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ABSTRACT 

FLEXIBILITY VS. COMMUNITY: TWO STUDIES ABOUT COWORKING SPACE AND 

THE MEMBER’S SOCIAL CONNECTIVITY 

 

Yaoyi Zhou, Ph. D.  

Cornell University 2021 

 

Although coworking is commonly associated with the concept of community, few studies have 

explored whether and how coworking empowers social network formations among the members. 

The primary goal of this dissertation is to explore how coworking members are socially 

connected and what environmental factors are related to their social networks formation.  This 

dissertation is composed of two studies. 

Study #1 is an exploratory study that investigates coworking space characteristics and the 

members’ social connectivity.  Mixed methods were applied to study coworking spaces in New 

York City.  A total of 12 coworking managers were interviewed, and this qualitative data was 

complemented by 160 hours of participant observation and surveys finished by 42 coworking 

members from 7 coworking spaces.  The results suggest that social connectivity between the 

members was low even before the Covid-19 pandemic.  Three major reasons were identified: 

lack of opportunity, lack of motivation, and a behavioral norm of minimizing interaction in the 

open-plan environment.  Both the type of membership plan and space access time were found to 

be significantly associated with the members’ social connectivity. 

These findings led me to explore the nature of flexibility in coworking.  I propose that 

flexibility is about the spatial-temporal relationship between the space and the occupants, which 

can be described as how much visibility and mobility the space offers, and how much time the 
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occupants are physically present in the space.  A follow-up question was raised: are there 

potential conflicts between flexibility and the members’ social network formation? 

A 2x2 online survey experiment (Study #2) was conducted to examine whether increased 

spatial-temporal flexibility negatively affects an individual’s attitudes toward social interaction 

in the work settings.  Based on data collected from a sample of 315 participants recruited using 

Amazon’s Mechanical Turk, results suggested supportive evidence for my hypotheses.  

Increased flexibility in space and time negatively affected an individual’s attitude toward social 

interaction.  Increased time flexibility was also negatively associated with social connectivity 

according to the participants’ previous coworking experience. 

These results suggest that the nature of coworking may embody a conflicting relationship 

between the two concepts: “flexibility” and “community.”  Overall, this dissertation offers a 

critical understanding of the coworking environment, the member’s social connectivity, and the 

relationships between the two.  What these findings imply for understanding coworking’s future, 

and how environment and behavior research could be applied to study emerging design concepts 

are also addressed. 

 

 

  



 

v 

BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH 

Yaoyi Zhou is a Ph.D. candidate at the Department of Design and Environmental 

Analysis (DEA).  He studies human behavior and design at Cornell with minor concentrations in 

Real Estate and Organizational Behavior.  He also holds a Master of Architecture degree from 

Cornell University.  Before coming to the US, he studied at Zhejiang University, China and 

received both Bachelor and Master degrees in Architecture.  He is interested in research topics 

related to emerging architectural phenomena, design concepts and the impacts on the user's 

social interaction and other behavioral outcomes.  He is also interested in developing and 

adopting state-of-the-art technologies to study environmental behavior from new perspectives.  

Yaoyi will start working as an Assistant Professor at the School of Architecture + Design in 

Virginia Tech in August 2021.  In spare time, he loves walking his dog Uno and accompany him 

to explore the surrounding neighborhood. 

 

 

  



 

vi 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dedicated to my wife Jinting, for her unconditional love and support. 



 

vii 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

My interests of coworking began in the summer of 2017.  From that time, many people 

have given me sustenance, providing me with intellectual guidance, helping me to see more 

clearly and raise interesting questions about this new workplace typology.  I want to thank those 

openness, advice, and friendship contributed to the this dissertation research and writing.  

I want to thank my PhD committee chair Professor Ying Hua, who introduced me to 

workplace studies and have always provided me with guidance and support.  I want to thank 

Professor Michael Tomlan for the discussions in numerous weekend afternoons and inspirations 

which always lit my way in the past years.  Sincere thanks to Professor Pamela Tolbert for 

guiding me studying organizational behavior and writing this dissertation.  This dissertation 

would not have been possible without your continuous support and encouragement. 

I would also like to thank Professor Connie Yuan and Professor Drew Margolin for 

guiding me studying social networks.  Discussions with my friends in DEA including Yixiao 

Wang, Jeffery Neo, Carlos Aguiar, Bill Xu, Youngsoo Shin provided powerful nourishment for 

my study.  Many thanks to my friend Xiaoyan Dong for allowing me staying in his apartment 

during my field trips in New York City.  I also express my thanks and appreciation to the 

students, faculty and staff in DEA who have made my past five year studying in Cornell such a 

wonderful and unforgettable experience.  

To Jinting Yang, my wife, belongs special thanks for her encouragement and support in 

the past eleven years.  Finally, I express my sincerest gratitude to my parents and parents in-law 

for their unending support to me. 

  



 

viii 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

LIST OF FIGURES xi 

LIST OF TABLES xii 

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS xiii 

CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 1 

1.1 Research Scope and Objectives 1 

1.1.1 Themes, Issues, and Research Questions 2 

1.1.2 Challenges for Coworking Space Studies 7 

1.2 Overview of Study#1 and Study#2 8 

1.3 Context: Flexibility in Workplace 10 

1.3.1 What is Flexibility? 10 

1.3.2 Flexible Work Arrangement (FWA) as a Diversity and Inclusion Practice 12 

1.3.3 The “Gig” Economy and Contract Professionals 14 

1.3.4 Teleworking 17 

1.3.5 The Concept of Flexibility in Office Interior Design 21 

1.3.6 Summary 26 

1.4 What is Coworking? 27 

1.4.1 Definition 27 

1.4.2 Desired Outcome of Coworking 31 

1.5 Coworking is about Community? 34 

1.5.1 What is a Community? 34 

1.5.2 Threats to Community Building 36 

1.5.3 Social Network Formation 38 

1.5.4 Does the Coworking Community Really Exist? 45 

1.6 Research Gap 46 

1.7 Research Significance 47 

CHAPTER II: STUDY#1: SOCIAL CONNECTIVITY AND SPATIAL 

CHARACTERISTICS OF COWORKING SPACES 50 

2.1 Introduction 50 

2.2 Research Opportunities 52 

2.3 Literature Review: Space and Social Network Formation 53 

2.3.1 Spatial Size 53 

2.3.2 Spatial Density 54 

2.3.3 Amenities 56 

2.4 Focus of This Study 57 

2.5 Methods 58 

2.5.1 Data Collection Process 58 

2.5.2 Site Selection and Sampling 63 



 

ix 

2.5.3 Measurements 65 

2.5.4 Data Analysis Methods 66 

2.6 Results 68 

2.6.1 Members 68 

2.6.2 Spatial Characteristics 72 

2.6.3 Social Connectivity 78 

2.6.4 Social Events and Activities 85 

2.6.5 Members’ Perceived Social Support 91 

2.6.6 Summary of Findings 92 

2.7 Discussions 94 

2.7.1 Low Social Connectivity in Coworking Communities 94 

2.7.2 The Concept of a Professional Space 97 

2.7.3 Flexibility in Coworking Membership 99 

2.8 Conclusions 100 

2.8.1 Conclusion of Study#1 100 

2.8.2 Strength, Limitations, and Future Research Directions 101 

2.8.3 Implications for Environment and Behavior Research 103 

CHAPTER III: STUDY#2: SPACE AND TIME FLEXIBILITY IN COWORKING 

MEMBERSHIP 105 

3.1 Introduction 105 

3.1.1 Concepts of Flexibility and Community in Coworking 105 

3.1.2 Spatial-temporal Flexibility in Coworking Membership 106 

3.1.3 Opportunity vs. Individual’s Agency in Network Formation 107 

3.2 Research Opportunities 109 

3.3 Literature Review: Effect of Flexibility on Face to Face Interactions (FTFIs) 110 

3.3.1 Space Flexibility: (1) Space Openness 110 

3.3.2 Space Flexibility: (2) Space Assignment 112 

3.3.3 Theoretical Framework and Hypotheses 117 

3.4 Focus of This Study 121 

3.5 Methods 123 

3.5.1 Research Design 123 

3.5.2 Measurements 126 

3.5.3 Data Analysis Methods 128 

3.6 Results 129 

3.6.1 Sample Profile 129 

3.6.2 Descriptive Statistics 130 

3.6.3 Space Flexibility and Situational Norms 132 

3.6.4 Time Flexibility and Perceived Benefits of Interaction 133 

3.6.5 Analysis of Secondary Measures 133 

3.6.6 Previous Coworking Experience 134 



 

x 

3.6.7 Summary of Hypotheses Results 135 

3.7 Discussions 137 

3.7.1 Space Flexibility and Situational Norms 137 

3.7.2 Time Flexibility, Opportunity, and Perceived Benefits 138 

3.7.3 Flexibility vs. Community 141 

3.8 Conclusions 143 

3.8.1 Conclusion of Study#2 143 

3.8.2 Strength, Limitations, and Future Research Directions 145 

3.8.3 Implications for Environment and Behavior Research 146 

CHAPTER IV: GENERAL DISCUSSIONS AND OVERALL CONCLUSIONS 149 

4.1 Dissertation Overview 149 

4.2 Major Findings of Study Chapters 150 

4.3 Collective Strengths 153 

4.4 Collective Weakness 154 

4.5 Personal Reflections 155 

4.5.1 Flexibility and the Future of Coworking 155 

4.5.2 The Concept of Community for Real Estate Marketing 156 

4.5.3 EAB Study as a Way to Reveal Flaws in Spatial Determinism Concepts 158 

REFERENCES 160 

APPENDICES 174 

Appendix A - Interview Questions for Study#1 174 

Appendix B - Coworking Space Survey (CSS) for Study#1 176 

Appendix C - Measurement Scales for Study#1 (Administered as Qualtrics Survey) 178 

Appendix D - Measurement Scales for Study#2 (Administered as Qualtrics Survey) 183 

 

 

 



 

xi 

LIST OF FIGURES 

Figure 2.1: Concurrent Triangulation Strategy in Mixed Research Methods (Creswell, 2003) 

Figure 2.2: Data Collection Process for Study#1 

Figure 2.3: A Map of Coworking Cases in NYC Area (Data Collected at January 2020) 

Figure 2.4: A Mosaic Plot of Have Contacts (yes/no) by Membership Plans (N=42) 

Figure 2.5: Space Occupancy Records, Created by a Coworking Space Manager (Author’s 

Photograph) 

Figure 2.6 Kitchen Area of a Coworking Space (Author’s Photograph) 

Figure 2.7 (left) Hot-desk Working Area (Author’s Photograph) 

Figure 2.8 (right) Private office Working Area (Author’s Photograph)                                                                                         

Figure 2.9: A Photo Showing Coworking Members in a Hot-desk Area Working Individually 

During Peak Hour (Author’s Photograph) 

Figure 3.1: Conceptual Framework of Flexibility in Coworking Membership 

Figure 3.2: Summary of the Hypotheses 

Figure 3.3: Histogram and Normal Quantile Plot of the Dependent Variables. 

 



 

xii 

LIST OF TABLES 

Table 1.1: Summary of Coworking Definitions 

Table 2.1: Survey Participants and Results (N=42) 

Table 2.2: Answers Regarding Why Choose the Space and Activities in The Space (N=42) 

Table 3.1: Coworking Space Characteristics 

Table 3.2: Flexibility in Space vs. Flexibility in Time   

Table 3.3: Four Framing Conditions in The Experiment 

Table 3.4: Results of Spearman’s Correlation Coefficient (N=315) 

Table 3.5 Summary of Hypotheses Testing Results for Study#2 

 

 

 



 

xiii 

 

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS 

Activity-Based Work (ABW)  

Amazon Mechanical Turk (Amazon MTurk) 

Alternative Workplace Arrangements (AWA) 

Environment and Behavior (EAB) 

European Cooperation in Science and Technology (COST) Action 

Flexible Work Arrangement (FWA) 

General Service Administration (GSA) 

General Social Survey (GSS) 

Human Resource (HR) 

Information and Communication Technology (ICT) 

Internal Revenue Service (IRS) 

Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support (MSPSS) 

New York City (NYC) 

Square foot (sq. ft.) 

 

 

 

 



 

1 

 

CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Research Scope and Objectives 

Defined by Gandini (2015, p.194), coworking spaces are “shared workplaces utilised by 

different sorts of knowledge professionals, mostly freelancers, working in various degrees of 

specialisation in the vast domain of the knowledge industry.”  It is well-known that coworking 

spaces try to distinguish themselves from the office subleasing services by emphasizing the 

members’ social interactions as a core feature of its value proposition (Spinuzzi, 2012, 2019; 

Waters-Lynch & Potts, 2017).  Themes of community and social benefits of networking activities 

are consistent in coworking studies both in professional reports and academic research conducted 

from different disciplinary perspectives including: urban planning (Di Marino & Lapintie, 2017), 

psychology (Gerdenitsch et al., 2016), management and organizational studies (Adler et al., 2008; 

Garrett et al., 2017; Capdevila, 2015), design, real estate (Yang et al., 2019), and engineering.  

However, the picture of a coworking community is still vague.  As Gandini (2015) notes, 

there is little evidence to indicate whether coworking empowers independent creative workers, or 

whether it reinforces particular helpful social network development.  The unclear networking 

activities make it difficult to differentiate coworking from other office subleasing services.  It also 

adds difficulty to predict the demand for coworking spaces in the future office space market.  

Flexibility is another heated concept related to coworking and the studies of work, especially 

after the breakout of the Covid-19 pandemic.  However, the nature of flexibility in the work 

environment is lacking in Environment and Behavior (EAB) literature.  How workplace design is 

associated with the increased flexibility in work and the effects of flexibility on a coworking 

member’s social behavior is seldom explored.  
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Current coworking studies still lack an understanding regarding coworking’s nature, why 

people “co-work”, and how people socialize in the coworking spaces.  Thus, this dissertation has 

two key goals: (1) to offer an insightful understanding of coworking member’s social connectivity, 

the space design, and the relationship between the two (Study#1); (2) to probe the concept of 

flexibility embodied in coworking and explore whether there are potential conflicts between 

flexibility and the members’ social network formation (Study#2). 

Predicting the future of coworking spaces requires an in-depth understanding of coworking 

including its twofold character: “flexibility” and “community.”  A better understanding of the 

“coworking community” and what workers can genuinely benefit from it is critical and timely for 

predicting the demand for coworking in the future.  With empirical evidence obtained from two 

original studies related to coworking space design and the members’ social behavior, this 

dissertation also responds to the trend of increasing flexibility in workplace design and 

management.   

 

1.1.1 Themes, Issues, and Research Questions 

Themes:  

Coworking Community.  The concept of community is associated with coworking since its 

birth.  This communal manifesto is appealing to young entrepreneurs who are considering starting a 

new business and seeking support from others.  The recent coworking literature also focuses on the 

concept of “community” and celebrates the idea of mutual support and social relations among 

coworkers (Lange, 2011; Merkel, 2015; Vidaillet & Bousalham, 2018).  However, does the 

coworking community exist?  An interesting question was raised: coworking is about community 

but what is “community” in coworking (Spinuzzi et al., 2019)? 
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Indeed, coworking developers are not the inventor of the authentic urban communal living 

experience.  Innovation districts have tried different ways to use workspaces and the surrounding 

built environments to promote collaboration and unintended encounters to maximize innovation and 

knowledge exchange opportunities.  “Community” is also not a brand-new word in residential real 

estate marketing.  Besides the potential networking opportunities, there are various reasons for self-

employed workers and start-up companies to choose coworking space instead of traditional office 

leasing, such as cost-savings, less commitment to long-term leases, or simply another place to work 

instead of home offices.  This leads to the question: is coworking truly about the community?  The 

networking activities that are the common character-defining features for coworking need more 

empirical evidence.   

Social connectivity in this study refers to the social relationships that an individual has with 

others, or in another word, the social network size.  It can be described as how many social network 

ties an individual has in the network.  Because coworking members’ social connectivity was seldom 

studied in empirical research, Study#1 is designed to probe the coworking members’ social 

connectivity in real-life cases to shed light on the mysterious coworking community.  

Flexibility in the work environment.  The spatial forms and the way people use the 

coworking spaces exemplify contemporary workplace design and strategy with increased flexibility.  

For many people, flexibility in work is not a choice but a must-have now.  Flexibility in work is 

associated with many benefits for the employees and is executed in various forms (a short review is 

included in Section 1.3).  For coworking members, the ability to start and stop membership at ease 

is an important right, which allows them to control expenses and answers to the need for flexibility. 

The major proposition in this dissertation is that coworking membership is embodied with 

flexibility in two dimensions: spatial and temporal.  Spatial flexibility refers to the difference 
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between the hot-desking and cellular office settings, and it can be characterized by two factors: 

space openness and space arrangement.  Temporal flexibility refers to the way the occupants occupy 

the workspace and it can be characterized by time lengths and time-frequency.  Whether the spatial 

and temporal flexibility in coworking is affecting the members’ attitude towards interaction and 

eventually influence network formation are the major inquiries in Study#2.  To better predict the 

future of office building it is important to study both flexibility and community in coworking to 

better understand the increasing flexible workplace design and strategies because of the Covid-19 

pandemic’ impact. 

Coworking space design. Published in 2005, the book Changing Places of Work suggests 

that three types of workspaces were replacing the traditional ‘personal office’, which are the 

‘collective office’, ‘working at home’ and ‘working on the move’ (Felstead et al., 2005, p.37).  The 

authors did not foresee another type of workspace, the coworking space, which would arise in the 

next 15years.  It is hard to deny that coworking has been established as an interior design style.  The 

characteristics of a coworking space are now easy to identify, especially after the vast media 

coverage of the projects affiliated with WeWork.   

A typical coworking space is characterized by its open-plan floor layout, mid-century 

furniture, exposed ceilings, non-assigned desk arrangements, celebrated lounge area, unlimited 

coffee or drinks in the kitchen, and some include play amenities that are not normally offered in a 

traditional office.  The design of coworking is always associated with an image of a dynamic 

community in which people are “connected” with each other.  Does the work environment truly 

play a role in affecting the members’ social interactions?  Another theme of this dissertation is to 

explore the design characteristics of coworking spaces and to identify whether certain spatial factors 

are associated with the members’ social interactions and network formations.  
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Issues: 

The changing relationships between information workers and the office. The relationship 

between the information workers and offices changed in the past several decades.  In the 1960s, 

interior designers focused on improving an individual's work setting with increased control and 

adaptation to technological changes.  The portable communication technology in the 21st century 

has liberated information workers from fixed workstations.  The vast adoptions of working online 

both before and during the Covid-pandemic make people question the importance of the physical 

workspace.   

The rise of coworking was frequently attributed to the advances in the internet and digital 

technology which enable work to be done “anywhere”, and the structural changes occurring in the 

urban labor market, including a shift to “knowledge-intensive” work and an acceleration in 

contingent working (Gandini, 2015; Waters-Lynch & Potts, 2017).  The thriving coworking 

industry is embedded in the changes in the way people work.  There appears to be a need to rethink 

the meaning of office to information workers now.  This dissertation responds to questions about 

whether physical workspace still matters and why.  

Social capital and contract professionals.  The idea of social capital is generally used to 

describe the networks of relationships among people who live and work in a particular society.  The 

essential roles that social capital plays in business development and personal life are elaborated in 

numerous studies in social science (Putnam, 2000; Granovetter, 1973).  Social networks which 

might include colleagues, collaborators, clients, provided a channel for information and meant even 

more than just worked related resources for the contract professionals (Barley & Kunda, 2011).   

In May 2017, there were 10.6 million independent contractors, or feelance workers, 

representing 6.9 percent of total employment (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2017).  For this group of 
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workers, the freedom to work anywhere often means isolation, inability to build relationships with 

others, and restriction of collaboration and networking opportunities (Spinuzzi, 2012).  A plethora 

of studies argues that coworking is a promising strategy for contract professionals to develop social 

connectivity and obtain more social capital.  A few empirical studies showcased examples of how 

coworking contributes to knowledge exchange and perceived social support (Bianchi, 2018).  

However, social interaction among members was also found to be limited in some coworking 

spaces (Spinuzzi et al., 2019).  The process of how coworking members socialize, or even whether 

they socialize with each other, is largely unknown.  This dissertation responds to the topics of 

developing social capitals in the “gig” economy by exploring whether and how coworking affects 

the social network formation between the members. 

Stalled growth in commercial real estate.  The commercial office is an essential property 

type in real estate, and the economic activities related to commercial office are vital in the urban 

economy.  However, in the past decade, with a tremendous increase in office supply and the 

changes in facility management, the commercial office space market is now facing a crossroads.  

The demand for commercial office space decreased tremendously just a few weeks after the 

breakout of the Covid-19 pandemic.  Since then, a great number of employees have shifted to 

teleworking instead of working in offices.  For companies that are already known for their 

flexibility in work management, office spaces are no longer considered a necessity for employees to 

conduct daily work tasks, and several technology companies have announced remote working as a 

permanent way of work for their employees.  The changes in the way people work now raise doubts 

about the office industry’s future and what to do with the redundant office spaces in urban areas. 

Coworking is considered as a possible solution to revitalize the underutilized office spaces 

(Yang et al., 2019).  However, to what extent is coworking going to transform the way office spaces 
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are leased, operated and occupied?  What is the nature of coworking and what the future office 

spaces look like are timely questions. 

 

Research Questions 

The existing coworking literature assumes that there is a self-formed social network among 

members.  However, few studies have empirically investigated the members’ social connectivity.  

The primary goal of this dissertation is to probe the social connectivity between coworking 

members and whether environmental factors are associated with social network formation.   

The three major research questions in this dissertation are:  (1) How are coworking members 

socially connected?  (2) Whether certain environmental factors affect the social interactions and 

network formations between coworking members?  (3) Whether and how flexibility in coworking 

affects the social interactions and network formations between members? 

 

1.1.2 Challenges for Coworking Space Studies 

The existing literature about coworking spaces is scattered in topics, unsystematic in 

methods, and seldom considers the contextual factors (Yang et al., 2019). The study of coworking 

environments is unsupported by solid theoretical foundations and empirical evidence.  I identified 

three major challenges for the current coworking space studies: 

Spatial characteristics.  In environment and behavior literature, a diverse group of spatial 

characteristics is related to human social interactions in the work environment, including spatial 

density, layout characteristics, temperature, and sound.  However, as there is a lack of study 

regarding coworking spaces, it is difficult to identify which spatial factors should be examined to 

address the research questions in this dissertation. 
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Context.  Most existing coworking studies are based in Europe, and a significant body of 

these studies was conducted in Italy.  Although the United States has the largest number of 

coworking spaces in the world, only a few existing studies took place in the US.  Because cultural 

and social-economic context varies in different countries, the potential bias in geographical 

locations limits the current knowledge of coworking.  

Methods.  The existing empirical studies about coworking spaces chiefly rely on qualitative 

methods to investigate a single or a small number of cases.  This type of study is questionable 

because the findings of a single case may not apply to other cases.  The coworking industry is 

diverse regarding the space’s location, contexts, design, space size, membership plans, business 

models, and characteristics of the clients.  The social interaction in a certain coworking space 

cannot represent the general social interaction level in the whole coworking industry.  In this case, 

multiple case studies are highly valued.  They could provide more information to understand how 

members interact with each other in coworking spaces.   

