approaches emphasize integrating these 
settlements into broader planning objectives, focusing on upgrading 
infrastructure and securing land rights (Satterthwaite et al., 2018). 
This shift reflects a movement toward inclusivity and equity in urban 
development, viewing informal settlements as spaces to be enhanced 
rather than eradicated. 

Incorporating informal settlements into formal urban planning can 
unlock innovative solutions for sustainable urban development. These 
settlements often demonstrate remarkable adaptability and resilience, 
serving as testing grounds for new urban technologies and governance 
models. For instance, they provide valuable insights into low-cost, 
community-driven infrastructure projects that prioritize local needs 
and capacities. Additionally, including informal settlements in the 
formal planning process can facilitate a more equitable distribution of 
resources, fostering environments that are inclusive, vibrant, and 
capable of addressing the challenges posed by rapid urbanization. The 
integration of informal settlements into urban development strategies 
holds significant potential for improving living conditions while 
cultivating more diverse, sustainable, and dynamic urban 
environments. By acknowledging the contributions of these areas, 
cities can move away from exclusionary practices and advance toward 
more inclusive development models that celebrate resilience, 
innovation, and community-driven solutions. 

4. Embracing the Potential of Informal Settlements 
Informal settlements often demonstrate remarkable resilience, 

creativity, and resourcefulness in response to limited resources. 
Confronted with infrastructure deficiencies and socio-economic 
challenges, residents implement innovative solutions to meet their 
needs, transforming these areas into vibrant and dynamic 
communities (see Esmail, 2023). Furthermore, informal settlements 
possess intrinsic value derived from their capacity to adapt and thrive 
in conditions of scarcity (Dodman et al., 2023). For instance, residents 
in many informal communities construct homes using locally available 
materials, establish informal markets, and develop community-driven 
systems of governance and service provision (Cociña et al., 2024). 
These adaptive strategies highlight the ingenuity that emerges when 
individuals are empowered to leverage local knowledge in navigating 
complex challenges. 

Recognizing these attributes can facilitate the development of more 
inclusive and innovative urban solutions. Instead of viewing informal 
settlements as areas requiring repair or control, urban planners can 
regard these communities as models of resilience, drawing upon their 
local knowledge to create sustainable and adaptive urban 
environments (UN-Habitat, 2010). This shift in perspective, which 
embraces the unique characteristics of informal settlements, can yield 
urban solutions that are both innovative and grounded in the realities 
of the residents. Much like the celebration of curly hair's natural 
texture as a sign of authenticity, the resourcefulness of informal 
settlements can be viewed as a valuable asset for promoting more 
dynamic, responsive, and inclusive urban planning. 

Informal settlements make substantial social and economic 
contributions to urban life, yet these contributions are frequently 
overlooked in traditional urban planning frameworks (Agyabeng et al., 
2022). These communities serve as hubs of local entrepreneurship, 
where residents operate small-scale businesses that provide essential 
goods and services to their neighborhoods (see Esmail, 2023). Such 
businesses often fulfill unmet needs, functioning in ways that formal 
markets cannot, and thus play a vital role in sustaining urban 
economies. From street vendors and informal traders to micro-
enterprises in sectors such as construction, transportation, and food 
production, informal economies provide livelihoods for millions and 
serve as crucial components of urban economic systems. 

Beyond their economic contributions, informal settlements foster 
cultural vibrancy, serving as sites of rich social interaction, 
community-building, and identity formation. The strong social 
networks within these settlements enhance community cohesion, 
providing social capital that facilitates the informal exchange of goods, 
services, and information (see Esmail, 2023). However, traditional 
urban planning frameworks often fail to recognize these valuable 
social and economic dynamics, focusing primarily on formal economic 
sectors and physical infrastructure. 

5. Inclusivity and Equity in Urban Planning 

Inclusive governance is essential for achieving equitable urban 
development, particularly in addressing the needs of marginalized 
communities residing in informal settlements (Otsuki, 2016). Similar 
to the cultural shift toward embracing diverse hair textures, which 
necessitated the development of new frameworks for acceptance and 
celebration, urban planning must adopt governance models that 
prioritize the participation of historically excluded populations. 
Traditional urban planning processes have often marginalized 
informal communities, resulting in a lack of representation in 
decision-making processes that affect their neighborhoods (GTZ, 
2009). This exclusion has perpetuated inequities, reinforcing patterns 
of social and spatial marginalization. 

Equity and sustainability are interrelated objectives in urban 
development (Dsouza et al., 2023). Achieving a fair and just urban 
future requires ensuring that all communities, including those in 
informal settlements, have access to the same opportunities and 
resources as more affluent areas. At the same time, sustainability in 
urban planning necessitates acknowledging the contributions of 
informal settlements, where residents often adopt sustainable 
practices out of necessity (Nassar and Elsayed, 2018). Examples of 
such practices include recycling, resource-sharing, and low-impact 
construction methods. By integrating these practices into formal 
urban planning and ensuring equitable access to sustainable 
infrastructure, cities can foster inclusive, resilient, and sustainable 
urban environments. 

6. A Conceptual Framework: Redefining the Perception of 
Informal Settlements 

The central concept of this framework draws a parallel between 
curly hair and informal settlements, employing the metaphor of curly 
hair to symbolize authenticity, individuality, and the transition from 
marginalization to celebration. Historically, curly hair has been 
stigmatized and undervalued in a manner similar to the exclusion and 
oversight of informal settlements within urban development 
paradigms. Nevertheless, both curly hair and informal settlements are 
inherently dynamic and resourceful, offering unique contributions to 
their respective environments. This framework (shown in Figure 1) 
aims to challenge and transform perceptions of informal settlements, 
advocating for a shift from viewing them as sites of exclusion and 
stigma to recognizing them as valuable and integral components of 
urban life. This transformative process is inspired by the cultural 
evolution of curly hair, which has increasingly been celebrated for its 
beauty and significance. 

Additionally, this framework utilizes a creative metaphor to deepen 
the understanding of societal stigma, marginalization, and 
transformation. By contrasting the acceptance of curly hair with the 
reimagining of informal settlements, it underscores how analogous 
processes—such as shifting perceptions, advocacy, and the celebration 
of intrinsic value—can facilitate meaningful change across diverse 
contexts. In both cases, emphasis is placed on reclaiming spaces—
personal and urban—while challenging exclusionary norms to 
promote inclusivity, pride, and equity. 
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The following sub-sections discuss in more detail the different 
phases of the proposed framework that aim to shift perceptions about 
informal settlements. 

Figure 1 
A diagram showing the proposed conceptual framework for redefining informal settlements 

 
Source: Author 

6.1. Core Metaphor: Curly Hair Acceptance ↔ Reimagining Informal 
Settlements 

This metaphor establishes a parallel between societal perceptions 
of marginalized beauty standards, such as curly hair, and the 
treatment of informal settlements. Natural curly hair has historically 
faced stigmatization, particularly within communities of African 
descent, where it has often been labeled as "unruly" or 
"unprofessional." This stigma necessitates a narrative shift toward 
celebrating curly hair as beautiful and natural. Similarly, informal 
settlements are frequently characterized as "chaotic," "undesirable," 
or "illegal," with their residents often excluded from formal urban 
planning processes. Reimagining these spaces requires 
acknowledgment of their intrinsic value, resilience, and the innovative 
social systems that support them. This metaphor effectively 
underscores the emotional and structural transformations needed in 
both contexts—reclaiming beauty, dignity, and worth in areas where 
society has previously imposed shame. 