Responding to the three challenges above, this dissertation is composed of two related 

studies.  Each study’s research questions, focus, and methodology are briefly introduced below.  

 

1.2 Overview of Study#1 and Study#2 

Study#1: Social Connectivity and Spatial Characteristics of Coworking  

Study#1 is an explorative study focusing on understanding the coworking members’ social 

connectivity and coworking spaces’ spatial characteristics.  The primary goal of this study is to 

understand how coworking members are socially connected and identify which environmental 

factors might affect the members’ social connectivity.   
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Mixed methods were applied in this study, including participatory observation, interviews, 

and surveys.  I interviewed 12 coworking managers responsible for coworking spaces in New York 

City.  This qualitative material was also complemented by 160 hours of participant observation in 

20 coworking spaces and a survey of 42 coworking members from 7 coworking spaces.  The data 

collection was finished before the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic in the US.  Visiting and 

working in multiple spaces directly allowed me to observe the members’ social behavior in 

coworking spaces.  It also helped me to identify which spatial factors might affect the members’ 

social behavior in coworking.   

Findings in Study#1 suggest that social connectivity was low among coworking members. 

Coworking membership plan and space access time were identified to be associated with the 

members’ social connectivity.  This result led me to further investigate the concept of “flexibility” 

in coworking membership.  

 

Study#2:  Space and Time Flexibility in Coworking Membership Plans  

Study#2 is an experimental study that aims to examine the relationships between flexibility 

and people’s attitudes toward social interaction in work settings.  I propose that two dimensions of 

flexibility are embodied in coworking membership, one is spatial and the other is temporal.  Spatial 

flexibility describes how open the physical space is and how much mobility the environment offers 

to the occupants.  The temporal flexibility describes the way people use the space with different 

time lengths or time-frequency.  I hypothesized that increased flexibility in both dimensions of 

space and time is likely to affect an individual’s attitude towards social interaction.  The proposed 

explanation is that individuals’ situational norms towards no interaction are more likely to be 

activated in a hot-desking environment than a private office environment.  I also hypothesized that 



 

10 

 

flexibility in time (space access time length and frequency) affects the opportunities for network 

formations.  Space access time frequency might also affect members’ perceive social benefits for 

interacting with other members.   

To test my hypotheses, I conducted a 2x2 online survey experiment.  Participants were 

exposed to four different conditions of flexibility in an imagined situation and were measured for 

willingness to interact, situational norms towards no interaction, and perceived benefits.  A total of 

315 participants participated in the study via Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk) platform.  Most 

of the data analysis support my hypotheses about the relationship between flexibility and 

participants' attitudes toward social interaction.  The findings help to explain why social 

connectivity was low among coworking members and how flexibility in coworking might place 

negative impacts on the members’ social network formations. 

 

1.3 Context: Flexibility in Workplace 

The goal of this section is to locate the concept of coworking in the context of growing 

flexibility in the workplace.  Two parts are covered in this section.  The first part introduces the idea 

of flexibility in the workplace from multiple perspectives.  The second part covers changes in office 

design which reflect the concept of “flexibility”.   

 

1.3.1 What is Flexibility? 

Flexibility is a broad term that refers to different meanings in various contexts.  Based on the 

employees’ and employer’s different perspectives, flexibility sometimes is categorized as work 

flexibility or organizational flexibility.  For employees, work flexibility refers to the way work is 
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performed.  From the employer’s perspective, organizational flexibility mostly refers to the way 

workers are employed. 

Reilly (2001) proposed five types of flexibility— temporal, local, financial, functional, and 

numerical.  Temporal flexibility means workers may vary the time they begin or end work.  Local 

flexibility means workers can physically work outside of the primary workplace.  Financial 

flexibility means pay and wage flexibility, such that worker’s wages vary with business fluctuation.  

Functional flexibility refers to the ability of employers to deploy or redeploy workers from one task 

to another with minimal interruption in the work process. Numerical flexibility reflects employers’ 

ability to adjust the size of the workforce, and use contingent, temporary, part-time, or other forms 

of “nonstandard” workers.  A similar classification was proposed by Cășuneanu (2013) as four 

different forms of work flexibility: working time flexibility, contractual flexibility, functional 

flexibility (vocational training), and wage flexibility.   

In general, work flexibility offers employees a balance between their professional and 

personal lives, leading to job satisfaction (Almer & Kaplan, 2002) and high performance (Bran & 

Udrea, 2016; Beltrán-Martín et al., 2008) and an overall improvement of the organization (Valverde 

et al., 2000; Lepak et al., 2000). 

Organizational flexibility mostly refers to flexibility in the organization’s employment 

systems and human resource management practices.  It represents the capability for organizations to 

confront the dynamics and uncertainty in the environments, quickly adapt to rapid changes in 

technology, greater diversity in labor markets, growing international and price competition in 

product markets, and corporate financial restructuring in capital markets 

In real estate, flexibility mostly means the option to enter or leave a contract.  At every stage 

of a given project, the stakeholders learn new information that might affect their development plan.  
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Developers learn new information about the market, local government actions, and tenant decisions, 

while tenants learn new information about consumers and competitors.  Thus, the nature of the real 

estate business requires and rewards flexibility.  Flexibility in real estate transactions with the 

option to proceed or not proceed with a contractual agreement is inherently similar to options on 

financial securities (Pezeshkian et al., 2014).  In real estate, practitioners who understand the 

flexibility of options may apply their knowledge to their favor and mitigate business risks. 

The concept of coworking is closely related to the different forms of flexibility mentioned 

above.  As coworking space allows employees to work at different places outside of the office, it 

offers local flexibility for the employees.  The hot-desking arrangement helps companies to save 

real-estate expenses spent on employees who do not use the workspace every hour of every 

workday.  It is a cost-saving strategy for the employer to respond to the increasing employees’ 

temporal flexibility.  As the coworking spaces are leased in short-term contracts, it also allows the 

employers to easily adjust the number of rented workspaces according to the changes in employee 

numbers which are related to contractual flexibility and numerical flexibility.  In short, varied forms 

of flexibility can be associated with the concept of coworking from both the employees’ and 

employers’ perspectives. 

 

1.3.2 Flexible Work Arrangement (FWA) as a Diversity and Inclusion Practice 

The increasing flexibility in the workplace also involves discussions in Human Resource 

(HR) management, including worker’s autonomy, work-life balance, and gender equality.  A study 

found that 53% of employed parents say that it is somewhat or very difficult to balance work and 

life (Parker & Wang, 2013).  A recent workplace policy, the Flexible Work Arrangement (FWA), is 

increasingly adopted by organizations to alleviate work-family conflicts for employees (Munsch, 
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2016; Shockley & Allen, 2010), as it allows the employees to attend to family matters without 

missing work obligations (Honeycutt & Rosen, 1997).   

In general, there are two dimensions of FWA policies:  Flextime and Flexplace arrangement.  

Flextime arrangement is an arrangement under which an employee’s regular work schedule (starting 

and ending times) is altered.  An employer may establish a compressed work schedule program to 

allow the employee to work for an equivalent time of full-time employment (such as forty hours a 

week) by increasing the number of daily working hours, like a four-day workweek with ten hours a 

day (H.R.4219, 2017).  Flexplace arrangement allows eligible employees to work and perform other 

activities authorized by the employer from a worksite other than the location from which the 

employee would otherwise work (H.R.4219, 2017).  

FWA is suggested to improve employee's work-life balance, which allows an increase in 

overall job satisfaction, reduced levels of burnout, and psychological stress (Hirsch, 2012; Levit, 

2018).  For the employers, FWA works as a strategy to reduce commuting costs, increase 

productivity (Hirsch, 2012; Leonard, 2013), and serves as an employee benefits policy to better 

attract and maintain talents (Wright, 2012).  As FWA policies are not federally mandated, the 

policies are usually diverse and uncertain in different organizations (Munsch, 2016).  

Although FWA is not explicitly associated with gender issues, it is considered to help with 

workplace gender equality because this strategy can help the women employees with work-family 

conflict, especially for the employees with children.  Because women face structural disadvantages 

in traditional jobs and careers, there exists a gendered pattern of caregiving within families.  For 

parental employees, the predominant ideology of “separate spheres” leads to different expectations 

between men and woman, such that men are expected to be in charge of the “public sphere” of a 

paid job, while women are expected to handle the “private sphere” of household work and 
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childrearing (Townsend, 2010).  The stereotypical thinking holds that women do more household 

work than men especially after they are married.  By contrast, the FWA is understood as a policy 

that benefits women more than men, as women are facing more work-family conflicts because they 

are taking more family work responsibilities (Byron, 2005).  Mothers’ time conflicts between work 

and childrearing and the stress caused by the conflicts could be better accommodated by the chances 

to work flexibly.  Fathers are also able to take more family work responsibilities because of the 

flexibility so that the responsibilities of mothers could be alleviated.  

Although it is still unclear whether the work time and space flexibility has contributed to a 

more gender-equal workplace, more choices in workspace and work time are becoming a new 

demand and privileges that workers are eager to have.  It also reflects both the employer and 

employee’s acceptance of working outside of the assigned workspace.  The decoupling of work and 

office environment is now related to the worker’s welfare, gender equality, and continues to adjust 

people’s understanding of work flexibility and the need for an assigned workspace. 

In summary, the flexibility embodied in the concept of coworking is complex and 

multifaceted.  For this study, the attention is placed on flexibility in coworking space and the way 

members use the space:  spatial flexibility and time flexibility.  A more detailed explanation of these 

two dimensions of flexibility is introduced in Study#2.   

 

1.3.3 The “Gig” Economy and Contract Professionals 

Coworking is originally associated with a special population of the workforce who do not 

follow the traditional career tracks in the knowledge economy.  This group of workers is called 

contract professionals, freelancers, self-employed workers, or solo-entrepreneurs, etc., on different 

occasions.  Although more recent trends in coworking also include the enrollments of small 
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companies and corporate branches, a general character shared by the users is: “small group” which 

is strongly associated with the trend of outsourcing business and self-employment in the labor 

market.  It is necessary to understand why such a design concept can gain popularity, especially 

among whom.  

Arrangements involving contract professionals has become an integral feature of many 

organizations’ personnel strategy (Banerjee et al., 2012; Barley & Kunda, 2011).  The growing 

population of this group also reflects the growing flexible practice in employment.  According to a 

report that the US Government Accountability Office published in 2015, the size of the contingent 

workers ranges from less than 5 percent to more than a third of the total employed labor force, 

depending on the definition of contingent work and the data sources (Jeszeck, 2015).  

The increasing practice of hiring contract professionals can be traced back to the 

enforcement of labor law and the trends of companies when downsizing and outsourcing (Barley & 

Kunda, 2011).  Outsourcing and employing technical contractors became popular in the 1980s as 

firms discovered that they could reduce labor costs by substituting independent contractors for 

employees.  As permanent employment was the cornerstone of the American employment system, 

employers have significant obligations to and for their employees under U.S. law.  The Internal 

Revenue Service (IRS) also requires that employers pay employment taxes on every employee and 

that they also withhold the workers’ employment taxes from the workers’ paychecks.  Beginning in 

the 1980s, employers were given significant incentives to make use of independent contractors to 

avoid a series of costs and obligations.  Large companies like Microsoft routinely hired a large 

number of independent contractors, many of whom were former employees to avoid paying the 

employment taxes.  These independent workers worked the same way as full-time employees, 
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except that they were excluded from the company’s pension and stock plan.  From the companies’ 

perspective, cost control and flexibility were the keys to survive in global competition.   

With increased dependence on electronics, contract workers can be almost anywhere.  

Teleworking allows the companies to get access to new labor sources among those home-based 

independent contractors who provide specific skills for particular tasks or projects.  In the 1980s, 

companies started to adopt teleworking along with hiring independent contractors instead of full-

time employees, as an organizational strategy to increase flexibility in human resource management 

(Di Martino & Wirth, 1990).   

Recent study results suggest that millennials were found to be more likely to encounter a 

non-standard work arrangement.  This kind of work can be mostly viewed as flexible, short-term, 

contract-based, and is also referred to as part of the “gig economy”.  In the US, more than 80% of 

employment growth between 2005 to 2013 involved workers under alternative contract 

arrangements rather than traditional ones (Friedman, 2014).  

While it is important to recognize the contribution of contract professionals to the economy, 

several downsides become apparent to the workers.  Gig work places a high risk on the individual 

workers.  Studies suggest that contract professionals are continually facing anxiety and stress that 

stems from job insecurity, working irregular hours, and poor-quality work (Gold & Mustafa, 2013).   

Besides income insecurity, workers participating in project-based environments often experience 

higher levels of stress, fatigue, and strains on personal relationships and work-life balance (Vinodrai 

& Keddy, 2015).  For some professions, there are constant needs to build a personal brand and 

identity, develop and maintain a strong reputation, innovative image, and constantly reach out for 

the next opportunities.  While contract professionals enjoy some flexibility in their schedule, they 

may face great personal, social, and financial risks.  
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Contract professionals’ social network plays an important role in the job-search process.  As 

the “strength of weak tie” theory (Granovetter, 1973) implies, weak ties are essential for the 

circulation of information across different social groups.  Networks that might include colleagues, 

managers, and recruiters provided a channel for information and meant more than seeking jobs 

(Barley & Kunda, 2011).  For some contract professionals, job security is social capital.  Building 

and maintaining a network of friends, acquaintances, and colleagues help them to acquire three 

critical resources: referrals, references, and technical information.  Barley & Kunda (2011) 

proposed that three attributes of social capital were especially critical:  (1) the size and diversity of 

their network, (2) the reputation which was the currency of social capital, and (3) reciprocity, the 

practice of mutual benefits which lubricated the machinery of networking.  

Coworking and the chances to interact with the other coworking members seems to offer 

opportunities to bridge social ties and might also offer potential social and informational benefits.  

The contract professionals’ needs of the personal network, job leads, and personal image can be 

used to explain how coworking spaces brand themselves as communities and networking spaces to 

attract customers.  The coworking phenomenon was described in marketing and promotional 

materials as a bottom-up solution or collective strategy for coping with structural changes in the 

changing labor market, especially in creative industries (Merkel, 2015).  A detailed discussion about 

coworking as a community is included in Section 1.5. 

 

1.3.4 Teleworking 

Before coworking, the American workplace embraced the idea of teleworking.  Since the 

term “telecommuting” was first coined in (Nilles et al., 1974) the early 1970s, the word 

“teleworking” and the word “telecommuting” have been used interchangeably.  Regarding 



 

18 

 

definition, Ellison (2004) considers all types of work conducted outside of a centrally located 

workspace as telework, but telecommuting refers more specifically to work from home.  Thus, the 

population size of teleworkers differs and depends on how far the definition of telework stretches.   

The popularity of teleworking or telecommuting in the United States rose during the gas 

shortage of the 1970s when the long lines of scarce gasoline sparked an interest in alternative work 

arrangements (Ellison, 2004).  How technology could be used to decrease travel was the central 

theme when teleworking first emerged.  In 1971, AT&T forecasted that all workforce in the United 

States would work from home by 1990 (Steinle, 1988), and it was just one of the enthusiastic 

predictions of teleworking (Ellison, 2004).  Since then, the spread of Information and 

Communication Technology (ICT) has started to transform where, when and how professional and 

managerial work can be done.  

From the 1990s, a new period for teleworking started with the largest employer on earth, the 

US Federal government, stepping into the arena.  A series of Public Laws were passed from 1990 to 

1996 to allow agencies to use appropriated funds to install communication equipment and to pay the 

monthly charges in a private residence.  The Omnibus Consolidated Appropriations Act (1997) 

permitted the General Service Administration (GSA) to establish telework centers.  For many years, 

the GSA had urged other federal agencies to set up teleworking programs.  In 2006, GSA published 

an “Alternative Workplace Arrangements (AWA)” bulletin to encourage agencies to adopt 

alternative ways of working including telecommuting, hot-desking (hoteling), virtual office, and 

telework centers (Barr, 2007).  All these campaigns achieved more success when President Barack 

Obama signed “The Telework Enhancement Act of 2010” to keep pushing the federal government 

to achieve greater flexibility in managing its workforce and real estate portfolio through 

teleworking.  While continuously facing challenges from different agencies, the adaptation of 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?sJLMgf
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teleworking was slow.  According to a 2004 government report, 6% of federal employees work 

from home or a telework center at least one day a week (Barr, 2005).  The number rose to 22% of 

all federal employees in 2016 (OMP, 2017).   

 

Telework Center, the Precedent of Coworking  

With the growing acceptance of teleworking as a work arrangement practice, office facilities 

especially associated teleworking start to emerge.  It is essential to uncover information about the 

telework centers so that the beginning of the coworking “movement” could be more accurately 

identified.    

At the beginning of the 1980s, telework first got the European municipal government’s 

attention with the idea to use telework to create employment in rural and isolated areas and thus 

help to reduce regional development imbalances.  The first application in isolated regions was to 

offer a new facility called a “telecottage” where information technology was available to the local 

population for educational, business, and leisure purposes.  The first telecottage was founded in 

Sweden by an oil engineer Henrich Albrecht in 1985 (Kovács, 2001; Murray, 2001).  The 

establishment of telecottages gradually expanded to other European countries, notably the UK and 

Hungary, and later in some developing countries such as India, Nigeria, Sri Lanka (Di Martino & 

Wirth, 1990).  The Commission of the European Communities continued to push forward the 

telecottage movement.  By 1995, it was reported that there were about 120 telecottages in the UK, 

according to the Telecottage Association which was founded in 1993 (ManagementToday, 1995).  

In the US, the “telecenter” or “neighborhood center” first started to emerge in the late 1980s 

as a form of teleworking office facility.  These centers provided electronic facilities that were 

shared by different users and belonged to various enterprises or self-employed entrepreneurs.  
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Franklin Becker and his students from the International Workplace Study Program (IWSP) at 

Cornell University studied ten telework center cases in 1993, including one in Canada, five in the 

U.S., and four in Japan.  They looked at the type of occupancy (single vs. multiple tenants), use 

patterns (full-time vs. part-time), ownership and implementation, tenancy, and location of these 

telework centers.  This is by far the most detailed documentation of telecentres in the US during the 

1990s.   

Becker et al. (1993) defined telework centers as the work locations used by companies to 

accommodate staff who live near the telework center location.  On average, a typical telework 

center this report studied was about 3,000 square feet (sq. ft.) and accommodated 20 workstations.  

The design of the office environment follows the large organization office design which was 

common in the 80s and 90s.  A typical telework center layout would include an open-plan 

workstations area with individual workstations equipped with high partition boards, one or two 

closed meeting spaces, or conference rooms.  A larger telework center would also include a kitchen, 

a lunch space, and a break area with a sofa and coffee table.  The floor was generally covered with 

carpets, and fluorescent lights and air conditioning were incorporated into the ceiling panels.  

The primary drivers for the telework center were:  transportation issues, economic 

development, and marketing (Becker et al., 1993).  For the governmental agency (in partnership 

with private firms) the telework center was an attempt to encourage alternative travel patterns that 

would reduce traffic congestion.  For developers, the telework center might be a new use of the 

property that might otherwise have low market potential.  The secondary drivers were: the 

employee's quality of life, the organization's cost reduction, and disaster recovery.   

There were two distinct use patterns among the telework center users.  Full-time users 

worked in the telework center five days a week with only occasionally returning to the central 
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office.  Part-time workers occupied the telework center from 1-2 days a week, thus several 

workstations were designed as non-assigned to allow the maximum use for users coming on 

different days.  It is the precedent of the hot-desking plan in current coworking spaces.  

Becker et al. (1993) also found that the rental business of telework centers at that time was 

not successful, as there was no urgent and fundamental need for a corporation to establish telework 

centers as a new way of working.  As most of the study sites in this study were pilot projects 

supported by government grants and private sector donations, the space costs were highly 

subsidized to the users.  At the end of the pilot project, when the government subsidies ended, many 

organizations discontinued their participation altogether. The absence of demand made the telework 

centers only marginally successful and failed in the coming years.   

It is worth mentioning that the telework centers in the 90s were very similar to the 

coworking space nowadays in terms of business model and clientele.  The three types of tenants that 

Becker et al. (1993) identified were: “executive suite” office tenant, tenants looking for sharing 

facility cost, and short-term leases to accommodate employees.  These are all important types in the 

current coworking member profile.  This document confirms that the supply of flexible working 

spaces and similar business models have been explored on a small scale about two decades before 

the trend of coworking.  The failure to self-sustain the business of telework centers suggests that the 

life and death of office subleasing business largely depended on the market demand.  The ups and 

downs of this flexible office industry reflect the trend in the way how information work is 

organized, and fluctuations in social and economic conditions. 

 

1.3.5  The Concept of Flexibility in Office Interior Design 
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Workplace design also reflects the changes in the social and economic context, business 

history, and the development of management thoughts (Saval, 2014).  Two major concepts were 

constantly emphasized throughout the office design history:  space efficiency and the worker’s 

autonomy.  At different times, the open-plan design did not symbolize equality but purely space 

efficiency, and the personal office did not symbolize social hierarchy but work autonomy.  The 

trends in workplace design change and adapt in the context of social-economic changes. 

In the early twentieth century, work spaces for paperwork became rationalized, designed for 

both higher efficiency and the enhancement of work productivity.  The open-plan office design was 

born at the same time as the large group of paperwork workers, which was documented in the 

classic project, the Larkin Company Administration Building designed by Frank Lloyd Wright in 

1903.  The early modern skyscrapers were also packed with open-plan office spaces which were 

easy to rent out and accommodate the increased number of white-collar workers. 

In the 1960s, when the human side of management about work satisfaction and self-

actualization started to get attention in management literature, the concept of work autonomy started 

to emerge in workplace design.  The modular cubicles gradually became a hatred figure of the 

impersonal organization hierarchy and bureaucracy in the following decades.  Furniture design such 

as the Action Office started to unite the aesthetics with the individual office worker’s need in 

privacy, autonomy, and control of the work setting.  Physical partitions and cubicles in the 

workplace were a common design features to support individual worker’s daily work.  

However, after the great recession in the 1980s, work autonomy seems to be a luxury in the 

context of economic recession.  The American management literature looked at Japanese 

management and embraced the idea of a cooperative rather than an adversarial relationship between 
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the employer and the labor.  It was a collectivist approach that focused on promoting cooperation 

and loyalty, and the open-plan office thrived again in Silicon Valley’s tech company offices.   

Besides, working in trendy office spaces started to be associated with a collection of various 

activities, including the ones related or unrelated to work. A more recent trend in workspace design 

is to provide various settings that are associated with different kinds of activities.  The diverse work 

activities became the inspiration for office furniture design.  Several furniture manufacturing and 

sales companies such as Herman Miller, Knoll, Steelcase, Teknion, etc., have been dominating the 

high-end office furniture market and leading the design trends.  The idea of supporting different 

work activities with diverse work settings has been tried out in multiple design collections in these 

companies and materialized the concept of “flexibility” in office design.  

 

Activity-Based Work (ABW) Office Design 

Activity-Based Work design which promotes diverse settings and non-assigned workstations 

has been discussed both in the academia and design professional’s community (Appel‐Meulenbroek 

et al., 2011; Harris, 2015).  ABW is a workplace design strategy that recognizes office users’ task 

differences, work autonomy, and provides workers with a choice of settings and technology to 

accommodate these differences (van Koetsveld & Kamperman, 2011).  In these ABW offices, 

workers can choose different workstations that best suit their activities from a functional perspective 

based on their preferences (Appel‐Meulenbroek et al., 2011; Wohlers & Hertel, 2017).  The ABW 

office assumes that when the setting specially designed for certain activity’s instrumental needs is 

provided, this activity will be best supported.  By switching between different settings, workers can 

be supported by the most appropriate settings at all times (Hoendervanger et al., 2016). 
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The important social aspect of the ABW concept is its flexibility and choices in different 

settings.  As ABW offices usually provide non-assigned workstations in an open-plan layout, the 

increasing flexibility was expected to work as a medium to enhance interaction and communication 

between workers (Haynes, 2008).  The ability to choose a work setting also enabled workers to 

better regulate unwanted social interaction and increase environmental control (Ekstrand & 

Damman, 2016; Inamizu, 2013). 

However, empirical findings showed mixed results about the satisfaction of ABW offices.  

The effect of the ABW office was below expectations, with major issues such as the loss of privacy 

and distraction for work need concentration (Danielsson & Bodin, 2008; van der Voordt, 2004; Vos 

& van der Voordt, 2002).  People working in ABW offices were found to be less satisfied with 

productivity support, privacy, and concentration than their counterparts in individual and shared 

room offices (De Been & Beijer, 2014).  Hoendervanger et al., (2016) argue that the known 

drawbacks of switching settings behavior can be outweighed by its benefits.  Another well-known 

drawback of the ABW concept is the loss of identity and the chance to personalize the workspace 

(Brown, 2008; Brunia & Hartjes-Gosselink, 2009; Elsbach, 2003; Millward et al., 2007).  

A study on the coworking space design suggests that the configuration of the coworking 

space that includes areas for individual work, collaboration, and various amenities are not 

drastically different from those of ABW offices (Han, 2013).  The review of empirical studies about 

ABW office settings suggests that the efficacy of diverse activity settings is built on an unsolid 

assumption that work setting diversity will improve performance and interactions.  The idea of 

ABW is mostly promoted by the interior design and furniture design industry, but it seems to 

embody more symbolic meanings visually than its actual functional efficacy.   

 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?MoHEfo
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“High-tech” Offices 

Coworking as an interior design style differentiated itself significantly from the office 

design in modern corporation buildings.  The design idioms in coworking are similar to typical 

high-tech company offices that emerged at the end of the 20th century.  How can this be explained? 

A short review of the high-tech culture can provide threads to answer this question. 

The impression of technology companies and the high-tech culture has been greatly 

impacted by the technology boom in Silicon Valley, beginning in the 1970s.  Regarding managerial 

style, many Silicon Valley entrepreneurs tended to create a flat and flexible work environment that 

encourages managerial flexibility, creativity, and on-the-spot decision-making.  As getting the right 

product out at the right time is crucial for the survival and growth of a high-tech company, the 

flexibility in culture and structure to some extent is the result of the fast pace product development 

schedule.  Among so many successful entrepreneurs, Fairchild Semiconductor was considered the 

best example to demonstrate the development of a high-tech company between the 1950s and the 

early 70s.   

Engineers in dot-com companies nowadays embrace a workplace culture significantly 

different from employees in business companies such as banks and law firms.  To shape a 

distinguished identity different from other large corporations and to emphasize the strength in 

creativity, the interior design of dot-com companies took a dramatically different approach.  The 

flexibility and autonomy represented in the work environment become a symbol and people started 

to associate the flexible styles with the innovation and creativity that “high-tech” companies 

embody.  When Intel was first established in the early 70s, Robert Noyce decided to use an open-

plan office design in which everyone uses the same workstation cubicle to demonstrate the flat 

organizational structure.  Besides the employee's daily task needs, office design is a statement and 
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manifestation for technology companies.  Just as the shiny facade of modern skyscrapers represents 

business success and economic growth, the flexible, informal interior design and abundant 

amenities that the company offers may have become a symbol of a “high-tech” culture.  

The Googleplex, Google’s headquarters campus at Mountain View, CA represents a 

collection of symbols that technology companies such as Facebook and Airbnb adopted in their 

interior design (Saval, 2014).  Los Angeles-based architecture firm Clive Wilkinson Architects won 

the competition with a proposal to create a diversified campus environment, integrating workspace 

within a support system of learning, collaboration, recreation, and food facilities for software 

engineers.  Another idea that Wilkinson proposed for Googleplex is the concept of the higher 

education experience.  Wilkinson pictured an office environment that offers the concept of self-

containment, so within the immediate area, all work/life needs can be met, and the possibilities of 

encountering other “students” are possible any time of the day and night.   

Playfulness is another key element in the interior design of high-tech offices.  Bright colors 

on wall paint, floor, or furniture which echo Google’s logo color:  red, yellow, green, and blue can 

be found in both Mountain View Headquarter and Chelsea office.  Different settings designated for 

casual meetings and entertainment became the money shot photos for the designers to showcase the 

project allowing the company to exhibit the organizational culture.  

In summary, the concept of flexibility is also reflected in office interior design which can be 

characterized as diverse settings to support different activities, greater space openness, informal and 

playful atmosphere that echoes high-tech companies’ office space.  The similarity between them 

and coworking design idioms is noteworthy.   

 

1.3.6 Summary 
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The review of the precedent concepts suggests that the idea of “flexibility” in the workplace 

is associated with several purposes including reducing real estate cost, reducing transportation cost 

promoting sustainability, alleviating work-life conflicts for employees as an organizational policy, 

providing multiple settings to improve productivity and satisfaction, and symbolizing innovation.  

Multiple trends in the workplace design share similarity in increasing flexibility in the workplace.  

The coworking companies enter the market at a good time and answer to the needs of flexibility for 

varied stakeholders.  

The office design industry in the past several decades has been flooded with “concepts” that 

try to reimagine an optimal work environment.  In more recent years, the concept of “flexibility” is 

popular in both fields of management and interior design.  The concept of coworking is located in 

the trend of increasing flexibility in the work environment, which includes flexibility in workspace, 

work time, and how the space functions and looks.  Studying coworking from this perspective is 

timely and it can be related to topics across multiple fields including design, real estate, and 

management. 

 

1.4 What is Coworking? 

1.4.1 Definition  

There are various definitions of the word “coworking” (see Table 1.1).  A primary reason 

that coworking spaces are considered different from the service office or shared office is the special 

user group.  The rise of coworking was frequently attributed to the structural changes occurring in 

the urban labor market, including a shift to “knowledge-intensive” work and an acceleration in 

contingent working (Waters-Lynch et al., 2015).  Contract professionals are consistently associated 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1rrAMOAnsrupAK61o27Q76Snw3ii8Jh7yiGSpuIR0Dx8/edit#heading=h.hwt6gex6bvl9
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?yOBkel
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with coworking as they tend to need a small workspace to accommodate a working activity, at the 

same time with minimum office rent obligation.   

Table 1.1:  Summary of Coworking Definitions 

Definition Reference 

“Coworking spaces are shared workplaces utilized by different sorts of 

knowledge professionals, mostly freelancers, working in various degrees of 

specialization in the vast domain of the knowledge industry.”  

 

(Gandini, 2015) 

“Coworking refers to the practice of working alongside one another in 

flexible, shared work settings where desks can be rented on a daily, weekly, or 

monthly basis. The term coworking space designates particular spaces created 

to facilitate this kind of coworking.” “Coworking consequently appears as a 

cost-effective alternative that holds a promise of improving the business, 

making new partners, and increasing productivity and support.” 

 

(Merkel, 2015) 

“Coworking spaces are open-plan offices that mobile, independent knowledge 

workers share as places of work.” “There are three interrelated features that 

have historically distinguished coworking spaces from the serviced office 

industry. The first is the profiles of the original coworkers, the second is the 

centrality of social interactions, and the third the aesthetic design of the spaces 

themselves.” 

 

(Waters-Lynch, et 

al., 2015) 

“Coworking is a superclass that encompasses the good-neighbors and good-

partners configurations as well as other possible configurations that similarly 

attempt to network activities within a given space.” 

 

(Spinuzzi, 2012) 

“Coworking spaces are community-based sociocultural ecosystems of 

exchange where a network of people are linked together by shared social 

networks and shared resources.” 

 

(Kenline, 2012) 

 

Another character-defining feature of coworking is the concept of a coworking 

“community” (Spinuzzi et al., 2019).  Reviews of coworking literature suggest that a large number 

of scholars argue that the earliest coworking is not business-oriented, but community- and social-

oriented (Gandini, 2015; Yang et al., 2019).  Coworking is a “collective, community-based 

approach to the organization of cultural and creative work,” a strategy for compensating for the loss 

of social contact with colleagues (Merkel, 2015).  Jakonen et al. (2017) see coworking spaces as 
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effectual assemblages that push knowledge workers in flow and motion to enable the formation of 

new kinds of heterogeneous and constantly changing work communities, where serendipitous 

encounters become a force of production.   Coworking spaces are territories that are accessed 

purposely to construct and maintain network relations and perpetuate a market position (Gandini, 

2015).  It represents an “open source community approach” which seeks to establish social relations 

among the member-workers (Lange, 2011; Vidaillet & Bousalham, 2018).  

 

Business Model 

Coworking today share similarity in the business model:  leasing large blocks of space under 

long-term contracts and then releasing it out in small parcels with short-term contracts in a month, 

week, day, and hours (Wheaton, 2019).  The coworking model effectively creates a “service 

provider” who operates as an intermediary between the landlord and the ultimate tenant.  However, 

voices are questioning the profitability of the coworking business model in real estate.  Wheaton & 

Krasikov (2019) studied 30 office properties selling in 2016-2018, and they found that in 2016-2018 

investors were skeptical about whether coworking would provide as high and as reliable income as 

traditional tenancy.   

Three conditions must be achieved so that the coworking model can be profitable: (1) 

coworking service provider must pay less to lease the space, (2) coworking service provider must 

rent the space in short terms at a higher rate, (3) the spaces need to be rent out at a significantly 

higher occupancy rate than traditional corporations can (Wheaton, 2019).   

 

Location and Space Design 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?71iK76
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?71iK76
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Several aspects of coworking space can be identified as different from traditional shared 

offices and telecenters.  First, different from telecenters, coworking spaces tend to locate in the 

downtown business area, which signifies the proximity to the creative industry (Moriset, 2014).  An 

accessible workplace that is closer to where their clients' work indicates a sense of easy access to 

people in the same industry.  Second, coworking spaces tend to provide a diverse variety of 

amenities to attract customers and cultivate social interactions among the coworking members (Han, 

2013).  Third, the interior design of coworking spaces tends to be open, flexible, homely, playful, 

and informal, which is different from the corporate office environment and signifies a more relaxed 

atmosphere.  Hot-desking is a common space arrangement in coworking spaces.  The interior design 

of coworking spaces recalls the working environment in dot com companies which carries the 

symbols of innovation. 

 

Types of Coworking Spaces 

Since “community” is one of the most important concepts associated with coworking, a 

typical classification of coworking space is according to the social interactions among the 

coworking members.  Spinuzzi (2012) proposed that there are two types or configurations of 

coworking spaces based on the level of interactions among the members.  One is the “Good-

neighbors” model in which members work together but seldom interact.  The other one is more 

focused on social interactions, which is the “good-partners” model that emphasizes collaboration 

between members on projects.  Gandini (2015) also proposed similar categorization based on the 

level of members’ social connections.  Bouncken et al. (2018) categorize coworking spaces into 

four types, based on the level of confidentiality and restriction on types of users:  corporate, open 

corporate, consultancy, and independent spaces.  However, this categorization is much less common 

as users are likely to mix in large coworking spaces. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?aOCkLs
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?aOCkLs
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?jGcE5L
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Definition of Coworking 

Coworking in this dissertation is defined as an office space rental service, hosted by a 

service provider for individuals or groups to access furnished workspaces with short-term payments.  

It has three characteristic-defining features.  First, a coworking space must be developed by a 

coworking company as the service provider.  Second, the space is accessible to both individuals and 

groups (including individual contract professionals, remote workers, companies, and start-ups) and 

can be rented in short terms (i.e., month, week, day, or hour).  Third, the space should provide a hot-

desking arrangement to accommodate individual users in an open-plan workspace.  In short, 

coworking space is characterized by the subleasing business model, flexible membership plans, and 

interior space design.  

 

1.4.2  Desired Outcome of Coworking 

Community 

The coworking spaces accommodate work practices that are typical for mobile, project-

based work which could be carried out ‘anywhere,' but more importantly, it celebrates the idea of 

mutual support among freelancers and self-employed workers (Merkel, 2015; Spinuzzi et al., 2019). 

A topic frequently associated with coworking is how coworking reacts to problems caused by 

increasing loneliness and social isolation.  A commonly cited reason for freelancers seeking 

coworking spaces is to escape the boredom and frustration of working alone and constantly mixing 

the spheres of work, leisure, and home (Merkel, 2015).  “Coworking is not about workspace – It’s 

about feeling less lonely (King, 2017).”   
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Coworking communities were found to be a source of social support for coworkers (Bianchi 

et al., 2018; Gerdenitsch et al., 2016).  A recent study of 29 coworking professionals suggests that 

individuals who are engaged in the economic exchange with a non-binding agreement might 

develop expectations of social support towards the partners as a byproduct of their economic 

relationship (Bianchi et al., 2018).  Coworking was conceptualized as a “third place”, similar to 

“social” spaces such as cafés and bookstores where people can spend time between home and work 

(Brown, 2017; Gandini, 2015; Moriset, 2014). 

Garrett et al. (2017) found that members of a coworking space work together to co-construct 

a sense of community through their day-to-day interactions in the space.  Coworking spaces are 

usually promoted as a “membership community (Spinuzzi et al., 2019),” a collective, community-

based approach to the organization of cultural and creative work, a strategy for compensating the 

loss of social contact with colleagues (Merkel, 2015), an open-source community approach which 

seeks to establish social relations among the member-workers (Lange, 2011; Vidaillet & 

Bousalham, 2018).  Overall, the coworking literature emphasizes the social interactions among the 

members as a core feature of its value proposition. 

 

Learning and Collaboration 

Another major benefit from the coworking community is the potential opportunities to learn 

and collaborate between the coworking members (Bouncken et al., 2018).  Schmidt et al. (2015) 

found that through collaborative learning and exchange, coworking enables members to test ideas 

and business models, new economic practices, or flexible cooperative structures.  Butcher (2018) 

found that coworkers learn to develop collective practices to work within the uncertainties of their 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?kVsY4k
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working conditions.  Learning enables coworkers to co-construct a sense of community necessary to 

become entrepreneurially proficient in an increasingly uncertain world of work.  

For some scholars, coworking spaces are territories that are accessed purposely to construct 

and maintain network relations and perpetuate a market position (Gandini, 2015).  Coworkers can 

benefit from peer interaction and support rather than formal collaboration (Brown, 2017; Merkel, 

2015).  Merkel (2015) argued that coworking spaces could be understood as a new type of urban 

socio-material infrastructure whose primary purpose is to coordinate and facilitate an alternative, 

community-based organization of labor.  They are functional in constructing networks and new 

reputation-based social capital in a context where the old ways of social capital leverage to access 

jobs, such as family ties, are no longer effective (Gandini, 2015). 

 

Corporate Real Estate Strategy 

The nature of coworking is an agreement between the members and the coworking provider, 

similar to a gym membership that allows small groups or individuals to shy away from the 

obligation of long-term office leases, and has more control on when to start and determine the lease.  

For employers and start-up companies, coworking is also a corporate real estate strategy to control 

the expenses on properties and shy away from the traditional long-term leases (Yang et al., 2019).  

For many large businesses, real estate expenditure represents 16-17% of total costs.   

A major topic in corporate real estate management is cost control and efficiency.  A 5% of 

savings in real estate costs will result in up to a 1% saving in the total cost and increase gross 

profitability by 9% (Weatherhead, 1997).  Strategies like hot-desking which allows the facility to 

accommodate more employees without extra workspaces is an important strategy for cost control.  
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Office building landlords are also keen on the coworking concept.  Yang et al (2019) identified 

landlords engaged in coworking development as a way to increase revenue and occupancy rate.  

In short, the desired outcomes of coworking can be summarized as access to a community, 

fulfilling social needs, learning and collaboration, increasing creativity, and controlling real estate 

expenses (Yang et al., 2019).  However, how coworking leads to positive social interaction, 

knowledge sharing, and exchange or mutually beneficial collaborative activity is far from clear 

(Brown, 2017).  Very little is known about how members socialize in coworking spaces and the 

structure and group dynamics of the purported coworking “community.”  

 

1.5 Coworking is about Community? 

1.5.1 What is a Community? 

Coworking is associated with varied topics related to community, such as “community 

approach to the organization of work” (Lange, 2011; Merkel, 2015), “sense of community” (Garrett 

et al., 2017), “community building” (Castilho & Quandt, 2017), “community of work” (Rus & Orel, 

2015).  However, as there is a lack of consensus on the definition of community, what is the 

meaning of this word in the context of coworking?   

In the dictionary, the word community has two major definitions:  (1) a group of people 

living in the same place or having a particular characteristic in common; (2) a feeling of fellowship 

with others, as a result of sharing common attitudes, interests, and goals.  The concept of 

community is also closely related to other concepts such as community development, and 

community engagement.  The United Nations defines community development as: “a process where 

community members come together to take collective action and generate solutions to common 

problems.”  The concept of community engagement refers to the practice that “focuses on 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1rrAMOAnsrupAK61o27Q76Snw3ii8Jh7yiGSpuIR0Dx8/edit#heading=h.i0z31cz5hss7
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?HoIE61
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?HoIE61
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relationships at the core of facilitating understanding and evaluation, involvement, exchange of 

information and opinions, about a concept, issue or project, with the aim of building social capital 

and enhancing social outcomes through decision-making (Johnston et al., 2018)” 

In everyday language, the idea of a community is not interchangeable with the idea of a 

social group.  A community is a particular kind of social group in which the community members 

believe they share something.  One of the most well-known definitions of community was proposed 

by Tönnies (1887/2011), with two types of community Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft.  

Gemeinschaft is what characterized relationships in medieval towns.  Such relationships were based 

on blood relations, physical locality, and friendship (p. 37–42), were tacitly understood (p. 49) and 

were focused inward (p. 79).  In contrast, Gesellschaft is an “artificial construction of an aggregate 

of human beings which superficially resembles the Gemeinschaft in so far as the individuals live 

and dwell together peacefully,” but “they remain united in spite of all separating factors” (pp. 64-

65).  In short, Gemeinschaft relies on personal bonds of loyalty and values of honor and duty, such 

as is rooted in a “subjective feeling” that may be “effectual or traditional”, while Gesellschaft relies 

on consistent, rational action. 

I argue that the concept of community normally involves two factors:  (1) a group of people 

with social bonds or a feeling of fellowship with others as a result of sharing common attributes, (2) 

a geographic boundary.  “A community is a particular kind of social group in which men believe 

they share something together. The feeling of community is fraternal, it involves something more 

than the recognition that men need each other materially (Sennett, 1992).”  The social bond in a 

community arises most elementally from a sense of mutual dependence (Sennett, 1998).  The 

feature of a community is a sense of common identity, pleasure in recognizing “us” and “who we 

are.”   



 

36 

 

For the current study of coworking, a central element in the concept of a “coworking 

community” is the social bonds between the members.  The existence of a coworking “community” 

should be based on the fact that the members have interacted with the others and built up certain 

relationships, personally know each other, and recognize the others as friends, neighbors, 

colleagues, or collaborators.  The social network relationship among the coworking members 

underpins the desired outcomes of coworking such as collaboration, learning, social support, 

instrumental help, social capital, and a sense of community.  

Acknowledging that social network development and community building is not easy, the 

major inquiry of this thesis is to challenge the common existence of the coworking community and 

to explore why social network formation just based on physically working together in coworking 

spaces is not sufficient.  The next two sections introduce the threats to community building and 

theories in social network formations. 

 

1.5.2 Threats to Community Building 

Although most people live and work in certain communities, community building is not 

always an easy task.  In studies of culture, urban planning, and sociology, community building faces 

various challenges in the process of modernization and globalization.  A plethora of studies have 

looked into the erosion of close relationships in communities (Putnam, 2000), and discussed what 

might be the cause of weakened community bonds.  The metropolitan urban environment is 

characterized by the experience of living with strangers and the rationality behind the social forces 

cultivating alternatives values and norms other than the ones in customs that prevail in traditional 

communities.  Globalization also creates challenges for community building in the fluid modern 

world.  

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1rrAMOAnsrupAK61o27Q76Snw3ii8Jh7yiGSpuIR0Dx8/edit#heading=h.i0z31cz5hss7
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In The metropolis and mental life, Simmel (1903/2012) argues that there are conflicts 

between the mindset of metropolitan life and traditional life.  The mental life of the metropolis is 

intelligible and is over against that of a small town which rests more on feelings and emotional 

relationships.  The metropolis's mental life creates a protective mechanism for urban residents to 

against the world full of strangers, being indifferent to strangers and keep them away from the 

profound disruption in the urban environment. 

In one of the earliest urban sociology texts, Urbanism as a way of life, Louis Wirth (1938) 

observed the erosion of mutual personal acquaintances in urban neighborhoods.  He proposed that 

the changes from the dense social bonds in the rural community to the loosely connected urban 

neighborhoods are related to three characters of the urban environment:  (1) the size of the 

population aggregate, (2) the density of settlement, and (3) the heterogeneity of inhabitants.  The 

social interaction among such a large population, densely aggregated in the urban centers, and with 

a variety of personality types tended to break down the rigidity in traditional community and 

complicated the class structure, and induced a more rarified and differentiated framework of social 

stratification than is found in more integrated societies.  

In the Consequences of modernity, Giddens (1990) claims that the primary place in 

premodern settings has been largely destroyed by dis-embedding and time-space distance.  The 

local community now is not a saturated environment of familiar, taken-for-granted meanings, but in 

some large part a locally-situated expression of distanced relations (Giddens, 1990, p.109).  The 

increased scale and frequency of travel, the great mobility of both people, material, and capital in 

modern society is also considered as a threat to maintaining the social bonds in the local 

community.  “It was primarily the availability of means of fast travel that triggered the typically 
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modern process of eroding and undermining all locally entrenched social and cultural ‘totality’ 

(Bauman, 1998).”   

The argument that the social capital in American life was eroded is the main theme in the 

book Bowling Alone published in 2000.  Putnam (2000) attributes that the major explanation for this 

erosion to the changes in people’s leisure life, especially the increasing time spent on viewing 

television. Putnam (2000, p .43) argued that the rise of television has privatized the public’s leisure 

time, and the degradation of public life is reflected in political participation, church attendance, 

union work, the frequency of informal relations, and voluntary engagement in cultural life. Time 

spent with television jeopardized the creation of social capital during the long civic engagement.   

Technology’s influence on how we interact with others was also discussed in a more recent 

book Alone Together: why we expect more from technology but less from each other.  Turkle (2011) 

observed the decrease in face-face conversation among the younger generations.  She attributes this 

change to the widely used communication technology, which makes it easy to communicate when 

we wish and disengage at will, and takes over the opportunity to practice face-face conversations 

and human skills.  Indeed, face-to-face conversations are difficult.  They are spontaneous, 

unscripted, sometimes awkward and messy, and require skills and experience.  