6.2. Problem Statement: Historical Stigmatization and Exclusion of 
Both 

The challenge arises from the historical stigmatization and 
systemic exclusion experienced by both curly hair and informal 
settlements. Curly hair has been marginalized through racial 
hierarchies, colonial beauty standards, and the forced assimilation of 
minority groups, wherein the notion of "straight hair as professional" 
within corporate environments reinforces existing biases. Likewise, 
informal settlements are frequently labeled as illegitimate or illegal by 
urban authorities, neglecting the socio-economic forces that give rise 
to these communities and the agency of their residents in creating 
sustainable lives. For instance, in Brazil, favelas are often perceived as 
dangerous and unsanitary spaces that require demolition or 
“regularization,” a process that parallels societal pressures to 
“regularize” or straighten curly hair. Both scenarios emphasize the 

necessity to re-examine narratives shaped by power dynamics that 
perpetuate exclusion and stigma. 

6.3. Key Concepts: Marginalization → Perception Shift → Celebration 
of Value 

Both curly hair and informal settlements have undergone 
marginalization, shifts in perception, and eventual acknowledgment of 
their inherent value. Curly hair has often been depicted as deviant or 
undesirable in media, beauty industries, and societal norms, resulting 
in internalized shame among individuals. For instance, hair relaxers 
were marketed as products that facilitated acceptance within 
“mainstream” beauty standards and professional environments. 
Similarly, informal settlements have been characterized as failures of 
urban development, often disregarded in policy-making and denied 
access to essential services such as water and electricity. Areas like 
Kibera in Nairobi and Dharavi in Mumbai face forced evictions under 
the pretext of “urban renewal” (Al Faraby, 2021). 

A shift in perception necessitates challenging prevailing norms and 
narratives. For curly hair, social media movements, such as the 
“Natural Hair Movement,” and hashtags like #BlackGirlMagic have 
empowered individuals to reclaim their natural curls as beautiful 
(Simeon, 2021). In the context of informal settlements, urban design 
interventions highlight their vibrancy and resourcefulness. Medellín, 
Colombia, exemplifies this transformative approach through its 
“urban acupuncture” projects, which introduced integrated 
transportation systems and community spaces within hillside informal 
settlements, fostering a sense of pride among residents (Guerra, 2014). 

Both processes lead to the celebration of inherent value. Today, 
curls are celebrated in fashion, art, and corporate diversity efforts, 
while informal settlements are increasingly recognized for their 
innovation, culture, and resilience. For example, Rio de Janeiro’s 
favelas are now celebrated for their rich cultural contributions, 
including samba and street art, transforming societal perceptions of 
these once-stigmatized spaces (Olavarria-Berenguer, 2014). 
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6.4. Methods: Advocacy Strategies 

The transformation process necessitates strategies that address 
stigma and exclusion while promoting participation in both contexts. 
Storytelling plays a crucial role in this endeavor, as personal narratives 
empower individuals and reshape perceptions (Vickers, n.d.). For 
instance, books such as “The Story of My Hair” center around curly-
haired protagonists, while films like “City of God” humanize informal 
settlements and expose systemic inequalities. Similarly, media 
representation contributes to normalizing diversity and dismantling 
stigma (APA, 2024); advertising, film, and social media have 
spotlighted the beauty of natural curls, while platforms like Humans 
of Bombay share the lived experiences and ingenuity of residents in 
informal settlements. 

Education is another vital tool for challenging exclusionary norms. 
Schools can implement policies that embrace natural hair rather than 
penalizing it, such as anti-discrimination laws. Furthermore, urban 
planning courses can incorporate participatory design and studies of 
informal economies to counter biases towards informal settlements. 
Engaging with policy-making facilitates structural change by 
prohibiting discrimination and enhancing living conditions. For 
example, laws like California’s CROWN Act protect individuals with 
natural hair in workplaces and schools (Tong, 2024), while policies 
supporting participatory slum upgrading initiatives—such as 
formalizing land tenure and improving infrastructure—enhance the 
quality of life in informal settlements (Handzic, 2010). 