In short, researchers and critics have observed that local communities today are facing 

challenges in social solidarity and maintaining community engagement.  It is hard to deny that the 

traditional form of community, the Gemeinschaft, is gradually difficult to find in modern societies.  

Thus, the purported social connectivity in the coworking community which mostly relies on sharing 

the workspace but nothing else significant seems utopian and not realistic.  

 

1.5.3  Social Network Formation 
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If the concept of a coworking community is linked to social bonds and network relationships 

between the members, then how are social networks formed in daily life?  Are there any principles 

or structural influence on network formation?  And more importantly, how could social bonds form 

in coworking spaces?  This section reviews theories and empirical studies in the social network 

literature to uncover network formation principles and the challenges in network formation.  It aims 

to explain why coworking is related to the concept of networking, and what are the challenges for 

such networks to be formed and maintained just based on spatial influence. 

 

Spatial Proximity 

Proximity or propinquity, defined as the distance between the agents’ locations in physical 

space, refers to how people are more likely to interact with others who are physically closer to 

themselves (Kraut et al., 2002).  The relationship between proximity and interaction is a 

fundamental idea supporting a variety of design concepts, especially the ones with the popular 

prefix “co,” such as coworking, co-living, co-learning, etc.  These design concepts celebrate the 

opportunities for people to get in touch with others and are underpinned by a deep human desire 

which is to socialize.  Proximity theory supports the idea of coworking and other architecture design 

strategies, which target increasing user’s social interaction by locating the users spatially close to 

each other.   

Proximity studies in Environment and Behavior (EAB) literature explores the question of 

whether bodily co-presence facilitates or hinders social interactions.  Studies applying the space 

determinism approach intend to validate the correlation between proximity and increased social 

interactions.  There is abundant evidence of spatial proximity effects in the formation of social 

relationships (Allen & Fustfeld, 1975; Kleinbaum et al., 2013; Mok & Wellman, 2007; Rogers, 
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1983; Yuan & Gay, 2006).  Spatial proximity is a strong and pervasive factor in adult friendship 

choice, and it is one of the most plausible principles for meetings and encounters, which enhances 

the chance to convert strangers to acquaintances and some acquaintances to friends (McPherson et 

al., 2001; Verbrugge, 1977).  

In organizations, spatial proximity is found to affect the unplanned encounters between 

employees (Hiller et al., 1987; Kabo, 2014, 2015, 2017; Peponis et al., 2007; Shpuza & Peponis, 

2008; Reagans, 2011).  People who work nearby come to know each other better, and they are more 

likely to share what they are doing while chatting informally.  Although the amount of time that 

people have to maintain their social networks is limited, spatial proximity underpins the 

opportunities employees have for developing new supportive ties on and off of the job (Campbell, 

1988; Marks, 1994; Wellman & Wortley, 1990).  It indicates not only the probability of face-to-face 

communication but also the probability of communication through other media such as telephone 

and email (Allen, 2007; Mayer, 1993).  

However, studies also have suggested that the proximity effect has a spatial threshold.  Allen 

& Fustfeld (1975) found that co-workers in an R&D institution who were separated more than 30 

meters had a significantly lower probability of communication with each other than those co-located 

closer to each other.  A similar phenomenon was found in another study based on data from seven 

laboratories, but the “tipping point” was 50 meters (Allen, 2007).  

Another group of sociologists and social psychologists, on the other hand, explore how 

proximity decreases social interaction and how people react to the change in spatial density.  From a 

conceptual standpoint, it is expected to find that a high level of spatial density would cause the 

worker’s adverse behavioral and attitudinal reactions.  As a part of the heated debate of open-plan 

office design, there is empirical evidence suggesting that social interaction between workers 
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decreases after moving into an open-plan office which increases the proximity.  Several reasons 

might explain why interaction decreases in open-plan office decreases, including distraction (noise), 

loss of boundaries, depersonalization, and civil inattention (Bernstein & Turban, 2018; Bernstein & 

Waber, 2019).  Irving et al. (2019) studied a ‘collaborative building’ and argued that the expected 

benefits of spatial interventions on collaboration often fail to materialize.  They found that 

employees use four strategies to avoid collaborating (i.e., ‘focusing on existing collaborations,’ 

‘reinforcing group boundaries,’ ‘enacting legacy policies,’ and ‘minimizing social interactions).   

Overall, studies about proximity indicate that the effect leads to two different possibilities: 

engagement or estrangement.  The divergent results of proximity’s effect on interaction suggest that 

although proximity increases the opportunities for interaction, other factors resulting from increased 

proximity, such as high density and increased distractions, are likely to negatively affect social 

interaction at the same time.  The desired effect of proximity on increased social interaction might 

be difficult to achieve in real-life practices.  Besides proximity theory, social homophily and focus 

theory are two other theories widely adopted in social network literature to explain how network 

formations happen. 

 

Social Homophily Theory 

Homophily is the principle that the contact between similar people occurs at a higher rate 

than among dissimilar people, and a plethora of studies exist documenting different dimensions 

along which similarities can be defined (McPherson et al., 2001).  Homophily theory predicts that 

people are more likely to interact with individuals similar to themselves in respect to a variety of 

qualities and characteristics.  The General Social Survey (GSS) datasets were used in multiple 

studies to confirm that people form close personal ties with others who share similar social 
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demographic characteristics, such as age, gender, ethnicity, occupation, etc. (Burt, 1998; Marsden, 

1987, 1988; McDonald et al., 2009; Smith et al., 2014).  Homophily studies have dealt with various 

kinds of social relations such as marriage, friendship, advice network, managers’ instrumental 

network in organizations, business relationship, and job referrals (Kilduff & Tsai, 2003; Kilduff & 

Brass, 2010).  It also occurs in all age groups, from school children to the elderly.  

What are the factors that cause network homophily?  Two theoretical perspectives have been 

proposed: (1) the composition of the groups in the system, which dictates the possibilities for 

contact choice; and (2) the individual-level preference to choose similar others (Kossinets & Watts, 

2009; McPherson et al., 2001).  Since groups provide opportunity structures for tie formation, the 

first approach argues that the composition, size, and structure of the groups determine the 

opportunities they offer for network contacts, and affect the nature and extent of homophily 

(McPherson & Smith-Lovin, 1987; Blau, 1977).  It follows Blau's (1977, p. 79) theory in 

heterogeneity, such that social association depends on opportunities for social contacts.  Lack of 

social contact precludes the establishment of social relations.  For example, a woman writer who 

works in a woman-only coworking space forms a gender homogenous network in this community.  

This result has nothing to do with the individual's personal choice but depends on the coworking 

community’s gender composition.  The demographic availability that exists in the broader social 

context can also be linked to the workplace inequality literature that focuses on the demographic 

composition in organizations (Ibarra, 1993; Tolbert et al., 1995; Podolny & Baron, 1997).  

Studies also found that network formation is likely to be influenced by an individual's 

preference with same-race or same-gender contacts.  Ruef et al., (2003) surveyed 830 entrepreneurs 

on their founding team compositions and determined that the probability of a team with the same 

gender or ethnicity is higher than a random matching process would predict.  Gompers et al. (2017) 
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studied 3,684 MBA students and found that students tend to form entrepreneurial teams with people 

who have similar social and demographic backgrounds.   

 

Focus Theory  

Feld (1981) proposed the “focus theory,” which explains the origin of loosely connected 

social ties formation.  The idea of focus theory is that individuals organize their social relations 

based on “foci,” which are the social, psychological, legal, or physical entities such as the 

workplace, voluntary organizations, hangouts, families, etc. around which joint activities are 

organized (Feld, 1981, 1982).  Individuals whose activities are organized around the same foci will 

tend to become interpersonally tied and form a cluster because shared relations to the foci create 

positive sentiment through the generation of positively valued interaction.  

Comparing to the homophily perspective, focus theory stresses the organization of activity 

and the social context than the similarity of an individual's characteristics.  It implies that ties with 

stronger strength are likely to be those that encourage the finding and development of new foci.  

The number of foci that two people share is sometimes referred to as the “multiplexity” of a 

relationship, and the focus theory stresses that the primary aspect of multiplexity affecting network 

density is the sharing foci of activity and interaction.  The focus theory directs researchers to look 

for particular foci that organize the activities and interactions of individuals.  The foci in the 

different situations are unique, and the researcher needs to determine the foci and specify the 

boundary of the foci based on their understanding of the individuals' activities and interactions. 

Most friendships do originate in one focus of activity or another.  At the urban scale, some 

shared activities and facilities usage was found to increase the likelihood of network formation. 

Recreational activities in urban parks were found to promote social interaction and facilitate the 
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establishment of social cohesion (Peters, Elands, & Buijs, 2010).  Shared use of local facilities such 

as primary schools and day-care centers, which draw residents from a larger local area, increase the 

likelihood of personal relationships formation between residents (Völker & Flap, 2007).  The 

respondents identified programs at the community center that brought people together as playing a 

role in building relationships between the community members (Colistra et al., 2019).  Besides, 

connected individuals tend to find and develop new foci around which to organize their joint 

activity.  It implies that ties with stronger strength are likely to be those that encourage the finding 

and development of new foci. 

Focus theory is potentially applicable to explain how the coworking community was formed 

through organized activities.  Coworking spaces are characterized by their diverse amenities and 

events and are imagined and presented as spaces of serendipitous encounters, spontaneous 

exchanges, and collaborations (Brown, 2017).  However, it is also important to recognize that not 

all ties arise from foci.  The structure of a network is dependent upon the size and constraint of the 

foci (Feld, 1981).  For foci that are less constrained on interaction, only a small portion of 

individuals will be tied.  For foci that are highly constrained, close-knit clusters of various sizes 

might be created depending upon the size of the foci.  For example, game machines such as foosball 

tables in coworking spaces may only be attractive to young male workers, and such constraints of 

the activity limit the involvement of other social groups.  There is a need to further investigate how 

amenity and social events in coworking spaces might affect the relationship between the members. 

 

Summary 

In summary, proximity theory can be used to explain why ties are more likely to be formed 

within a certain distance.  The idea of coworking community largely relies on the concept that 
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proximity will increase the opportunities in social interactions, and it will lead to social network 

formations.  However, within a certain distance, homophily theory and focus theory imply that other 

factors such as the composition of the members, individual preferences, and enough foci that bridge 

unrelated ties all play important roles in social network formation.  Although there is abundant 

evidence of spatial proximity effects, a group of social psychologists has conducted empirical 

research to question the proximity effect on social interaction.  The idea that just by working 

physically together, strangers will start to collaborate seems questionable.   

The review of social network theories suggests that social network formation is complicated, 

and multiple theories can explain the causes.  To investigate how coworking may affect the 

members’ social network formation interaction, there are two common threads to dismantle the 

puzzles: opportunities and an individual’s preference (Kossinets & Watts, 2009; McPherson et al., 

2001).  The concept of coworking is based on the idea that the increased opportunities in co-

presence will provide more opportunities for face-to-face interaction.  However, this line of 

explanation neglects an individual's agency on interaction and the choice for “whom” they are going 

to interact with or in what situation.  As human beings have the agency to control social 

interactions, people are adaptive to changes in spatial proximity and might have different reactions 

to the change.  A more detailed discussion about these two threads is provided in Study#2.  

 

1.5.4 Does the Coworking Community Really Exist? 

The review suggests that social network formation can be affected by numerous factors such 

as similarity or difference in socio-demographic characteristics, values, individual preference, 

activities, and so on (Gompers et al., 2017; Ingram & Morris, 2007; Ruef et al., 2003).  For 

coworking space, proximity alone might not be enough to cultivate social network formation in 



 

46 

 

coworking spaces (Parrino, 2015).  Merely working in the same space might not guarantee the 

formation of social relationships and build up a community.  Studies of open-plan offices suggest 

that merely serendipitous encounters cannot guarantee social interaction, it may even hinder 

interactions as workers develop strategies to avoid interactions in the open spaces (Bernstein & 

Turban, 2018; Irving et al., 2019).  Just “being there” is not enough for developing a vital 

community (Butcher, 2018; Merkel, 2015).  

Community building is not easy, as it requires efforts, appropriate policy, opportunities, 

commitments, and long-term endeavors.  Although coworking is famous for the concept of 

community, there is a lack of empirical study about the members’ social connectivity and 

interactions.  There is also a lack of systematic and in-depth analysis of coworking and its assumed 

interactional effects, exchange processes, and norms for a sharing or collaborating coworking 

culture (Merkel, 2015).  Thus, it is reasonable to doubt the common existence of the coworking 

community.  The uncertainty of proximity’s effect on coworking member’s network formations 

inspires me to investigate coworking spaces and the members in real-life cases. 

 

1.6 Research Gap 

A review of coworking literature suggests that academic studies about coworking focuses on 

the idea of community and celebrates mutual support, interaction, and collaboration among the 

members (Lange, 2011; Merkel, 2015; Vidaillet & Bousalham, 2018; Spinuzzi et al., 2019;).  

However, the purported interactions and networking activities which are the common character-

defining features for coworking, need more empirical evidence to support their existence.  

Without an organizational structure and designated roles, the relationships between the 

coworking members are mysterious.  Although proximity theory provides threads to uncover how 
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interactions and communications in organizations are related to space, it lacks research and 

empirical evidence to supports its dominating effect in the coworking contexts.  Considering the 

other social network formation principles, it is essential to acknowledge that social network 

formation is not a process simply by putting people in the same space.  It involves other factors such 

as opportunity, personal preferences, and efforts in creating foci that allow people to connect.  In 

summary, two aspects are unclear about coworking:  

(1) Social connectivity among members.  There is a lack of empirical studies about the 

purported coworking community.  Even the demographic characteristics of the coworking members 

are unclear.  The majority of empirical studies related to coworking collected qualitative data from a 

single or a small number of coworking cases (Bouncken & Aslam, 2019; Spinuzzi et al., 2019).  

Few studies have collected empirical evidence about networking effects among coworking members 

on a large scale (Avdikos & Kalogeresis, 2017).  Would people be simply mixed at a coworking 

“mixer”?  Whether coworking fosters particular helpful social network development is lack of 

empirical evidence.  

(2) How coworking’s spatial characteristics affect the member’s interaction and network 

formation?  How space design affects the occupants’ social behavior and social connectivity still 

lack studies in Environment and Behavior literature.  As social interaction is also influenced by 

factors both related and unrelated to the environment, a question that worth investigating is whether 

spatial factors are related to the member’s social network formation.  There is a need for 

understanding the types of spaces that foster or hinder the collaboration between coworking 

members (Merkel, 2015).   

 

1.7 Research Significance 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?wvX8PX
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Coworking is related to a wide range of phenomena and the study of coworking spaces 

involves varied disciplines.  The two studies in this dissertation deepen the understanding of 

coworking as a contemporary office typology and design concept.  Thus, it contributes to the 

knowledge of design and programming practices in both the fields of architecture and interior 

design.  For real estate, I argue that this research also advances our understanding of coworking’s 

demand in the future, as well as the demand for future workspaces.  After the Covid-19 pandemic, 

predicting the need for future workplaces requires a better knowledge of the relationship between 

flexibility and community in the workplace.  This dissertation sheds light on how people work and 

socialize at contemporary workspaces with high mobility and flexibility. 

A goal of this study is to raise people’s attention to the two concepts: “flexibility” and 

“community” that co-exist in our future work environment.  Theoretically, the two studies 

contribute to the discussion of flexibility and community from the perspective of human-

environment relationships in the workplace.  Probing the impact of flexibility on social networks 

and community building in the workplace is worthy of continuous research.  

Coworking lacks enough existing studies to inform researchers which environmental factors 

should be examined. It is also difficult to conduct a large-scale quantitative study as the population 

associated with the emerging phenomenon is still comparatively small.  These two characteristics of 

studies focus on emerging phenomenon raise challenges in this dissertation’s methodology.   

Thus, another goal of this dissertation is to explore research methods that begin with an 

exploratory approach (Study#1) to identify the influential environmental factors, and then apply 

quantitative methods to validate the hypotheses in Study#2 with a robust sample size for statistical 

analysis.  This is why the dissertation is structured in two studies with different research questions 

and applies different research designs and methods at the two stages during the investigation.  
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Methodologically, the two studies together exemplify a blended framework with diverse 

methodological tools to explore emerging design concepts, which are both hypothesis-driven and 

discovery-oriented.  I argue that this approach contributes to bridging the gaps between 

Environment and Behavior studies and design research. 
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CHAPTER II 

STUDY#1: SOCIAL CONNECTIVITY AND SPATIAL CHARACTERISTICS OF 

COWORKING SPACES 

 

2.1 Introduction 

Empirical evidence on whether coworking empowers social network development is lacking 

(Gandini, 2015).  Without an organizational structure and designated roles, the relationship between 

the members in the coworking spaces is questionable. This study aims to explore how coworking 

members are socially connected and to describe the relationship between coworking space’s spatial 

characteristics and the members’ connectivity.   

In environment and behavior literature, a variety of spatial characteristics are related to 

human social interactions, including spatial density, layout characteristics, temperature, sound, and 

lighting.  However, because of the lack of studies about the coworking environment, the diversity of 

environmental factors places a challenge for identifying which spatial factors should be studied.  

Whether there is a significant variance between different coworking spaces’ spatial characteristics is 

also unknown.  Thus, this study is exploratory by its nature.  This chapter begins by reviewing the 

three spatial factors which are highly relevant to coworking space’s design and development.  The 

discussion continues by describing the mixed methods, data collection process, findings, 

discussions and conclusions.  

 

2.1.1 Spatial Characteristics of Coworking  

Spatial size.  As the competition escalated, there was considerable variance among the 

coworking spaces regarding space size, the total number of members, plans, price, and clientele 
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(Brown, 2016; Diduch, 2018).  A study has found a dramatic increase in the size of coworking 

space after 2015 because several major companies scaled up business to increase their market share 

(Zhou, 2019).  But few studies have looked into how the increased space size affects the member’s 

social network formations.  One dilemma that coworking companies continuously face is how to 

maintain the culture and sense of community while expanding the business (Wright, 2018).  There 

is a need to study the effect of the changing space size on the members’ social behavior.  

Spatial density.  Before the Covid-19 pandemic, the average space per person in coworking 

spaces was reported to be significantly smaller than in other office environments.  WeWork, the 

largest coworking provider in the world, designed their space as 75 square feet (sq. ft.) per person, 

compared to the average in office design which is 180 to 200 sq. ft. per person (Wright, 2018).  

Also, just as there is a growing trend toward flexible and non-designated workspace arrangement 

(Fawcett & Rigby, 2009), several reports have suggested that there is a growing concern about 

perceived crowding in new office space design (Khazanchi et al., 2018).  Would the increased space 

density have negative effects on the coworking member’s social interaction?  Spatial density in a 

coworking environment was explored in this study. 

Amenities.  This study also explores how amenities in coworking spaces affect the members’ 

social interactions.  Amenities are additional services that companies provide to their customers 

without extra charges (Hamilton et al., 2017).  In the Dictionary of Environment and Conservation 

(2017), an amenity is defined as “the useful or desirable features of a place, that provide non-

monetary benefits to those who use it but which are not necessary for its use.”  An amenity can be 

natural (such as an attractive location or accessible woods or water) or made by people, such as a 

swimming pool or garden (Park & Allaby, 2017).  Such amenities are related to the opportunity for 

shared activities, increase the product or service’s appeal, and boost revenues by increasing both 
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initial sales and customer retention.  However, how amenities facilitate coworking member’s social 

interaction and how much space dedicated to amenities is “enough” need to be more studied. 

 

2.2 Research Opportunities 

Two research opportunities are identified in this study.  First, whether or how coworking 

leads to forming a positive social relationship that is related to knowledge sharing and mutually 

beneficial collaborative activity is far from clear (Brown, 2017).  Merkel (2015) and Butcher (2018) 

highlight that just “being there” is not enough for developing a vital community.  The literature 

review in 1.5 explains why challenges exist in network formation based on spatial influence.  There 

is little evidence to indicate whether coworking reinforces particular helpful social network 

development (Gandini, 2015).  Thus, this exploratory study first aims at empirically investigating 

the coworking members’ social connectivity in real-life cases.  

Secondly, the lack of academic studies about coworking space design and how it might 

affect the members’ social behavior makes the concept of the coworking community even more 

mysterious.  Few empirical studies about coworking spaces have explored the relationships between 

the work environment and the workers’ social connectivity.  Thus, another goal of this study is to 

explore the relationship between coworking’s spatial characteristics and the members’ social 

connectivity.  There is a need to understand whether certain spatial factors affect an individual 

coworking member's social network formation.   

Three research questions are explored in this study:  how are coworking members socially 

connected; how are coworking spaces different in spatial characteristics, and what environmental 

factors might affect the member’s social interaction and network connectivity?  
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2.3 Literature Review: Space and Social Network Formation  

2.3.1 Spatial Size 

The size of a coworking space can be defined in two dimensions: spatial size (square footage 

of the available physical space) and group size (the number of members).  Coworking market 

studies have suggested that coworking spaces increasingly vary in spatial size and the total number 

of members (Zhou, 2019).  The business plan of coworking has determined that coworking 

developers have to keep the spatial density high enough that the same amount of space can 

accommodate the largest number of members to maximize the income cash flow.  Because a high 

occupancy rate is important for any coworking space’s business success, it is reasonable to expect 

that increase in coworking spatial size is likely to increase the capacity of the total number of 

members.  This assumption suggests that if the spatial density is similar, great physical space will 

be positively associated with a larger number of total members.  Since how size affects the 

coworking members’ social connectivity has not been studied, there is a need to investigate this 

factor so that we can better understand the potential result of coworking spaces’ expansion.   

Studies in early social network literature argued that the increasing group size provides more 

possibility for generating social contact which might lead to more social ties (Burt, 1992; Lin et al., 

1981; Granovetter, 1973).  People in large firms are in the context that creates more opportunities 

for forming new contacts, both inside and outside the firms (Blau, 1977).  The size of voluntary 

organizations is an essential element in the opportunity structure of interpersonal contacts 

(McPherson & Smith-Lovin, 1982).  

Because the business incubators’ business model and organizational structure are similar to 

coworking companies, studies of business incubators provide references for this topic.  For business 

incubators, the availability of a larger quantity of resources can be beneficial to the tenants more for 
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venture development.  Empirical evidence suggests that larger business incubators tend to provide 

the tenants with a larger quantity of resources in terms of business support and network contacts 

(Allen & McCluskey, 1991). 

However, how many social ties an individual can sustain is constrained by the person’s 

cognitive, emotional, spatial, and temporal limits, the growth in group size could not infinitely 

increase an individual’s network size.  The concern of increasing size is that it might have adverse 

effects on network diversity and interpersonal relationship strength.  As predicted in early literature, 

the extension of institution size would confront the fragmentation of the institution into cliques, 

with a loss of morale and integration (Granovetter, 1983).  Aerts et al. (2007) found that the larger 

incubators result in a more impersonal and anonymous atmosphere that contradicts the intention of 

facilitating the tenants to obtain resources better.  Klingbeil & Semrau (2017) found that the effect 

of incubator size on tenant growth is contingent upon the size of the tenants’ venture team and 

whether tenants are operating in a high-tech industry.  