Finally, community participation empowers individuals to take an 
active role in developing solutions (Ahmad and Islam, 2024). Online 
communities allow individuals to embrace their natural curls and 
exchange care tips, fostering pride and confidence (Haaruun and 
Watson, 2014). Similarly, residents of informal settlements actively 
participate in co-designing solutions for housing and infrastructure 
challenges. For instance, Thailand’s Baan Mankong program supports 
collective upgrading projects driven by community priorities, ensuring 
that changes reflect the needs and aspirations of those affected 
(Archer, 2012). Together, these strategies address stigma, foster 
inclusion, and pave the way for societal transformation. 

6.5. Outcomes 

The outcomes of these transformative processes lead to changes in 
societal attitudes as well as more inclusive and sustainable urban 
development. In terms of societal attitudes, both movements promote 
inclusive mindsets by challenging stigma and fostering appreciation. 
For curly hair, increased acceptance reshapes beauty norms by 
celebrating diversity and natural expression. In the context of informal 
settlements, shifting perspectives from exclusion to inclusion 
encourages equitable urban development by acknowledging the 
dignity and value of these communities. 

At a structural level, inclusive and sustainable urban development 
is achieved when cities recognize the creativity and resourcefulness 
inherent in informal settlements. This recognition allows residents to 
gain access to basic services, secure housing, and economic 
opportunities while integrating these informal spaces into urban 
planning processes, treating them as contributors to urban life rather 
than as liabilities. For instance, Cape Town’s “re-blocking” initiative 
has reorganized informal settlements to enhance living conditions and 
improve access to infrastructure while preserving essential 
community networks. These outcomes illustrate the power of 
inclusion in fostering social equity, sustainability, and transformative 
change. 

7. Conclusion and Recommendations 

This research paper compellingly argues for a paradigm shift in 
urban planning, advocating for the integration of informal settlements 
as vital and valuable components of the urban fabric. Drawing a 
powerful parallel between the evolving societal acceptance of curly 
hair and the changing perspectives on informal settlements, the paper 
highlights the shared history of marginalization, the inherent 
resilience and innovation within both, and the potential for 
transformative change through inclusive and equitable urban 
development practices. 

Historically, both curly hair and informal settlements have been 
viewed as problematic, messy, and incompatible with societal norms 
and ideals of order. However, a significant cultural shift has occurred, 
with curly hair now celebrated for its natural beauty, individuality, and 
uniqueness. This parallel shift is proposed as a model for rethinking 
informal settlements. Rather than viewing these settlements as 
obstacles requiring eradication or control, the paper suggests 
recognizing their dynamic nature, creativity, resourcefulness, and 
significant economic and social contributions to urban life. 

Integrating informal settlements into formal urban planning 
processes requires a move towards inclusive governance models that 
prioritize participation from the residents themselves. By 
acknowledging the inherent value and strength of these communities, 
urban planners can leverage their ingenuity and adaptability to create 
more sustainable, equitable, and innovative urban environments. This 
includes addressing issues of infrastructure, land tenure, and access to 
essential services, but also goes beyond the physical to recognize the 
social and cultural richness that informal settlements bring to the 
broader urban landscape.  

The paper concludes by advocating for a conceptual framework 
that celebrates diversity, embraces resilience, and prioritizes equity. 
This framework uses the evolving perception of curly hair as a 
powerful metaphor to guide a transformative shift in urban planning, 
ultimately leading to more inclusive and sustainable urban futures. 
The methods outlined, including storytelling, education, advocacy, and 
community participation, are crucial steps in achieving this 
transformative vision. Accordingly, the following policy 
recommendations could be used to ensure inclusive urban 
development: 
− Formal Recognition and Integration: Implement policies that 

formally recognize informal settlements as integral components 
of the urban fabric, moving away from viewing them as 
problems to be eradicated. This includes incorporating them into 
city-wide planning initiatives and service delivery frameworks. 
This can be achieved by conducting comprehensive surveys and 
mapping of informal settlements to gather data on 
demographics, infrastructure, and socio-economic conditions, 
amending existing urban planning laws and regulations to 
include provisions for the recognition and integration of 
informal settlements, and allocating dedicated budget lines for 
upgrading and providing services to informal settlements within 
municipal budgets. 