In summary, existing literature about spatial size and the occupants’ social behavior does not 

provide a cohesive result.  As several coworking providers still plan to expand their portfolios after 

the Covid-19 pandemic, there is a need to study whether coworking spatial size affects the 

members’ social connectivity.  

 

2.3.2 Spatial Density 

Workspace spatial density is defined as the number of people within a certain distance of a 

target employee and represents the potential for employee interactions and interferences (Fried et 

al., 2001; Hua et al., 2011).  It is related to the concept of crowding, which was an essential spatial 

concept in early social psychology and environmental psychology studies.  Workspace spatial 
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density and perceived crowding were found significantly correlated (May et al., 2005).  Although 

many early scholars use the two terms “density” and “crowding” interchangeably, density is a 

concept of spatial characteristics, while crowding is a psychological reaction by individuals 

responding to the high level of density (Choi et al., 1976).   

A high level of spatial density was found to cause the worker’s adverse behavioral and 

attitudinal reactions.  High density was associated with an increased level of stress (Valins & Baum, 

1973), increased social withdrawal (Zeedyk-Ryan & Smith, 1983), low perceived facilitation of 

collaboration (Hua et al., 2011), low level of privacy (Oldham, 1988) and low satisfaction levels 

(Fried et al., 2001; Oldham et al., 1995; Evans et al., 1994).  In tourism, high density and perceived 

crowding were also found to be negatively associated with customer satisfaction (Zehrer & Raich, 

2016).  

Psychologists proposed two theories to explain why people have negative reactions to high 

spatial density environments.  In the urban context, the “cognitive overloads” theory (Milgram, 

1970) was proposed to explain the decrease of social interaction in crowded environments.  

Milgram (1970) suggested that high amounts of sensory stimuli and processing associated with 

crowding could affect people’s behaviors in the way to reduce such sensory processing demands, 

for instance, by decreasing social interactions with others in crowding social groups.  Following a 

similar logic, the “social interference” theory (May et al., 2005) was proposed to explain the 

negative effect of crowding in the workplace environment.  Higher workspace density would result 

in more uncontrollable interfering contacts from employees in the setting, and it leads individuals to 

concentrate harder to block out distractions and thus possibly reducing collaboration (Oldham et al., 

1995; Evans et al., 1994).   
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Although there is a dearth of empirical studies that suggest the relationship between spatial 

density and the individual's social network, an initial study has proposed that crowding will 

decrease the employee’s likelihood of expressive ties formation via the depletion of self-regulatory 

resources (Khazanchi et al., 2018).  In this study, the spatial density in coworking spaces is explored 

followed by whether there was a relationship between spatial density and the member’s social 

connectivity. 

 

2.3.3 Amenities 

The focus theory (Feld, 1981; 1982), summarized in Section 1.5.3, provides a theoretical 

thread to understand the social efficacy of coworking space amenities.  By sharing amenities such 

as a  kitchen, an event space, and a conference room, the coworking members might develop 

network relationships based on social encounters, and the network connections might lead to further 

collaborations between members.  Amenities provide one type of settings where foci of encounters 

and collaboration may emerge.  The networking events and community activities accommodated by 

these amenities serve as foci of activities that help to cultivate social interactions between members.  

Empirical studies have found that much of an individual's physical activities in a building 

result from moving to and from a particular type of amenities, such as a printing machine, kitchen, 

coffee shop, cafeteria, etc., which people must or would like to use during a day.  An early study 

about the location of amenities suggested that workspace layout and programs can affect 

employees’ movement and communication patterns (Allen & Fustfeld, 1975).  These amenities 

generate spatial boundaries that shape relations of accessibility and visibility, which integrate or 

segregate behaviors, activities, and people.  The patterns of circulation, co-presence, co-awareness, 

and encounters affected by the amenities and programs are fundamentals to the development of 
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social networks (Wineman et al., 2009).  A study has also found that the ratio of space dedicated to 

shared space and amenities is positively associated with the perception of the facilitation of 

collaboration (Hua et al., 2011).  Proximity to amenity and service space is found to positively 

correlate with movement in step counts and job satisfaction (Hua & Yang, 2014).  

However, the social efficacy of the amenities in the coworking spaces is unclear.  A 

common question that a coworking developer would like to ask is:  how much space dedicated to 

amenity is “enough” to generate the desired informal encounters between the members?  

 

2.4 Focus of This Study 

This study first focuses on the social connectivity among coworking members in real-life 

cases.  Besides, it aims to study whether and how the coworking environment might foster or hinder 

the member’s social network formation.  Because of the lack of studies about coworking 

environment’s spatial characteristics, the investigation begins with three environmental factors: 

spatial size, spatial density, and amenities.  The goal of this study is to identify the spatial factors 

that might affect the coworking member’s social network formation.  Based on this study’s result, 

Study#2 can concentrate on the spatial factors, and propose hypotheses to test through a quantitative 

study.  

This study’s result helps to reveal the environmental factors related to social behavior in 

coworking spaces and the networking mechanism among the coworking members.  It will 

contribute to architecture design by understanding coworking and the environment’s impact on 

human social behavior.  It will also benefit the field of real estate for understanding the workplace 

customers’ needs and wants in the changing commercial real estate market.  
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2.5 Methods 

In this study, data was collected from three primary sources:  participant observations in 

coworking spaces, semi-structured interviews with space managers, and an online survey completed 

by the coworking members.  I applied mixed methods to converge and triangulating findings from 

different qualitative and quantitative data sources.  The research design and data analysis follow the 

concurrent triangulation strategy (Creswell, 2003, p. 217) in mixed methods, which collects both 

qualitative and quantitative data at the same time as a means to offset the weakness inherent within 

one method with the strengths of the other method.  It also allowed more data to be collected related 

to coworking members and the space design.  

 

Figure 2-1: Triangulation Strategy in Mixed Research Methods (Creswell, 2003) 

 

 

2.5.1 Data Collection Process 

The data was collected between November 2019 and February 2020.  At the end of 2019, 

the failure of WeWork’s IPO made the coworking industry in the New York City area highly 

cautious about media exposure.  Email and phone call invitations sent to the coworking spaces for 

this research were mostly neglected or declined.  Thus, I designed a four steps method (see Figure 

2.2) to first visit coworking spaces as a day-pass member and then proceed to recruit participants for 



 

59 

 

interview and survey.  The data collection process was designed step by step because it required 

permissions to obtain access to more private information during the process.  

Figure 2.2:  Data Collection Process for Study#1 

 

The first step of the data collection was to decide which coworking spaces should be 

selected as study cases.  The current study defines hot-desking, an office arrangement that involves 

multiple workers using a single physical work station or surface during different time periods, as a 

characteristic-defining feature of coworking space.  The design of hot-desking membership and the 

physical environment that designated to hot-desking members distinguish coworking from previous 
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share-serviced offices (as introduced in Introduction 1.3.5).  However, because not every coworking 

space provides hot-desking membership plans, background research began with the coworking 

spaces located in the Manhattan, NYC area listed on websites including Coworker.com, Croissant, 

and Deskpass.  The spaces were identified as either a serviced office or a coworking space based on 

the photos and descriptions listed online.  A serviced office is defined as an office that only 

provides private offices for group users, while co-working spaces provide hot-desking plans with 

other membership plans such as a dedicated desk and a private office.  

After screening out the service offices, step two was to physically visit the coworking space 

and conduct observations.  I acted as a “participant observer” (Czarniawska-Joerges, 2007) by 

accessing coworking spaces through an App named “Croissant,” one of the most widely used third-

party coworking membership platforms in the US.  The Croissant platform does not own or operate 

coworking spaces.  It collaborates with hundreds of established coworking spaces, and allows them 

to list and market their day-pass memberships on its platform.  By enrolling in the Croissant 

membership, I was able to access to more than 50 coworking spaces in Manhattan, NYC area as a 

day-pass member and work in the hot-desking area.   

During the site visit, I first documented the spatial characteristics for each coworking space 

through a Coworking Space Survey (CSS) developed for this study (as shown in Appendix B).  The 

CSS was designed to collect information about each coworking space’s spatial size, number of 

members, density, property information, membership plan, amenities, professional groups, network 

events, and design features.  The information was collected through the researcher's on-site 

observation and during the 30-min structure interview with the coworking space managers.   

For participant observation, I spent over a total of 160 hours on observations in 20 

coworking spaces from Nov 7, 2019, to Jan 16, 2020, including physically working in the 
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coworking space, taking notes about the members’ social interactions, speaking to the members by 

chance, attending happy hours and social events.  Each observation session was about 3-4 hours 

long and was mostly conducted during the workdays between 9:00 a.m. to 1:00 p.m. and between 2 

p.m. to 7:00 p.m.  At least one session was conducted for all the coworking cases in this study.  I 

purposely spent more time (up to 4 sessions) on several coworking spaces that hold more social 

events and have more coworking members working during the daytime.  The interests during the 

observation centered on what did the members mostly do in the coworking space, how the members 

interacted with each other, who talked to whom, and in what settings did the interaction mostly 

happen.  Other information such as the coworking spaces’ website, the internal apps some 

coworking spaces developed for their members, interactions on blogs, photos, and pictures were 

also documented.  

Step three was to recruit managers or founders of the coworking space for interviews.  After 

working in the space for a couple of hours as a day-pass member, I  introduced myself and the study 

to the managers.  I asked them if they would like to participate in the interview for a reward of $20 

in cash.  If yes, I proceed to arrange a time with them for the interview in a conference room in the 

coworking space without any other people present.  Most interviews lasted about 30 minutes and 

were audio-recorded and professionally transcribed.  Information about the member’s 

characteristics, how was the relationships between members evolved, and the degree of interaction 

and collaborations among the members were collected during the interview.  The initial interests 

centered on who works in the space and how is the social interaction among the members (as shown 

in Appendix A).  Twenty spaces managers were approached, and twelve of them agreed to 

participate in the interview. 
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Coworking space managers play essential roles in community development by creating 

different modes of enrolment within the spaces to facilitate encounters, interaction, collaboration, 

and mutual trust amongst the coworkers (Merkel, 2015; Yang et al., 2019).  A previous study found 

that the space manager’s activities of curatorial practice can be summarized as assembling and 

arranging (people, spaces, objects), caring (enabling community), and exhibiting the workspace and 

its community (Merkel, 2015; Spinuzzi, 2012).  As the space managers are constantly engaged with 

the activities that happen in the coworking space, they are the best resource for information about 

community-building activities and social interactions among the members.  

The fourth step in the data collection process was to survey the coworking members.  After 

the interview, the space managers were asked to forward an online survey link to coworking 

members in the space who meet the sampling criteria.  Seven out of the twelve coworking space 

mangers agreed to allow me survey the members.  The survey participant needs to be individual 

users or small-group users (less than five people) in the coworking space.  As people working in 

large groups might have existing contacts within the group, their motivation and chances to 

socialize with the other coworking members might be affected.  Thus, the survey participants were 

constrained to single or small group coworking space users.  

This anonymous survey includes questions about the member’s basic demographic 

information, membership types, network size and diversity, network member’s characteristics, and 

their experience in the coworking space.  There were 26 questions in the survey (see Appendix C) 

and it takes about 5 minutes to finish in most pretest trials.  Participants who finished a full valid 

survey were rewarded with a $10 Amazon gift card by email.  The online survey invitation was sent 

to a total of 162 coworking members.  Among them, 92 survey invitations were sent through the 

Croissant platform, and 70 survey invitations were sent directly by the space managers by email.  A 
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total of 28 coworking members finished the survey and the response rate through online invitation 

was 17.3%.  Another 14 participants were recruited on-site to finish the survey on a tablet computer 

by reaching out to the participants individually. 

In total, during the four weeks in NYC between November 2019 and January 2020, 20 

coworking spaces were visited, taking observation notes in each coworking site, and interviewing 

12 coworking space managers.  The interviewees ranged in age, gender, ethnicity, and work time 

duration (see Table 2.1), capturing the variety of coworking managers in the industry.  A total of 42 

participants from 7 coworking spaces completed the survey.  All data in this study was obtained 

before the Covid-19 pandemic outbreak in the US, so the pandemic’s impact on the coworking 

members’ social behavior is not at issue. 

 

2.5.2  Site Selection and Sampling 

Manhattan is the most prosperous market for coworking spaces, with a inventory of 17.3 

million square feet in 2019 (Farcas, 2019).  The site visits started with coworking spaces in the 

Midtown South area in Manhattan, which is famous for the clustering of companies in the creative 

industry and was where WeWork opened its first location in 2011.  This was expected to be an ideal 

place for identifying “coworking communities.”  Additional locations provided a more 

comprehensive understanding of the entire coworking industry and the social interaction levels 

among the coworking members.  Besides the Midtown South area, locations in Brooklyn and 

Midtown Manhattan provided a more comprehensive picture of the whole coworking industry.  One 

coworking case in the downtown of Ithaca, NY was also selected and added to the final data sample 

to increase the sample’s diversity.  The geographical distribution of coworking spaces in NYC area 
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is mapped in Figure 2.3.  The distribution of the coworking spaces visited in this study reflects the 

pattern of the total distribution of similar facilities.  

Figure 2.3: A Map of Coworking Cases in NYC Area (Data Collected at January 2020) 
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2.5.3  Measurements 

Survey 

A survey was designed to collect information about the participants and their contacts in the 

coworking space (see Appendix C).  The attribute information about the participant’s gender, race, 

occupation, and membership history was also collected.  The participant’s social network in the 

coworking space was first measured by the name generator method (Carrasco, Wellman & Miller, 

2008).  The participants were first asked to list the first names of the persons they know in the 

coworking space, and information about each contact was asked by 6 follow-up questions. 

Because the name generator method is time-consuming and was previously questioned for 

its validity and repeatability, a small group pilot study was conducted at a coworking space to test 

how much effort the participants would like to spend on answering these questions.  The pilot study 

result suggested that 3 out of 5 participants dropped out, and the rest two participants provided 3 

and 2 contacts’ information.  As more than half of the participants did not finish the survey, the 

name generator did not seem to be the best way to measure the participants’ social connectivity.  

The social connectivity was finally measured by a question asking the participants to count 

the total number of people that he/she personally know in the coworking space.  After this question, 

how many of the total contacts are in the same gender, race, occupation, and industry as the 

participants, how many of them have collaborated in work, how many of them he/she feel very 

close to, and how many of them have provided job leads were asked in following questions.  The 

number of job information ties was measured through a question adopted from a study by 

McDonald, Lin, & Ao, 2009:  “How many of them have mentioned job possibilities, opportunities, 

or openings to you in casual conversations, during the past year?  (This may include face-to-face, 

telephone, e-mail, fax, etc.).” 
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Perceived social support was measured through a 4-item questionnaire adopted from the 

Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support (Zimet et al., 1988).  The original MSPSS 

measures the social support that an individual received from three groups of contacts, including 

family, friends, and special someone.  Since the contact professional's contacts in the coworking 

setting are less likely to be family members and special someone, this study will only use the four 

statements in the friend section in a 5-point Likert scale:  (1) “Someone in this coworking space 

tries to help me,” (2) “I can count on someone in this coworking space when things go wrong,” (3) 

“I can share joys and sorrows with someone in this coworking space,” and (4) “I can talk about my 

problems with someone in this coworking space.” 

 

Amenities and Social Events 

Both “amenity” and “event” show the extent to which the coworking spaces devote to 

organizing group activities.  In the final data analysis, the amenity number is operationalized as the 

number of spatial amenity types such as kitchen, game lounges, and so on.  Besides the number of 

amenities, information was collected about the professional groups and social events held in each 

coworking space from observation, interviews with the managers, and an online calendar.   

 

2.5.4  Data Analysis Methods 

A primary purpose of this study was to understand the social activities among coworking 

members and discover if there were environmental factors that influence the members’ social 

activity.  For the qualitative data, the principles of inductive research integrated the analysis 

between data collection and sampling, data reduction and representation, and conclusions and 

verification (Strauss & Corbin, 1998; Miles & Huberman, 1994).   
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The analysis of qualitative data proceeded in two stages.  First, the field notes provided the 

emerging dominant themes, which occurred concurrently with field observations.  Attention was 

placed on the similarity or significant differences between coworking spaces regarding 

chracteristics of the space and members, where do work in the space, what kinds of activities were 

they involved in, and the social interaction level among the members during the observation.  The 

interviews were transcribed and edited for grammatical errors as well as removed filler language 

such as “uh,” “um,” “yea,” “you know.”  In the second stage, the interview transcripts were coded 

using Nvivo.  Beginning with line-by-line coding, major themes emerged from the observations and 

led to the discovery of additional themes.  This process produced a refined set of first-order codes 

underpinning the dominant themes from the transcripts, which more accurately parsed out the space 

manager’s responses.   

For the quantitative data, the key was understanding the relationship between the member’s 

social connectivity and the environmental factors.  Based on the survey data finished by the 42 

participants from 7 different coworking spaces, it was possible to calculate the number of 

participants who reported that they have developed contacts.  How spatial size, the number of 

amenities, and other factors such as membership plan were related to the result of having contacts or 

not was examined by the Pearson’s Chi-square test.  

By layering the interview data with my observation notes and the survey data analysis result, 

detailed narrative accounts of the coworking members’ social activities and connectivity that were 

synthesized and correlated with the survey results.  Finally, the findings were assembled into a 

coherent framework (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  After developing, exploring, and evaluating the 

utility of several alternative frameworks to represent the findings, I finalized the ones that offered a 
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theoretical contribution and represented the reasons to explain the actual social interaction levels 

among the members.   

 

2.6  Results 

To elaborate on the findings, I first describe the member’s characteristics and then describe 

the spatial characteristics of the coworking cases.  The members’ social connectivity and 

interactions among the members are introduced next.  Other findings about the social events and 

social interactions between the members are discussed last. 

 

2.6.1  Members  

Coworking members are people who purchase membership plans.  In this study, the 

coworking members were found to be not restricted to freelancers and contract professionals as 

Gandini (2015) described in his definition of coworking.  The coworking user population before the 

Covid-19 pandemic was diverse, including remote workers, company employees, and people who 

were self-employed or currently seeking jobs.   

Survey participants (see Table 2.1) included female (48%) and male (50%) members that 

work individually in the space from varied ethnic backgrounds:  White or Caucasian (69%), Asian 

or Asian American (21%), Black or African American (10%).  The majority of the participants 

(97%) had at least one college degree and were in varied employment status:  Employed (43%), Not 

employed (10%), Self-employed (43%), Other (1%).  Most of the participants enrolled in the Hot-

desking membership (81%), and less in Dedicated desk (12%) and Private office (7%).  
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Table 2.1: Survey Participants and Results (N=42) 

Variables Categories Number Percentage % 

Gender Female 20 47.6 

Male 21 50 

Other 1 2.4 

Ethnicity African American 4 9.6 

Asian 9 21.4 

Caucasian 29 69.0 

Age 20-29 12 28.6 

30-39 19 45.2 

40-49 7 16.7 

50-59 4 9.5 

Education Some College 3 7.1 

College Graduate (4 year) 26 61.9 

Master's Degree (MS) 10 23.9 

Professional Degree (MD, JD, 

etc.) 

3 7.1 

Employment  Employed 18 42.9 

Not employed 4 9.5 

Self-employed 18 42.9 

Other 2 4.7 

Membership  Hot-desking 34 81.0 

Dedicated desk 5 11.9 

Private office 3 7.1 

Time length Less than a week 7 16.7 

1-4 months 7 16.7 

1-3 months 11 26.2 

3-6 months 6 14.3 

6-12 months 6 14.3 

More than a year 5 11.9 

Time-frequency Less than once a month 6 14.3 

A few times a month 7 16.7 

Once a week 1 2.4 

A few times a week 23 54.8 

Every workday 5 11.9 

Social connectivity 0 29 69.1 

1-5 10 23.9 

>5 3 7.0 

Social support M=2.23; SD=0.79 (1-5; Disagree -> Agree) 

Satisfaction M=4.40; SD=0.94 (1-5; Disagree -> Agree) 

 

When asked about the occupations or industries that the coworking members work in, most 

space managers suggested that the members work in varied industries.  This result support Merkel’s 



 

70 

 

(2015) finding that there was an increasing differentiation diversity regarding the member’s 

occupation and industries they work in.  It might also be related to the location of the coworking 

space.  One space manager said: 

“… they’re kind of all over.  A lot of them I do noticed, they’re in Tech, engineering, 

software engineering.  We do have some that are not really sure.  It’s just like solo 

entrepreneurs, or like CEO.  I think Vivian (the founder) want to focus more on having 

members in the fashion industry, media, like the creative industry. This is SOHO, that’s 

what she wants to focus on.  And that’s one of the reasons that she chose this area, for 

the art gallery.  It changes based on everyone, so everyone is not the same.” (Space 

manager, VillageOne) 

 

 

Membership Plans:  Dwellers vs. Strangers 

There are three most common coworking membership plan:  Hot-desking, Dedicated desk, 

and Private office plan.  People who work alone in coworking spaces were only a small fraction of 

the user population in the study cases.  According to most space managers, freelancers use the space 

in the most uncertain and flexible way.  If the financial situation allows, nomad workers may also 

intend to be enrolled in more static membership plans such as the private-office plan.  One 

coworking space manager said: 

“Freelancers? I would say like 10% to 15%.  No, I probably put it like 25%.  Because 

there is a lot of turn over.... they don’t seem to last very long in their membership.... 

They either do very well and hire someone and grow in the community, which we have 

seen a couple of times.  But we’ve also have people who want to be freelancers, they 

usually end up for a coworking membership to like a conference membership, or virtual 

office membership.  That’s why our different memberships are kind of tied to each other. 

You don’t have to be here every day, because you are a solo entrepreneur doing god 

knows what, maybe you just need a place to have a consistent address for all your 

business bills to go to one place.  So that’s why they have a virtual office membership or 

conference room membership.” (Space manager, NomadWorks) 

 

In large coworking spaces, the largest proportion of coworking members usually worked 

with colleagues in private offices as a company or business group.  These coworking members in 
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companies tend to stay longer than the single users.  When asked what the social atmosphere is like 

in the coworking space which has the most members in private office plans and a large number of 

workers who have stayed for years, the manager does imply that she has observed social 

interactions between the members.  

“Everyone pretty much… Put it in this way, I walk down the hallways, and I would just 

see people staying at each other’s office and just having conversations.  It’s just very 

social, friendly to each other.  I’m like sitting here and watching people have 

conversations, and that’s for a long time.” (Space manager, Corporate Suite) 

 

When having contacts or not were compared between groups with the different membership 

plan; a result of the Pearson Chi-square test suggests that there was a significant difference between 

the three different plan groups, χ2 (2, N=42) = 10.38, p= .006.  Only 20.6% of members in hot-

desking plans reported that they have contacts.  The percentage of dedicated-desk plan members is 

60%, and 100% for the private-office plan members.  However, as there were only three 

participants reported that they access the co-working space every workday, the significance of the 

difference between these three groups is questioned for the small sample size.  More study needs to 

look into the relationship between membership plans and the member’s social connectivity. 

Figure 2.4: Mosaic Plot of Have Contacts (yes/no) by Membership Plan (N=42) 
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2.6.2  Spatial Characteristics  

Size 

During the interviews, few space mangers were able to provide the exact square footage of 

the coworking space, so the data was supplemented through collecting online leasing information, 

which also provides the square footage of the standard floors in the building.  The size of the 

coworking spaces ranges from 900 to 62,000 square feet (sq.ft.).  Coworking spaces that were larger 

than 7,500 sq.ft. in this study all provide a private office plan which takes a large portion of the total 

space footage.  The spaces which were smaller than 7,500 sq.ft. all offer Hot-desking plans and 

most offer Dedicated desk plans (See Table 3.1).  

During the onsite observation, few social interactions were observed among the coworking 

members in the hot-desking area, in both large and small coworking spaces.  For survey data, when 

the 7 coworking spaces were categorized in two groups based on spatial size, a Pearson’s Chi-

square test suggested that there was no statistically significant difference between participants in 

large space and small space groups regarding having contacts or not, χ2 (1, N=42) = 0, p = .98.  On 

average, 69% of the participants in both large and small size coworking spaces reported that they do 

not know any person in the space.  Thus, no significant evidence supports the expectation that the 

member’s social connectivity might be affected by the spatial size.  

 

Space Occupancy and Density 

Space occupancy in this study refers to the ratio of occupied space/desk to the total amount 

of space/desk which is available.  During the site visit, most coworking spaces did not reach the 

highest capacity during most of the workday working hours.  The space occupancy of most 

coworking spaces was low during the observation, and thus I did not feel a sense of crowding.  
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Table 3.1:  Coworking Space Characteristics 

No Name of Coworking Space Location Observation 

(Hours) 

Interviewee 

(Gender) 

Survey 

 

Space size 

(sq.f.) 

Total 

Members 

Membership 

Types 

Amenities 

1 CoLab Hive Ithaca 4 SpaceM (F) 3 900 10 H; D K; D; SC; P 

2 Voyager HQ Manhattan 16 SpaceM (F) - 7500 52 H; D; P L; K; D; SC; LC; R; P; ES 

3 Primary  Manhattan 4 SpaceM (M) - 40,000 224 H; P L; K; D; SC; R; P; G; ES 

4 Nomadworks Manhattan 16 SpaceM (M) 7 40,000 440 H; D; P L; K; D; SC; LC; R; B; P; V; 

G; ES 

5 Workhouse Manhattan 4 SpaceM (F) - 48,000 400 H; P L; K; D; SC; RL P; B 

6 WeWork  Manhattan 8 SpaceM (F) - 62,000 900 H; D; P L; K; D; SC; R; B; P; V; ES 

7 Coalition-Flatiron Manhattan 16 SpaceM (F) 6 30,000 200 H; D; P L; K; D; SC; R; B; P; ES 

8 Corporate Suite Manhattan 8 SpaceM (F) - 30,000 150 H; P L; K; D; SC; R; B; P; V; G; 

ES 

9 LMHQ Manhattan 8 SpaceM (F) - 8,000 60 H; D L; K; D; SC; R; P; ES 

10 Serendipity Labs Manhattan 8 SpaceM (M) 

 

- 34,000 150 H; D; P L; K; D; SC; LC; R; B; P; V; 

ES 

11 VillageOne Manhattan 8 SpaceM (F) 6 2,000 20 H L; K; D; SC; R; P; ES 

12 The Farm SOHO Manhattan 8 - 5 5,000 150 H; D L; K; D; SC; R; B; P; ES 

13 Prosperwork Brooklyn 8 Founder (F) 7 2,000 20 H; D L; K; D; SC; P; 

14 Prosperwork  Brooklyn 5 - 8 2,000 32 H; D L; K; D; SC; P; B 

15 Bond Collective  Manhattan 4 - - - - H; D; P L; K; D; SC; R; P; V 

16 Bond Collective  Manhattan 3 - - - - H; D; P L; K; D; SC; R; P; V; ES 

17 Congregate Manhattan 4 - - - - H; D; P L; K; D; SC; R; P; V; B; ES 

18 Cubico Manhattan 4 - - - - H; P L; K; D; SC; R; P; V; B; ES 

19 The Yard  Manhattan 3 - - - - H; P L; K; D; SC; R; P; V; ES 

20 Carr Workplace  Manhattan 5 - - - - H; P L; K; D; SC; R; P; V; ES 

 

Notes: Interviewee: [SpaceM]: Space manager.   Membership types: [H]: Hot-desking; [D]: Dedicated desk; [P]: Private office.   Amenities: [L]: Lounge, common area; 

[K]: Kitchen; [D]: Drinks; [SC]: Small conference room; [LC]: Large conference room; [R]: Reception; [B]: Booth; [P]: Printing; [V]: Vending machines; [B]: Balcony; 

[G]: Gym, including exercise rooms; [ES]: Event space 
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Coworking members tended to follow varied work schedules.  Some members started to 

leave early in the afternoons while a small number of them stayed late until midnight in certain 

cases.  Based on the observation, in general, the peak hour of the space was the late morning and 

early afternoon.  Thus, the spatial density in the coworking space fluctuated significantly during the 

day, as the members came in and left without a fixed schedule.  The dramatic fluctuation in space 

occupancy makes it infeasible to measure the spatial density in the space, and thus statistical analysis 

based on the survey data was not able to conduct.  Because the space occupancy of most coworking 

spaces was low and I did not feel a sense of crowding during the observation, the spatial density was 

not an influential environmental factor that affects the coworking members’ social interaction 

behavior. 

Figure 2.5:  Space Occupancy Records, Created by a Coworking Space Manager in His Office 

(Author’s Photograph) 
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As most coworking spaces were running under capacity, one important task for space 

managers was to keep the space occupancy rating high.  The space managers constantly reached out 

to new clients to keep the space occupancy high enough to generate acceptable revenue and even 

profit.  Marketing was important.  This constant need of reaching new clients to fill the membership 

turnover made some coworking spaces increasingly interested in social media as a way of branding, 

marketing, and delivering information to potential customers.  Coworking space managers said: 

“So your occupancy per seat in this industry is very important, you want to be 90% or 

higher with that number.  We just lost over 16 seats, for the month of November, but we 

just replaced most of that business for December 1.  (on) December 1, the occupancy 

would be 90 percent.  Definitely.  This industry is very flexible.” (Space manager, 

Primary) 

 

“My role is to maintain the capacity of the space, the occupancy.  So right now, we have 

a few desks available, so my role is every time new (online community) members join, 

we have the form they will fill out, which has one of the questions “are you interested in 

working in coworking spaces?”  Then for those who answer yes, my job is to follow up 

with them and let them know that we have space available, let them know about the rates, 

about the benefits.  I sell the desks, that’s one of my roles as well.” (Space manager, 

VoyagarHQ) 

 

Amenities 

A great similarity in spatial amenities was noticed among the coworking spaces.  All 

coworking spaces in this study offer kitchen appliances (see Figure 2.6), free drinks like coffee and 

tea, small conference rooms, and lounge spaces near the entrance.  The majority of large coworking 

spaces provide reception desks, printing nooks, and space designated for holding events.  Although a 

few large coworking spaces offered rooms for yoga and massage, the activities associated with these 

amenities were mostly for individual use and were less relevant to social activities.  In general, the 

variety of amenities that a coworking space offers was found to be associated with the space size, as 

larger coworking spaces have more space available for other uses.  
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Figure 2.6  Kitchen Area of a Coworking Space (Author’s Photograph) 

 

When the 7 coworking spaces were categorized in two groups based on the number of spatial 

amenities (amenity-rich vs. amenity-poor), a Pearson’s Chi-square test suggests that there was no 

statistically significant difference between participants in amenity-rich and amenity poor groups 

regarding having contacts or not, χ2 (1, N=42) = 0.08, p = .77.  Thus, no significant evidence 

supports the expectation that the member’s social connectivity might be affected by the number of 

amenities that the space offers.  

 

Spatial Layout 

The spatial layout of coworking spaces varied according to the existing building structure 

and the size of the space.  For coworking spaces of small footprint, there was a larger portion of the 

space designated to hot-desking and dedicated members in an open-plan floor layout.  For large 

coworking spaces, especially for the ones larger than 30,000 sq. ft., the majority of the space is 
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designated the private office spaces.  The open-plan work area in large coworking spaces was 

usually combined with a kitchen and other amenities which were more accessible to all members. 

Figure 2.7 (left)  Hot-desking Working Area (Author’s Photograph) 

Figure 2.8 (right)  Private office Working Area (Author’s Photograph)  

     

 

In most large coworking spaces, the open-plan space designated for hot-desking members 

was physically separated from the space for private office members.  The most common strategy was 

to locate the hot-desking members on different floors with the private office members. When the two 

types of members were located on the same floor, in most cases physical partitions limited the hot-

desking members’ access through a ID card scanner placed at the entrance door.  According to the 

space managers, the physical separations between different membership plans also offered an 

“exclusive” customer experience for members who paid a higher price and was used as a strategy to 

attract more private office users. 

“So with the deskpass or the third party group outside, we only let you guys use one 

floor. Because the third and fourth floors are entirely private offices, that we allow only 

for our (private-office) members. That way, there isn’t much overlap between people 
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walk off the street and our members. We also use them as a feeling of exclusiveness, a 

premier workspace.” (Space manger, Nomadworks) 

 

In this case, the open-plan or cellular office plans in coworking spaces can also be 

understood as a symbol of the membership plans which suggest whether the person is a temporary or 

long-term coworking member.  The interactions between members who work alone in the hot-

desking area and those who mostly work in the private office were merely observed.  

Besides, there was always a need to keep the space efficiently used and occupied.  The 

turnover of members brings needs in different kinds of workspace settings and event spaces.  Thus, 

some small coworking spaces constantly changed their spatial layout to adapt to the clients’ 

changing needs in space.  

“We have four conference rooms, this is one which is the smallest (the room we use for 

interview). Then of course the Club.  We have a workshop over there.  It could be used 

for events, could be rearranged, could be like a theater size, you can see right now there is 

an event there.  The other one, the collab room, and we have a lounge over there.  We 

also have a conference room bigger, but we have just recently split them into two, with 

the idea of initially to have two conference rooms.  To have in total of five.  Because that 

one is too big, and we kind of need it at that time for more conference rooms for our 

members.  One of the conference rooms became a private office for Lonely Planet 

Team.” (Space manager, VoyagarHQ) 

 

2.6.3  Social Connectivity 

The coworking member survey result suggests that about 70% of the 42 survey participants 

reported that they do not know any people in the coworking space (N=29).  Only 3 of the 42 

respondents reported that have more than 5 contacts in the space (see Table 2.1).  Because the final 

sample of survey participants only includes a small of participants in the private office membership, 

the finding of low social connectivity cannot be generalized to members in all three different types 

of plans.  It only suggests that members in hot-desking and dedicated desk plans in this study 

reported low social connectivity in coworking spaces.  Still, this finding is significantly different 
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from the assumption that coworking members were well connected and collaborate on job-related 

work tasks. 

During the observation, the level of social interaction among coworking members was low in 

the hot-desking area in most coworking cases.  The purported “freelancer community” was not 

found in this study.   

“The open desk area is as quiet as a library.  There are no interactions at all.  Even though 

the space is very quiet, the users still prefer to wear earphones.  The users seldom use the 

phone booth to take phone calls.  The total occupancy is low, less than 10 people are 

occupying the two floors during the day, one user occupied the meeting space and use it 

as a private office.” (Observation notes, Prosper GoWork Bushwick) 

 

The interview result showed similar findings regarding the members’ social interaction and 

collaboration.  When asked about the social connectivity and collaboration between members, space 

managers said: 

“I think our building is not so great at collaborating for them in things. Because we are 

(have) premium private offices... I think we see collaboration happening, I guess with a 

shared interest, or I think our members are good at supporting each other in terms of, if a 

member has a part of it, or selling clothing, selling thing their company makes, our 

members will be willing to coming out and supporting, whether paying for something or 

trying something out.” (Space manager, WeWork) 

 

“To be honest, I mean they are all quite friendly to each other, but the thing is everyone 

stays on their own kind of work.  So not kind of really mingling too much.  I mean, they 

kind of talk to each other, but the other thing is, business and network are not that 

much…  It's not really... Some people thought, ‘oh, this could be kind of synergy.’  But 

we don’t really have any kind of (synergy), only certain industries (have) right?  But here 

is not like that.  So there are not any kind of synergy things here.” (Space manager, 

Serendipitous Lab) 

 

“No… because I usually look out for that kind of thing and I haven't heard any of them. 

I’ll remember (if they are) collaborating on certain things.” (Space manager, LMHQ) 
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Why is Social Connectivity Low?  

The space managers provided clues to explain why the social connectivity was low.  Four 

major reasons can be identified:  limited time, the need to focus, established social connections, and 

the behavioral norm towards no interaction in the open-plan office.  

Limited time.  Time was considered as a common reason to explain why some members have 

no contacts in the space.  According to the space managers, the sense of community and friendship 

connections only exists between members that have stayed in the coworking spaces for a longer 

period.  For members who enrolled in the more flexible plans, there was a smaller chance for them to 

be friends with the other members.  

“Among long-staying members, they do know each other really well.  It’s really hard for 

people to kind of do back and forth, cancel their membership here very often, get a sense 

of community.” (Space manager, NomadWorks) 

 

“The members that have been here the longest, I would say that they're more (like to be) 

friends.  I won't say that about the recent members.”  (Space manager, LMHQ) 

 

Analysis of the survey result suggests that there was a slightly significant main effect of 

space access time on the members’ social connectivity.  When having contacts or not were compared 

between groups with different space access time length (one month or less vs. more than one month), 

the result of a Pearson’s Chi-square test suggested that there was a slightly statistically significant 

difference between the two groups, χ2 (1, N=42) = 2.73, p= .10.  Only 14.3% of members who 

stayed for one month or less reported that they have made contacts, while the percentage of members 

who stayed for more than one month is 39.3%.   

When having contacts or not were compared between groups with different space access 

frequency (less than once a week vs. once a week or more), the result of a Pearson’s Chi-square test 

suggested that there was a statistically significant difference between the two groups, x2 (1, N=42) = 
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4.77, p= .03.  Only 7.7% of members who access the space less than once a week reported that they 

have made contacts.  The percentage of members who access the space once a week or more is 

41.38%.   

The need to focus on work. Another major reason why social connectivity was low is that 

the majority of members just come to the space to work on their own.  The intention of staying in a 

coworking space is mostly work-oriented, instead of meeting new people or social networking.  The 

space managers identified that there was a limited need for the members to interact with each other.  

Social networking is a two-way process, both participants need to have the motivation to talk, share, 

and connect.  If one of the participants needs to focus on work, it will be less likely for social 

interactions to happen.  One space manager said: 

“In general, I don’t say that everyone's kind of friends to everyone. Most people, they are 

just work. They don’t really talk to other people too much.  This kind is the most.” (Space 

manager, Serendipitous Lab) 

 

“I think a lot of the people that work at our space are introverts. And when they come 

into this space, they're not interested in making friends, they're interested in getting their 

work done. Like they're not coming here to like make friends. If it happens, like cool. But 

that's not their agenda at all.” (Space manager, LMHQ) 

 

The survey result also suggests that social activities were not the primary goals for the 

coworking members in this study (see Table 2.2).  When participants were asked to indicate what 

kind(s) of activities do they do in this coworking space, all participants reported they work by 

themselves, and the second most common activity was making phone calls or conference calls 

(N=19).  Activities involve social interaction such as casual conversations with others (N=5), 

collective work (N=2), attending events (N=1) were among the least mentioned activities. 

When participants were asked to indicate the reasons why they choose the current coworking 

space, the top three reasons were related to location and transportations.  Only 8 out of the 42 
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participants reported a social and enjoyable atmosphere as a reason why they choose the current 

space.  This finding is different from the previous studies, such as Deskmag’s (2017) global 

coworking survey result, which identified social criteria such as community, like-minded people, 

social atmosphere, etc., were the most important influence for coworking members when they 

choose a space. 

Table 2.2:  Answers Regarding Why Choose the Space and Activities in The Space (N=42) 

Why you choose to enroll in the 

current coworking space?  

 
 What kind(s) of activities do you do in 

this coworking space? 

 

Location & neighborhood 18  Work by yourself 42 

Good transportation nearby 17  Phone calls or conference calls 19 

A close distance to home 16  Having lunch 9 

Good membership price 11  Use the printer or other office equipment 7 

A social & enjoyable atmosphere 8  Casual conversations with others  5 

Nice amenities 8  Collective work (face-to-face) 2     

Nice personal workspace 6  Attending events 1 

 

Established social connections.  The member’s existing social connections were found to 

limit the need for social interaction with new people.  Members working in private offices were 

mostly group users who worked with established work ties.  The interview result suggests that there 

was limited need and motivation for the group members to establish connections with others outside 

of their own company or workgroup.  The existing connection between group members lowered 

their need to establish social ties with the newcomers.  This finding echo with Ingram & Morris’s 

(2007) study result that people are more likely to interact with the ones that they already know in 

networking events.  Several space managers said: 

“...People have their (colleagues) work together, they have established their company, so 

they are not trying to start something, or collaborate as some other smaller buildings may 

have.” (Space manager, WeWork) 

 

“Most of the people who work in this office are employees separately. They are 

freelancers or remote workers, distributed employees, or something. So nobody here 
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really works together for the most part. So the interactions are minimum, because of 

that.” (Space manager, ColabHive) 

 

Some space managers did mention that they have observed a certain amount of 

collaborations between the coworking members.  The members who collaborate with the others 

mentioned were mostly single members who work on their own.  However, these collaborations 

were mostly based on specific instrumental tasks, and it was not sure whether these one-time work 

tasks were related to building a stable community.  One space manager said: 

“I know the attorney would work with the corporate quarters, and the nutritionist would 

work with pretty much anyone, as long as they need their services.  We have printing 

companies that obviously can print for anyone.  We have a photographer that 

photographs for other people for their personal events.  And we have that the same 

photographer also shoots for people for like their personal website.” (Space manager, 

Corporate Suite) 

 

Behavioral Norms and Civil inattention.  Members in coworking spaces that only provide 

hot-desking memberships and apply open-plan floor layouts were noticed to have the least social 

interactions during the participant observation.  Avoiding interactions with strangers nearby was 

noticed as a behavioral norm in the coworking space, especially in the area where hot-desking 

members work.  A large number of hot-desking members were found constantly wearing earphones 

when they stayed (see Figure 2.9).  

The concept of a behavioral norm is different from the notion of focusing on one’s work. 

While focusing on one’s work stresses the need to concentrate, the concept of normative behavior 

emphasizes the behavioral control that is learned from the environment and the others’ behavior.  It 

stresses the conflicting relationship between keeping silent as normative behavior and the motive to 

initiate social interactions.  Behavioral norm works as a way to cooperate and contributes to 

fostering a quiet environment through minimizing interaction with the people who are physically 

close by.   
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Figure 2.9:  A Photo Showing Coworking Members in a Hot-desking Area Working Individually 

During Peak Hour (Author’s Photograph) 

 

The concept of behavioral norm emphasizes that an individual’s willingness to communicate 

can be dramatically affected by the other’s social behavior, especially for the newcomers to the 

space.  The surrounding people’s activity might moderate the individual’s perception of the setting’s 

social atmosphere, and what is appropriate behavior in such space.  The newcomers may quickly 

pick up the behavioral norm and learn that conversation and making noises can be disturbing.  

Besides, working with strangers was not as easy as someone might imagine.  It involves a 

capability of carefully managing one’s social activity with the others nearby, in an “empty” way of 

social interaction, which Goffman has called “civil inattention.”  This phenomenon demands 

complex and skilled management on the part of those who exhibit it, even though it may seem to 

involve the most minor cues and signals.  The “inattention” displayed is not indifference, rather it is 

a carefully monitored demonstration of what might be called polite “estrangement.”  
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In summary, both the social interaction level and the member’s social connectivity were 

found to be low in most coworking spaces in this study.  Based on the observation notes and the 

space managers’ inputs, the reason why social connectivity was low might be explained by the four 

reasons: limited time spent in the space, the need to focus on work, established social contacts, and 

behavioral norms and civil inattention.  

 

2.6.4 Social Events and Activities 

In coworking study literature, organizing events and social activities work as an important 

strategy in community building.  It was also the most salient character of coworking which makes it 

different from a shared service office.  Several space managers mentioned the efficacy of networking 

activities through events, as they do create some opportunities for social network formation.  Several 

coworking cases did place efforts on events and have the intention to help members to connect.  

Three space managers mentioned this: 

“As far as things we do to cultivate community, we are kind of based on health and 

wellness, it is what we want to be (for) our stay in the play. We show the members a 

bunch of options. So on Tuesday nights, we have member-exclusive free Yoga classes. 

We have a company that we work with providing Yoga classes, and they are actually 

members of the space. So every week, every Tuesday night we offer Free Yoga classes.  

They come there, realize that there are familiar faces there, grow friendship from that. On 

Thursdays, we have a community happy hour, and for that simply just to bring people 

together. But we host at least three events at night in that cafe area you work in, and that 

brings a lot of people.” (Space manager, NomadWorks) 

 

“I would say most of the time, people work alone. But sometimes, we have events. We 

have our galleries, which always have opening reception. It’s like a whole event in itself. 

We invite our members, even people who are not our members to come, and a lot of our 

members get to know each other, start to become friends. I’m not sure if they are. But 

that’s how they get to know each other. Last time for Halloween, we have our Halloween 

party, so people came for drinks…. That’s how the community managers also get to 

know our members.” (Space manager, VillageOne) 
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 “...So my role is, like my biggest function is to help the hub to grow the community, find 

more startups who specifically focus on travel, then also find advisors, investors, mentors 

who could participate and help our startups with advice….We do not have an official 

incubator program, but we are doing this through our events. We have events every 

month. My other role is to schedule the advisor sessions, interactive workshops, invite the 

advisor here to the space, and let the members know.” (Space manager, VoyagarHQ) 

 

However, it is also noticeable that the events were not open to all the members.  More 

flexible workers such as members who bought day passes or enrolled in short-term platforms such as 

Deskpass or Croissant were not invited.  Only members in long-term memberships have access to 

most of the events and networking activities.  The event largely relied on the coworking space 

manager's efforts and the coworking companies’ willingness to invest in it.  In most cases, such 

social events organized by the coworking manager happened less than once a month.  For small 

coworking spaces, social events were mostly ad hoc.  When asked how often social events were 

held, some space managers replied: 

“I’m not sure…. Vivian (founder of the coworking space) usually doesn’t tell our 

community managers until the last minute.  It’s like you will find it out a couple of days 

before it, and there is an event the next day. ... I think it’s spontaneous. Usually I would 

say it's a holiday. Before I was hired, the Game of Thrones has the final episode, she 

loves watching Game of Thrones. She held an event for that too. It’s like a networking 

event.  That’s why she holds these events.  She wants to have a long-term network with 

each other...  Sometimes I wouldn’t know if there’s an event until I come in the next 

morning. The night before they have an event, and I don’t know.  And I come in there is 

wine and glasses in the fridge. So I was like ‘oh, they have something last night’.” (Space 

manager, VillageOne) 

 

“...it really supposed to be once a month or something. But the thing is that we didn’t 

manage them that much.  Last exhibitions, like last year, so it's been a year that we just 

changed the artwork. Because people are quite slow. So then we kind of not paying much 

attention to like, I say, updating the stuff.” (Space manager, Serendipitous Lab) 

 

The survey result suggests that there was a weak relationship between social events and 

social network formation.  When the participants were asked to indicate whether they have met new 



 

87 

people while participating in the following events, only 6 out of the 42 participants indicated that 

they met new people during community events organized by the coworking space (e.g. Happy hour, 

Holiday party).  Only 2 participants mentioned that they met new people during events that involve 

third parties from the outside (e.g. Guest talk, Fitness class, Study events). 