− Inclusive Governance Models: Promote governance models that 
prioritize the active participation of residents from informal 
settlements in decision-making processes that affect their 
communities. This can be achieved through community 
consultations, participatory budgeting, and the establishment of 
community representation in local governance structures. 
Actions include establishing community forums or advisory 
boards in informal settlements to ensure residents have a voice 
in local governance, implementing participatory budgeting 
processes where residents can directly influence how public 
funds are allocated for projects in their communities, and 
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providing training and capacity-building programs for residents 
to enhance their skills in community organizing, advocacy, and 
leadership. 

− Land Tenure Security: Formalize land tenure in informal 
settlements to provide residents with security and stability, 
enabling them to invest in their homes and communities without 
fear of eviction. This can involve issuing titles, long-term leases, 
or other forms of secure tenure that recognize residents' rights. 
Actions to achieve this include implementing land regularization 
programs to grant residents secure tenure rights, such as issuing 
titles or long-term leases, establishing clear and transparent 
procedures for land titling and registration that are accessible to 
residents of informal settlements, and providing legal assistance 
and support to residents navigating the land regularization 
process. 

− Infrastructure and Service Provision: Allocate resources for 
upgrading infrastructure and providing essential services, such 
as water, sanitation, electricity, and waste management, in 
informal settlements. Ensure that these services are accessible, 
affordable, and sustainable, meeting the specific needs of the 
residents. This can be achieved by developing infrastructure 
upgrading plans in consultation with residents to ensure 
projects meet their specific needs and priorities, investing in the 
construction and rehabilitation of water, sanitation, electricity, 
and waste management systems in informal settlements, and 
partnering with local NGOs and community-based organizations 
to deliver essential services and promote community ownership 
of infrastructure projects. 

− Economic Empowerment: Support local entrepreneurship and 
economic development in informal settlements by providing 
access to credit, training, and market opportunities. Recognize 
and integrate informal economies into broader urban economic 
systems, acknowledging their vital role in providing livelihoods 
and sustaining urban economies. This can be achieved by 
establishing microfinance programs and providing access to 
credit for small businesses and entrepreneurs in informal 
settlements, creating vocational training and skills development 
programs to enhance the employability of residents, and 

facilitating market linkages and provide support for informal 
businesses to access formal markets and supply chains. 

− Promote Education and Awareness: Integrate educational 
content and awareness programs in the urban planning courses 
to address biases and promote the understanding of informal 
settlements. Actions to achieve this include developing 
educational materials and campaigns to raise awareness among 
the public and policymakers about the value and potential of 
informal settlements, integrating case studies and best practices 
of inclusive urban development into urban planning curricula, 
and organizing study tours and exchange programs for urban 
planners and policymakers to visit and learn from successful 
integration initiatives in other cities. 

− Celebrate Cultural Contributions: Recognize and celebrate the 
social and cultural richness of informal settlements, promoting 
cultural exchange and integration with the broader urban 
landscape. This can be achieved by supporting community-led 
cultural events and festivals that showcase the traditions, arts, 
and heritage of informal settlements, establishing cultural 
centers and community spaces in informal settlements to 
promote artistic expression and cultural exchange, and 
recognizing and protecting cultural heritage sites and landmarks 
within informal settlements. 

− Anti-Discrimination Laws: Enact and enforce anti-
discrimination laws, such as California’s CROWN Act, to protect 
the rights and dignity of residents in informal settlements. 
Actions to achieve this include enacting comprehensive anti-
discrimination laws that protect the rights and dignity of 
residents in informal settlements, addressing issues such as 
housing, employment, and access to services, establishing 
mechanisms for reporting and addressing discrimination 
complaints, and conducting public awareness campaigns to 
promote tolerance and understanding of diversity in urban 
areas. 

These policy recommendations collectively aim to foster a more 
inclusive, equitable, and sustainable approach to urban development, 
recognizing the inherent value and potential of informal settlements 
as dynamic and integral parts of the urban environment. 
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