 

Challenges for Organizing Social Events 

According to the space managers, organizing a successful social event was not an easy task 

and there were several challenges.  Firstly, for most of the coworking members, attending events 

organized by the coworking spaces was not an obligation and was not the primary task that they 

would like to put on their schedule.  The members need to see the value of the events such that they 

would have more motivation to participate.  

“Here we acknowledge that if the members do not see the direct value, they will not 

necessarily participate in the community events.  We just recently started something new, 

we want to improve our community all the time.  We decided to offer something new to 

our members.  On Monday, we are doing community stand up.  Every morning we have 

our check meeting, and we will set up the goals, the priority for our team.  And then we 

are asking everyone to share what kind of like most important things they are going to 

focus on this week, what kind of task as a community. ... But it is not easy to get people 

involved because it is in the middle of the day, and they are working on things on their 

own.” (Space manager, VoyagarHQ) 

 

Besides the lack of motivation of the members, another major question is what kind of event 

should the coworking space provide?  As the members come from diverse backgrounds, spaces 

managers found it was difficult to identify the shared interests among the members.  The managers 

were fully aware of the members’ diversity and the challenges for organizing a social event that can 

attract a large number of members to participate.  Even for the space manager from the coworking 

company famous for events and community building recognized that organizing successful social 

events was challenging: 
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“One of our community team’s jobs is to make network connections. Like how could we 

introduce our members to another…, is part of our role. And most of the time, we are 

trying to find if there are shared interests, like introducing products, or company 

information to each other.  It’s not the easiest thing to do, it is just because, you can’t just 

say, ‘Oh, you like McDonald, and he likes MacDonald and you guys should talk about 

MacDonald.’ It’s not as people don’t like to do that, people don’t value that kind of 

conversation either. So finding a meaningful way to connect members, I think it is always 

a challenge. Ideally, we will be doing really well on that, that’s something we always 

want to do as a community team (job title).” (Space manager, WeWork) 

 

Some coworking spaces tried to collect the member’s interests during the online enrollment 

process to better understand the member’s interests.  However, finding the specific category of 

events remains a challenge. When asked about whether the client’s interest information helped with 

event planning, the space manager responded: 

“...That’s ideally what will happen. But sometimes the members don’t fill that out. And 

sometimes our events that we promote don’t necessarily go along with specific categories 

with that. It doesn’t do its job as it should. If we do a happy hour, we can’t really put that 

to any category. It will be considered a free food event. So if a member has free food, 

that’s his interest, yes it will be notified. But beyond that, it wouldn’t like pick them 

anything. So I just want people who like photography, travel, cooking, self-help, these 

things, but not all the events necessarily tied to those interests. So it’s hard for us to make 

those connections.” (Space manager, WeWork) 

 

The “Happy-hour” which involves food and drinks, sometimes involving alcohol as well, 

was used as a common strategy to attract people to attend social events.  However, in some cases, 

only a small number of members would come to Happy hour events.  Compared to the member’s 

social networks with colleagues, friends, and families, interacting with the coworking members in 

most cases was not their priority.  Sometimes, the food and drinks just serve as refreshments but 

cannot guarantee meaningful social interactions since the members just come for the food but 

nothing else.  

“I wish people would come to the happy-hour more. People come to lunch, no problem. 

Free food at noon, there they are. But the happy hour, after working hours, 5:30, they just 
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want to go home … Happy-hour is usually on Tuesday and Wednesday. Friday may be is 

not the best time for happy hour.  People want to go with their friends to happy hour.”   

(Space manager, Primary) 

 

“...food brings people out.  But like what I said, because these members already have 

existing industries and existing companies, they are not necessarily trying to find a new 

career path or really dive into their passion.  It’s more like I’m just here to enjoy my day.  

In the middle of the workday, there happens to have an event.  But I don’t see many 

people staying and learning.” (Space manager, WeWork) 

 

To alleviate the burden of event organization, several co-working spaces developed ways to 

manage social events by subcontracting them to outside companies to deliver event services that they 

think the members like.  In other cases, coworking spaces were just passively being reached out by 

the outside businesses and became their marketing targets.  For coworking spaces, how important 

organizing social events means for them in daily operations was in question. 

“We work with a company called product school.  They run workshops, they run panels, 

different groups around product management in technology.  We learn from a lot of 

people that they want that kind of engagement because a lot of companies here are tech 

companies (that) want to grow.  So we found that, bring them in and have a long term 

deal actually solidifies.  There is a standing every Wednesday and Tuesday each week. 

When there is an event, people who work here can plan around that, go together as a 

company or with other people, so (it) creates a sense of community by itself.” (Space 

manager, NomadWorks) 

 

 “...we have companies that reach out to us that want us to partner on an event.  And then 

we have companies who just want us to, like use their products, like snack boxes, they 

want to have it in the office, or like a lot of startup food companies reach out to us.”  

(Space manager, LMHQ) 

 

“Professional” Space 

Contrary to the common expectation of active social events in coworking, several coworking 

cases in this study were not interested in organizing social events at all.  They cast doubts on the 

social events’ efficacy in the business operation.  A repeated concept raised by several space 
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managers was the “professional” space.  They mentioned that most members in the space tried to be 

polite, maintaining a friendly atmosphere during sharing the space but were not motivated to be 

connecting with the others.  This type of social atmosphere was referred to by them as 

“professional.” 

“The atmosphere is intended to be a professional space, it is very friendly, people 

cooperate very well in terms of reserving rooms.” (Space manager, ColabHive) 

 

The primary intention for these coworking spaces was to provide a “professional” workspace 

that allows people to focus on their work without worries about disturbances.  Being “professional” 

means keeping the space quiet enough to allow other workers to concentrate, and the members are 

cooperative when there is a need to share limited resources such as booking the meeting rooms.  

From some space manager’s perspective, the efforts for community building were even against the 

coworking space’s goal of being “professional.” One of the space managers said: 

“Our thesis is that there's a segment of the workforce that just wants a place to, like, be 

productive, and get stuff done, and not focus on this interruption of this artificially 

manufactured community. … We don't force to proceed any programming, we have 

members come to us and say, ‘Hey, I'd like to do a focus group or do an event of some kind,’ 

then we facilitate it, but we don't actively curate any programming.” (Founder, 

ProsperWorks) 

 

To avoid working with strangers in the same space, a private office for single-person use was 

always an option, and several space managers suggested that there was a great demand for this type 

of office.  The single-person office was the most requested plan.  One space manager said: 

“I have a waitlist for a one-person office, that is how much the demand is.  So one-person 

office is the most popular office in the market, in my opinion.  I get more requests for a 

one-person office than anything else.  That’s why I would say, here’s the answer to the 

majority, they are startups for coworking... The majority of the people looking for a 

coworking room is either a dedicated desk or one person (office).  For the most part.”  

(Space manager, Primary) 
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“Making Money Without People in the Space” 

Several space managers also mentioned the plan to expand the virtual membership plan, 

which helps the members who do not access the space but need help in receiving emails and using 

the coworking space’s address for business registration.  This virtual membership plan charges less 

monthly fee than the other coworking membership plans.  According to several space managers who 

were in charge of marketing, they were expanding this virtual membership service and trying to 

attract more customers.  As a marketing strategy, the virtual membership was considered as the first 

step to bring future coworking members.  Because constantly changing addresses is not an ideal 

practice for location-related business, once the members had registered the coworking space’s 

address for their business location, the customer tends to stay longer in the plan and might also want 

to explore the physical space.  One of the space managers mentioned that: 

“The whole idea that we want to build is a virtual solution for people be able to work as a 

freelancer, they would be able to go wherever they want, and they would be able to 

consistently have this ability to handle mails and all the business they need to handle, 

from a legal standpoint, so that they can file their business here.  And then we find out 

that what people really interested in is health and insurance for their employees, so we are 

currently working on solutions for that as well.  We are looking to figure out how to 

make money from the space, without actually having people in the space.  That is like the 

next revenue that we are trying to explore.” (Space manager, NomadWorks) 

 

2.6.5  Members’ Perceived Social Support 

On average, the survey participants reported low perceived social support (M=2.23, range 

from 1-5), which is below neutral (3).  It suggests that the respondents slightly disagreed with the 

statements that they have perceived social support from the others in the coworking spaces.  To 

compare the difference of perceived social support between groups that reported having contacts or 

not, a Student’s t-test result suggests that individuals who have contacts in the space (N=13, M=2.52, 

SD=0.64) reported slightly significantly higher perceived social support than individuals who do not 
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have contacts in the space (N=29, M=2.10, SD=0.83), t (30) = 1.76, p = 0.08.  This result aligns with 

the expectation that perceived social support is related to whether an individual has contacts in the 

space or not.   

On average, the respondents reported high satisfaction with their overall experience in the 

coworking space (M=4.40, range from 1-5).  When perceived social support was considered, a 

Pearson’s Correlation test result suggests that there was no statistically significant correlation 

between perceived social support and general satisfaction, r (41) = .08, p = .63.  Taking the 

individual’s social connectivity into account, the result of a Student’s t-test result does not show a 

significant difference between having contacts or not on the general satisfaction, t (18) = -.70, p = 

0.49.  These two results suggest that an individual’s general coworking experience was not 

statistically significantly related to their perceived social support or social connectivity in the space.  

In general, participants who reported low perceived social support were still likely to report high 

general satisfaction in the coworking space.  

 

2.6.6 Summary of Findings 

The result of the site visits suggests that there was limited differentiation between coworking 

spaces regarding amenities types, such that large coworking spaces share a certain similarity in the 

types of amenities that they offer.  Both observation and the survey result did not suggest that space 

size was significantly related to the social connectivity and interaction level among the members.  

Low social connectivity and social interaction levels were observed both in large and small 

coworking spaces, as well as spaces with few or abundant amenities.  

The results of the survey study suggest that there was limited social connectivity between the 

members.  The majority of the survey participants, 29 out of 42, reported that they do not know any 
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persons in the coworking space.  Data analysis results suggest that there was a significant difference 

between members in different membership plans and space access time regarding having contacts or 

not.  However, the results’ validity was challenged by the small sample size in this study.  

The interviews with the space managers suggest that a large number of coworking spaces 

were not passionate about community building before the pandemic.  Some space managers 

indicated that there was no need to promote interaction between the members as the social 

atmosphere was intended to be ‘professional’, which means allowing the members to better 

concentrate on an individual's work and cooperate on potential conflicts during sharing the use of 

facilities.  Although some other space managers indicate that community building was important for 

them, they also suggested that they were not doing well regarding organizing social events and 

promoting interactions as expected.  There were challenges for events organizations because of the 

diversity of the members’ backgrounds and interests.  Coming to the events was not an obligation or 

an essential task for the members.  This finding is significantly different from previous studies which 

argued that “coworking is about community.”   

The result of the low social connectivity between coworking members might be explained by 

reasons in three major categories: 

Lack of opportunity.  Participants who spent more time at the space are more likely to report 

having contacts in the coworking space. Although an empirical study with large sample size is 

needed to validate this hypothesis, this study’s result suggests that the lack of social connectivity 

might be explained by the limited time spent in the space.  Participants enrolled in more flexible 

memberships, especially for the hot-desking members, were less likely to report having contacts.  

Lack of motivation. An individual’s need and motivation to personally know the other 

members was low.  For most coworking members, the primary goal for most coworking members 
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was to concentrate on an individual’s work.  Social and networking activities were not the primary 

motivation for them to work in coworking spaces.  For group members, the established network ties 

also limited their need to build new contacts in the coworking space.   

Behavioral norm and civil inattention.  The participant observation notes suggest that hot-

desking and dedicated desk members who work in the large open-plan space likely learned 

behavioral norms which promote being silent in the coworking space.  Just like working in libraries 

and other public workspaces, this polite inattention to others helps them to corporate sharing the 

same space and avoid potential distractions both for themselves and the others.  The behavioral 

norms might negatively affect the members’ motivation to initiate social interactions with the other 

members. 

 

2.7 Discussions 

2.7.1  Low Social Connectivity in Coworking Communities 

This study’s findings suggest that there was limited social interaction and connectivity 

between members in the coworking spaces.  This result aligns with Spinuzzi’s (2019) finding, but it 

is at odds with several other coworking studies that stress the members’ social connectivity (Bianchi 

et al., 2015; Bouncken et al., 2018).  The findings support previous study results that proximity alone 

is not enough to guarantee the social network formation in a coworking community (Parrino, 2015).  

A “plug and play” relationship between the members and the coworking spaces might not be 

sufficient to cultivate social interaction and collaboration.  The absence of social connectivity 

between coworking members suggests that an over-optimistic expectation of physical proximity’s 

effect on social interactions and network formation, and lacks understanding of how people interact 

in an era of increasing mobility, flexibility, and diversity.  
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Coworking Space and the Member’s Social Connectivity 

Significant evidence was not found to support the expected relationship between social 

connectivity and the coworking space’s spatial characteristics, such as space size and the number of 

amenity types.  The non-significant relationship was largely based on the observation and interview 

results.  Thus, this finding might also be due to the lack of empirical data in survey data analysis.  A 

larger sample size would allow a multilevel analysis to identify whether certain spatial factors at the 

space level might affect the member’s social connectivity at the individual member level.   

Two potentially influential factors related to the environment were identified in this study: 

space access time and membership plans.  Space access time could be understood as the chances that 

the member gets exposed to the environment and the other coworking members physically.  As time 

was largely neglected in previous EAB studies, more research needs to look into the temporal 

dimension of the relationship between occupants and the environment.  And more research needs to 

investigate the difference in membership plans and why it might be related to the member’s social 

network development. 

 

Influence of Opportunity or Individual’s Preference? 

How to explain the finding of low social connectivity among coworking members?  Two 

theoretical threads, opportunity and individual’s preference, are commonly adopted in social 

network literature to explain factors related to network formation (McPherson et al., 2001).  The 

opportunity logic suggests that contextual factors, such as proximity between individual’s 

workstations, are associated with the chances for face-to-face interactions (FTFIs) between the 
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individuals.  The individual preference logic, on the other hand, is based on the assumption that an 

individual has the agency to control social interaction with others.   

In environment and behavior research literature, a large body of social network formation 

studies follow the opportunity logic which assumes that the co-presence in the physical space 

underpins opportunities to interact and affects network formation (Kabo, 2017; Wineman et al., 

2014; Wineman et al., 2009; Rashid et al., 2006).  In the context of corporations, FTFIs are found to 

be more likely to happen among workers whose workstations are close to each other (Sugiyama et 

al., 2020; Kabo, 2017; Allen, 1975).  The idea of coworking community also largely relies on the 

concept that proximity will increase the opportunities in social interactions, and it will lead to social 

network formations.  However, the individual’s preference and how this preference is affect by the 

environment is less studied.  

Three potential explanations were proposed in this study regarding why social network 

formation among coworking members might be challenging.  The opportunity logic emphasizes the 

importance of chances for interactions to happen, such that limited time in the space results in fewer 

opportunities for social encounters that leads to network formation.  The two proposed reasons in the 

lack of motivation and the reason of behavior norm follow individual preference logic.   

The result of this study suggest that beside the opportunity logic, the individual’s preference 

logic might also be an essential thread to explain the lack of connectivity among the members. 

Whether lack of motivation and behavior norm commonly existed among coworking members needs 

more studies to look into.  The survey result also suggests that the member’s general satisfaction 

about their coworking experience was not associated with the absence of social connectivity or the 

low perceived social support.  This can be explained by the participants’ response that social 
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interactions and networking were not the primary goals for them to work in the coworking space.  It 

also suggest that lack of social connectivity might be the result of an individual’s preference.  

This finding is significantly different from previous study results that suggest individuals 

choosing coworking spaces mostly based on the social benefits (Deskmag, 2017), and coworking 

communities were a source of social support for the coworkers (Bianchi et al., 2018; Gerdenitsch et 

al., 2016).  The coworking spaces were likely to be the place just for finishing an individual’s work, 

but nothing else.   

However, as the current study’s result did not emphasize on measuring the individual 

coworking member’ attitudes toward interacting with other members, whether the lack of social 

connectivity is mainly due to the individual’s preference could not be thorougly examined.  It is also 

unclear whether certain environmental factors might be related to the differences in an individual’s 

preference towards interaction.  Although the behavioral norm seems to be closely related to the 

environment that the hot-desking members worked in.   

Thus, Study#2 is designed to explore how individuals’ attitudes towards social interaction 

might be different when they were exposed to different types of coworking settings.  It also 

examines whether space access time significantly affects having contacts or not in the coworking 

space.  In general, Study#2 is a quantitative study designed to further validate the explanation in this 

study to explain why social network formation among coworking members might be challenging.  

 

2.7.2  The Concept of a Professional Space 

The result of this study suggests that a large number of companies in the “coworking” 

industry ironically targeted people who do not need to interact with others in the physical space.  The 

“professional” space is the term that several spaces managers constantly used to describe the 
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coworking space that they would like to develop.  “Professional” means “formal,” or “impersonal.”  

It means the primary goal of the service is to support individuals focus on their work.  It also means 

that the members working in such spaces should cooperate while sharing the space, and minimize 

disturbance so that the others can concentrate.   

In another word, “professional” space only shares the abstract concept of office space and 

facilities, but hardly anything else.  This finding regarding “professional” space echoes Spinuzzi’s 

(2012) “good-neighbors” model in which participants “work together alone.”  It also suggests that 

even before the pandemic, not every coworking space was interested in holding social events and 

emphasize collaboration between members.   

Coworking members in this study were mostly working along with “strangers.”  A large 

number of members have no intention of interacting with others; it suggests that coworking is not 

merely the result of a “sharing” economy, but also a result of a “stranger” economy.  The growing 

capability of handling strangers in the urban life experience increases a person’s tolerance of the 

strangers’ presence in the space which were used to be considered as “personal.”  Just like Uber and 

Airbnb, spaces in an individual’s car or house were used to symbolize an individual’s ownership of 

the space.  Allowing strangers to use such personal spaces for monetary return increases the space’s 

instrumentality but does not necessarily turn them into “social” spaces.  

Thus, coworking reflects the mindset of sharing personal workspace with strangers for 

discounts in office rent expenses.  The concept of “working alone together” actually challenges the 

physical workspace’s importance as the major incubator for social interactions.  The need for 

personal space at work now can be adjusted for real estate savings or even earning extra income 

from subleasing.  The concept of coworking also reflects the growing dominance of interactions in 

cyberspace which has replaced the importance of physical workspace regarding social interactions 
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during work.  As most coworking members in the open-plan area share spaces with strangers, there 

is a need for coworking companies to signal that the members are willing to cooperate.  In this case, 

“community” is more like an advertisement wording that coworking spaces use to market their 

service.  

  

2.7.3  Flexibility in Coworking Membership 

The result of this study also indicates that coworking membership might explain the 

difference in the members’ social connectivity.  Both the interviews and survey data analysis result 

suggests that hot-desking members were the least likely to report having contacts than members in 

more stable plans such as the dedicated desk and private office plans.  Further investigations are 

needed to explore how and why membership plans might be associated with an individual’s social 

behavior and connectivity in coworking spaces. 

Because hot-desking plans are usually designed for members who access the space more 

flexibly, the limited time helps to explain the finding that they were less likely to report having 

contacts. As members in different coworking membership plans work in different types of work 

environments, so the members might learn behavioral norms related to different settings.  

As the hot-desking membership is always considered more “flexible” than the other plans, a 

question arises of how to explain the concept of flexibility embodied in different coworking 

membership plans.  An even more interesting question is:  how flexibility in coworking membership 

can be related to an individual’s social interaction behavior and social connectivity in coworking 

spaces?   

To further explore these questions, I proposed Study#2 which explores the concept of 

flexibility in coworking, to explain why a coworking membership plan might be an important 
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variable to understand the difference in the member’s social connectivity.  I propose that there are 

two dimensions of “flexibility” embedded in the concept of coworking membership plans:  spatial 

and temporal.  The intent of Study#2 is to understand what is the concept of “flexibility” in 

coworking memberships, and how it might affect the coworking member’s social network formation.  

 

2.8  Conclusions 

2.8.1  Conclusion of Study#1 

This study aimed to investigate coworking members’ social connectivity in real-life cases 

and identify which environmental factors might affect coworking members’ social network 

formation.  The result suggests that, in general, social interaction and connectivity between 

coworking members were low.  Interviews with space managers suggest that a large number of 

coworking spaces had limited motivation to organize social events, and more importantly, several 

challenges exist for holding a successful social event.  A concept of “professional space” was 

repeatedly mentioned in the interviews which emphasize the space’s role to support individual’s 

concentrating working, but not collaborations or networking activities.  The notion that coworking 

spaces commonly support contract professionals through community building and social connections 

was not found in most cases in this study.  

Three potential explanations were proposed to explain why social connectivity was low 

between coworking members:  lack of opportunity, lack of motivation, and behavioral norms 

towards no interaction in the open-plan work environment.  The coworking membership plan was 

identified as a factor associated with the scarcity in social connectivity because members in hot-

desking plans were the least likely to report having contacts than members in the private office and 

dedicated desk plans.  These findings lead me to explore what is the difference between various 
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coworking membership plans and the nature of flexibility embodied in the concept of coworking in 

Study#2.  

 

2.8.2 Strength, Limitations, and Future Research Directions  

Strength 

A well-known aspect of coworking is that its members can benefit from working physically 

proximate to others because of the opportunities for potential collaborations and social relations.  

This study empirically studied social interaction levels and social connectivity among coworking 

members.  Instead of assuming that the coworking community is a group of members with high 

social solidarity, this study challenges the concept of a coworking “community” and points out the 

challenges and reasons why social connectivity between members can be limited. This research will 

serve as a base for future studies to look into the human social behavior and group dynamics in a 

coworking environment.  

While this study did not confirm which environmental factors affect the coworking members’ 

social network connectivity, it partially substantiated that there might be a difference between 

different coworking membership plans.  Despite its exploratory nature, this study offers some insight 

into the nature of coworking and the relationships between the workspace environment and the 

coworking members' social behavior in the United States. 

 

Limitations 

Finally, several important limitations need to be considered.  First, the relationship between 

spatial factors and the members’ social connectivity at the space level was not able to be tested 

statistically because of the limited sample size.  The current study’s data collection was intervened 
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by the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic in February 2020.  Until that time, 42 completed surveys 

from 7 coworking spaces were collected, which did not meet the original data collection plan.  

Although the survey result revealed limited social connectivity among hot-desking members in 

coworking spaces, this result cannot be generalized to all coworking spaces because of the small 

sample size and non-random selection of survey respondents. 

Second, although I visited about 20 coworking spaces in New York City which is more than 

a single case study, the limited time spent in each coworking space limited the information and 

chance to participate in the social events and observe more about the members’ interactions with 

each other.  Besides, this number is still a small portion of the overall about 200 coworking spaces in 

the NYC area.  But this limitation is also a challenge for most of the coworking studies.  As 

coworking spaces are developed by various companies with great varieties, research on a small scale 

or a small number of cases has a greater chance to be biased by the small case number. Larger-scale 

coworking studies, such as the European Cooperation in Science and Technology (COST) Action 

funded by the European Union’s Horizon 2020 Framework program, might have the resource to 

collect enough data to better understand the variety of coworking spaces in spatial characteristics and 

the members’ experience.  

 

Future Research Directions 

An opportunity I identified is to investigate the relationships between flexibility and the 

members’ social connectivity.  I developed a theoretical framework to explain the flexibility in 

coworking membership, and designed an experimental study to examine the relationship between 

flexibility and social interaction in Study#2.  Studying the flexibility in coworking membership and 

its potential influence on the members’ social connectivity assists in our understanding of the role of 
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space and the way people use the space in shaping social relationships.  It will work as an extension 

to the current study of the coworking environment and help to reveal the challenges for social 

network formations in the coworking environment. 

 

2.8.3 Implications for Environment and Behavior Research 

One of the basic questions that environment and behavior research explores is: “what effects 

do which aspects of which environments have on which groups of people, under what sets of 

conditions and why? (Rapoport, 2008)”.  This dissertation’s inquiry follows the framework of 

Rapoport’s (2008) question.  Social connectivity and network dynamics are important factors that 

explain how a person communicates and gathers information, accumulates social capital, and 

eventually relates to the person's social well-being.  But only a few previous EAB studies have 

looked into social networks and connectivity as outcome variables.  As social network formations 

are affected by factors related to both opportunities and an individual's agency, the roles of 

environmental factors in shaping opportunities and an individual's attitudes are unclear.  This study 

exemplifies the potential of taking social connectivity or network size as a dependent variable to 

study how the environment might affect an individual's social network formation.  More research 

applying multi-level data analysis methods could help to reveal the relationships between the 

environment and the individual's network connectivity.    

Work environment design is significantly associated with the worker’s psychological and 

social behavior in previous EAB literature.  However, there is a gap between existing EAB literature 

and studies about emerging design concepts during practice.  As design ideas and concepts 

constantly evolve with the trends in the design industry, there is always a lack of exploratory studies 

which provide critical and comprehensive understandings of emerging design concepts' impacts on 
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human behavior.  I argue that studying emerging design concepts is important because it reflects the 

changes in our needs and values which always lack timely in-depth understanding.  EAB research 

which explores emerging design concepts, such as the coworking in this study, bridges the gap 

between design practice and research and has great potential to answer questions that are unclear in 

the design fields.  

For EAB research, it is also challenging to identify what environmental factors are the most 

significantly affecting the building occupants' experience or desired behavioral outcomes in the 

comparatively new environment.  The variety of environmental factors and the lack of empirical 

studies place challenges for the researcher to initiate studies about emerging design concepts, 

especially for the researchers who are more familiar with quantitative research methods.   

This study started with three environmental factors which were expected to be important for 

coworking space design: space size, spatial density, and amenities.  Although significant evidence 

was not found to support these three factors’ impact, this study exemplifies an approach with mixed 

research methods to identify environmental factors that might potentially impact human social 

connectivity.  Qualitative methods such as site visits, participant observation, and interviews allow 

me to personally experience the space and understand occupants' social behavior in real-life settings.  

Such experience better guides me to identify the environmental factors worth more investigations 

according to the research question.   
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CHAPTER III 

STUDY#2:  SPACE AND TIME FLEXIBILITY IN COWORKING MEMBERSHIP 

 

3.1 Introduction 

3.1.1 Concepts of Flexibility and Community in Coworking 

The idea of coworking simultaneously embodies two profoundly different concepts.  One is 

the concept of “community” which may provide the members with potential opportunities to interact 

with others, access new information, and obtain social capitals that are in favor of their business 

development.  It assumes that working physically in the workspace is beneficial because it allows the 

members to get access to the community and more social capital.   

The other concept celebrates the idea of “flexibility”.  Coworking provides well-furnished 

workspaces for people who need the convenience to access and leave at will.  The design of 

coworking membership gives the members the right to access workspace without long-term lease 

obligation.  The flexibility aspect of coworking articulates that a fixed office location is less 

important but the ability to work at any time and anywhere is more essential.  It also creates a 

different way regarding how the workspace is designed, arranged, and used by the occupants.  

At first glance, the two concepts make sense by themselves.  They represent the two desired 

characteristics in today’s organizations and their relationships to the work environment.  However, 

the two-faced idea of coworking may embody a tension between the two concepts: “flexibility” and 

“community.”  Findings in study#1 suggest that before the Covid-19 pandemic, social connectivity 

and interactions between coworking members in most of the study cases were low, especially for 

those enrolled in more flexible plans.  Regarding the social aspects of coworking, how does 

flexibility interacts with the effort in community building?  What if flexibility undermines the 
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prerequisites for developing meaningful social relationships between the members?  If the threat is 

true, does it mean that coworking by its nature is facing pressure to make a binary choice and 

becomes either flexibility-oriented or community-oriented? 

In this study, these questions are explored an individual’s attitudes towards interaction when 

exposed to settings with different levels of flexibility in the coworking environment.  As stated in 

Study#1’s findings, flexibility might be an important thread to explain why social network formation 

between coworking members can be challenging.  

 

3.1.2 Spatial-temporal Flexibility in Coworking Membership 

In the dictionary, the word “flexibility” means the ability to be easily modified, the 

willingness to change or compromise, or the quality of bending easily without breaking.  In this 

study, I propose that the concept of flexibility in coworking refers to the spatial-temporal 

relationship between the occupants and space.  It refers to how much mobility the space offers and 

how much time the occupants are physically present in the space.  More specifically, the flexibility 

in coworking can be characterized in two dimensions:  flexibility in space and flexibility in time 

(Figure 3-1).  

Flexibility in space refers to the spatial difference between the hot-desking and cellular office 

settings.  Hot-desking, or hoteling, refers to the situation in which “staff have no fixed personal 

workspace and use any available desk as needed” (Hirst, 2011).  In coworking cases, space 

designated to hot-deksing members commonly are open-plan settings without desk assignment.  It 

can be characterized by two factors: space openness and space arrangement.  Space openness refers 

to the spatial configuration characteristics of to what extent the interior boundaries, walls or 

partitions exist in the space (Ashkanasy et al., 2014).  Space assignment refers to the practice of 
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whether workstations are assigned to a specific person or not.  Following the flexibility definition, a 

coworking hot-desking membership embodies a higher level of space flexibility than a dedicated 

desk plan, because of the non-assigned desk arrangement.  It also embodies a higher level of space 

flexibility than a private office plan because both the space openness in the open-plan layout and the 

non-assigned desk arrangement.  

Flexibility in time refers to the way the occupants occupy the workspace. Without the 

constraints of regular office hours and fixed access frequency, a large number of hot-desking 

members do not come to the coworking space regularly.  The flexibility in the temporal dimension 

characterizes the way people use the space with different time lengths or time-frequency.  In 

summary, the flexibility in coworking membership can be described in terms of how much visibility 

the environment offers, how much mobility the occupants have, how long, and how frequently the 

occupants access the space. 

Figure 3.1:  Conceptual Framework of Flexibility in Coworking Membership 

 

 

3.1.3  Opportunity vs. Individual’s Agency in Network Formation 
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How does spatial-temporal flexibility affect the coworking members’ social network 

formation?  Two theoretical threads, opportunity and individual agency, are adopted to explain the 

potential relationship between flexibility and social network formation. Opportunity and an 

individual’s agency are widely used in social network studies to explain the mechanism of network 

formation (briefly discussed in 2.7.1).  The opportunity logic suggests that contextual factors, such 

as proximity between individual’s workstations, are associated with the chances for face-to-face 

interactions (FTFIs) between the individuals.  

Under the opportunity logic, the lack of social interactions is because of the lack of 

opportunity for social encounters.  Thus, the solution is to increase opportunities for FTFIs.  

Potential strategies include increasing space visibilities such that the workers are more aware of the 

others’ presence, increasing amenities such that workers are more likely to encounter each other, and 

investing in event organization so that workers have more chances to socialize. This “proximity/co-

presence increase opportunity” logic underpins the idea of a coworking community because working 

in the same space is likely to increase the chances of FTFIs.  

However, the opportunity logic alone cannot explain why social interaction and connectivity 

are low in coworking spaces.  As coworking spaces are featured in an open-plan layout, rich 

amenities, and community events, the coworking members were expected to have abundant 

opportunities for FTFIs.  This logic is typically inadequate to explain why certain coworking 

members have worked in the space for a long time but still do not have any contacts in the space.  

Two important factors might be neglected.  

First, increased flexibility in access time such as shorter duration and lower frequency can 

easily undermine the chances for the members to be co-present in the space. Workers who access the 

co-working space only once a week are much less likely to encounter the same group of occupants in 
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the space.  Secondly, only adopting the opportunity logic neglects an individual's agency in social 

interaction and network formation (Ingram & Morris, 2007), and the behavioral reactions to 

strangers and distractions in public spaces (Horgan, 2020; Hirschauer, 2005).  

The individual’s agency approach emphasizes that individuals can control and adjust social 

behavior according to various factors.  In environment and behavior literature, studies applying this 

logic focuses on environmental factors, such as noise and visual distraction, which work as stimuli 

and cause certain social behavioral change.  Studies about crowding applied this logic to study 

individual’s reactions to the increased spatial density (May et al., 2005; Milgram, 1970).  The studies 

of crowding suggest that higher workspace density would result in more uncontrollable interfering 

contacts from employees in the setting, and it leads individuals to concentrate harder to block out 

distractions and thus possibly reducing collaboration (Evans et al., 1994; Oldham et al., 1995).   

Under the individual’s agency logic, the low social interaction and connectivity might be 

explained by certain environmental factors which place negative impacts on an individual’s attitudes 

towards social interaction. The findings in Study#1 suggest that most coworking spaces were not 

crowded and there were few visual or acoustic distractions.  Low social interaction existed in both 

large and small coworking spaces.  There is a need to explore new factors which might be related to 

an individual’s attitudes towards social interaction in the context of coworking. 

 

3.2 Research Opportunities 

This study aims at probing the factor of “flexibility” in coworking and how it might affect 

coworking members’ network formations.  Adopting the individual’s agency approach, I seek to 

investigate the relationship between “flexibility” and an individual’s attitudes to social interaction 

through an experimental study.  Understanding how a coworking environment might affect an 
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individuals’ attitudes to interaction can help to explain the observed civil inattention behavior and 

the result of low social connectivity in Study#1.  The research question of this study is: whether and 

how the spatial-temporal flexibility in coworking membership affects the coworking members’ 

attitudes toward social interaction？ 

The result of this study will help to understand the relationship between flexibility and 

coworking members’ social behavior and explain why increased flexibility may hinder social 

network formation in coworking.  The proposition of the concept “spatial-temporal flexibility” in 

coworking membership allows me to study how coworking members’ social connectivity is related 

to space and the way they use the space. It will also shed light on how workers’ social behavior 

might change in the trend of increased mobility and flexibility in the workplace.  

For environment and behavior research, this study will contribute to the research of how the 

work environment affects the occupants’ social-behavioral outcomes.  The findings will also 

contribute to the social network and organizational behavior literature by introducing and explaining 

how the environmental and temporal factors might affect an individual’s social behavior.  To better 

predict the need for office space in the future commercial real estate market, it is also important to 

understand what the trend of increasing flexibility might bring to the workplace.   

 

3.3 Literature Review:  Effect of Flexibility on Face to Face Interactions (FTFIs) 

3.3.1 Space Flexibility:  (1) Space Openness  

While the coworking spaces may vary in size and membership composition, the most 

identifiable spatial characteristic is an open-plan layout which refers to the configuration with few 

interior boundaries, no walls or partitions between employees as they work (Ashkanasy et al., 2014; 

Oldham & Rotchford, 1983).  Before the Covid-19 pandemic, open-plan office design is popular in 
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interior design practices.  However, study results in facilities management and organizational 

behavior literature appear contradictory and serve mainly to highlight the negative reactions among 

employees (Elsbach & Pratt, 2007).  

The increased space openness is constantly associated with visual and acoustic distractions 

and is a significant issue in the open-plan work environment.  The layout and the continuous 

movement of people mean that some workstations are particularly prone to background noise, 

traffic, roaming colleagues, and temptation to chat (Morrison & Marcky, 2017; Felstead et al., 2005).  

Because of noise, self-rated work performance loss was found to be doubled after moving from a 

cellular office into an open-plan office (Kaarlela-Tuomaala et al., 2009).  In a study of indoor 

environment quality (IEQ), Kim & de Dear (2013) found that the noise level and visual privacy were 

consistently negatively evaluated in open-plan offices and the “sound privacy” was the most 

unsatisfactory IEQ factor.  Danielsson & Bodin (2008) found that workers in the more enclosed 

office, such as the cellular offices, reported higher job satisfaction and health status than those in the 

open-plan offices. 

 

Effects of Space Openness on FTFIs 

An intuitive assumption of the open-plan office is that the increased space openness 

facilitates visual access, awareness among employees and indirectly eases and promotes interactions.  

However, the majority of empirical studies reported the negative effects of space openness on FTFIs.  

The major reason for this negative impact is that workers working in an open-plan office are more 

likely to apply coping strategies, such as social withdrawal and wearing headphones, to handle the 

increased visual and acoustic distractions and to better concentrate on individual work (Kaarlela-

Tuomaala et al., 2009).   Morrison and Marcky (2017) found that the benefits of enhanced ‘ease of 



 

112 

interaction’ were smaller than the penalties of increased noise level and decreased privacy resulting 

from the open-plan office configuration.  They found that those in open-plan offices report higher 

levels of uncooperative behavior from colleagues and increased negative interpersonal relationships 

between employees.   

It is also possible that workers in open-plan offices are concerned about noise distraction that 

their FTFIs may place on the others.  Empirical study has found that FTFIs were more frequent in 

open-plan offices, but the duration (per FTFI event and total) was longer in closed offices (Boutellier 

et al., 2008).  Brown (2008) found that after reconfiguring the workplace to be a more open layout, 

the volume of collaborative interaction decreased while the quality of interaction was unchanged. 

Hesitation to talk in the presence of others was considered as a potential reason explaining the 

reduced duration of FTFIs in open-plan offices (Bernstein & Turban, 2018).   

In summary, a plethora of empirical studies has suggested that the benefits of space openness 

associated with hot-desking membership space were not apparent.  People working in an open-plan 

office did not report more coworker friendships, nor more supervisor support.  There might even be 

a negative relationship between increased space openness and FTFIs.  

 

3.3.2 Space Flexibility:  (2) Space Assignment 

Before the Covid-19 pandemic, hot-desking was a popular space assignment strategy that 

does not assign fixed workspace/workstation to an individual worker.  This space arrangement 

practice gives companies the potential to reduce real estate costs by tackling the inefficiency of 

under-occupied workplaces, increase spatial flexibility and achieve fluid networking among the staff 

(Fawcett & Chadwick, 2007; Duffy & Powell, 1997).  Cost-saving can be achieved through the more 



 

113 

efficient use of space, as the total space requirement is smaller than traditional offices to 

accommodate the same number of employees.   

In practice, hot-desking is often coupled with the “clean-desk” policy to make sure the next 

user can use the workstation without material distractions.  As Goffman (1963) pointed out, “the 

personal possessions of an individual are an important part of the materials out of which he builds a 

self.”  For assigned workstations or personal offices, there are visible markers that help to define 

individual and group membership, and thus promote identifications.  However, these personal 

markers are required to be absent in hot-desking arrangement.  Thus, the practice of hot-desking is 

questioned for removing the possibilities for personalizing the workplace and is related to the user’s 

loss of personal identity (Brunia and Hartjes-Gosselink, 2009).  

A few empirical studies have investigated hot-desking arrangement’s impact on employee’s 

personalization and identities expressing behavior.  De Been & Beijer (2014) suggest that hot-

desking is at odds with the need for individual personalization, and the same workspace for everyone 

provides fewer opportunities to express one’s interests and status.  The tendency of employees to 

settle in hot-desking environments were observed, and studies suggest that the ability to “own” and 

personalize a desk enables employees to express their identities and initiate and maintain 

relationships with colleagues (Millward et al., 2007; Warren, 2006; Elsbach, 2003).  The collective 

offices generate informal pressures to “stall” or “colonize” space for personal use (Felstead et al., 

2005). 

The practice of hot-desking might also affect the perception of group identity.  Millward et 

al. (2007) found that when desks are assigned, the team identity is more salient, whereas 

organizational identity is more salient when they are not.  Felstead et al. (2005) found that some 

respondents in a hot-desking environment reported increased organizational identity and decreased 



 

114 

sense of membership in teams.  This is partly because physical arrangements have a significant 

impact on how employees engage with the organization as well as who they are most likely to 

engage.  Non-assigned desk arrangements in ABW offices could significantly alter the primary focus 

of an employee’s identification of the team or the organization (Millward et al., 2007).  

 

Effects of Hot-desking on FTFIs 

Several empirical studies have also investigated how hot-desking affects social interaction 

between employees.  Kingma (2018) found that after moving into a hot-desking office, some 

employees felt social insecurity because of a decreased predictability of physical closeness to 

colleagues and the permanent visibility to all.  Compared to the strong social cohesion in the past, 

some older employees characterized the renewed organization as more individualized, detached, and 

financially driven.  Morrison and Macky (2017) found that as work environments became more 

shared, the coworker friendships were not improved, and the perceptions of supervisory support 

decreased.   

Rather than using the popular “nomadic” metaphor to understand the experience of hot-

desking, Hirst (2011) found that there may be a new social structure distinguishing employees who 

seldom move and the others who have to move constantly.  The practice of changing workstations 

itself also generates additional work and a sense of marginalization for hot-deskers (Hirst, 2011).  

Some office workers do not prefer the nomadic working style, finding the constant need to switch 

settings a sense of marginalization (Vos and van der Voordt, 2004).  

In summary, the hot-desking arrangement does not allow the occupants to use personal 

artifacts to personalize the workspace.  It removes the locational identity and space “ownership” 
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from the users.  A few studies have reported negative results related to the practice of clean desk 

policy (De Been and Beijer, 2014) and the experience of mobility (Hirst, 2011).   

In this study, I propose that another result of hot-desking is turning the workspace which is 

previously considered “private” to “public”.  An essential factor that dictates how space is perceived 

in terms of publicity is not only the right to enter the space territory but also the presence of 

strangers.  The commercial practice of sharing spaces in residence (Airbnb), workplace (WeWork), 

car space (Uber), etc., all involve the encounters and introduction of strangers into spaces that are 

previously perceived as “private”.  After removing the chance of personalization and the right to 

claim “ownership” of the workstations, the workspace in coworking is repurposed into a public field 

where strangers appear to use the same space and amenities throughout the time.  This transition 

leads to a common human behavior in public spaces that contradicts the expected socialization 

behavior, which is civil inattention (Goffman, 1963).   

 

 Civil Inattention in Hot-desking Settings  

According to Goffman (1963, p. 84), the rule of “civil inattention” is that when entering the 

mutual presence with one another person, “one gives to another enough visual notice to demonstrate 

that one appreciates that the other is present, while at the next moment withdrawing one’s attention 

from him so as to express that he does not constitute a target of special curiosity or design.”  The 

purpose of this form of behavioral management in public space, as Goffman (1963) proposed, is to 

politely indicate one’s unavailability for communication.  By civil inattention, the individual implies 

that he/she has no reason to suspect the intentions of the others present and no reason to fear the 

others, be hostile to them, or wish to avoid them.  
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Murtagh (2003) points out that civil inattention is characteristic of public, not private settings 

(and has been studied in a variety of such settings, such as pavements, elevators, cafes, and various 

modes of transport).  It is typically used in what Goffman (1963) terms an unfocussed occasion, 

where the people sharing a setting actively avoid a state of joint attention to pursue separate lines of 

concern, or as Bauman (1993, p. 155) puts it, to “prevent the physical space in which one moves 

from turning into a social one.”  

Such inattention behavior was found in coworking member’s lack of interest in other people, 

minimal eye contact, and careful management of physical proximity in the study of coworking and 

other public spaces (Hirst, 2011; Cahir and Llyod, 2015).  On arrival at the chosen desk at the hot-

desking area, one could minimally acknowledge others sitting nearby, but not introduce oneself, 

because this would interrupt them.  Rather, the normative behavior was to log on and interact with 

distant other people via computer and phone.   

As these arguments imply, displaying civil inattention is an active and purposeful attitude. 

Although people may assume an air of relaxed indifference, individuals practicing it are “working 

hard at staying with strangers” (Hirschauer, 2005, p. 41).  In a study of text messaging in public 

space, Cahir and Llyod (2015) found that while participants were acutely aware of largely unspoken 

social norms and expectations attached to mobile phone use in the presence of others, they 

strategically used text messages to create layers of intimacy within shared social spaces.  Paying no 

attention to the co-present people through using mobile phones and other devices becomes a strategy 

to cope with social interaction and proximate relations.  

To rephrase this point in the coworking studies, people showing civil inattention are actively 

avoiding interaction with others while showing politeness.  If civil inattention commonly exists in a 

public workspace, I hypothesize that a new behavioral norm that considers civil inattention as the 
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appropriate behavior in hot-desking settings can be easily shaped.  The environment might be 

capable of activating a situational norm that hinders potential interactions between the coworking 

members.   

 

3.3.3  Theoretical Framework and Hypotheses 

Flexibility and Situational Norms 

Situational norms represent generally accepted beliefs about how to behave in particular 

situations and are learned by associating normative behavior to these situations (Aarts & 

Dijksterhuis, 2003).  It refers to the knowledge or mental representations of appropriate behavior that 

guide behavior in a certain situation or environment.  The fundamental concept of situational norm 

theory is that people learn how to behave in ways they believe other people approve of, and avoid 

those behaviors they think others disapprove of, and this normative behavior can be elicited by 

environments without a consciously expressed fiat or mandate (Aarts & Dijksterhuis, 2003; Cialdini 

et al., 1991).  This situational normative social influence is based on the fundamental need to be 

accepted by others in certain situations.  People can learn situational norms through seeing others’ 

behavior as a source of information to help them define social reality and maximize the effectiveness 

of their social behavior.  

Situational norms are also knowledge-based beliefs about how to behave in particular 

situations that are shaped by social influence.  One could assume that through previous experience, 

people were aware of the norm to engage in normative behavior in particular situations.  The 

environment can activate a mental representation of normative behaviors automatically, and once 

activated, the representation provides the knowledge necessary for guiding one’s own situationally 

appropriate behavior.  Aarts & Dijksterhuis’s (2003) study also suggests that for situational norms, a 
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symbolic representation of an environment (e.g., a picture of a library) is sufficient to activate mental 

representations of normative behavior when the participants having the goal to visit the environment. 

In the case of hot-desking settings, as the open-plan office layout allows people who work 

there to observe how other people behave, it provides opportunities for the occupants to conceive 

norm behavior in the setting.  If talking to others and speaking in public is a normal behavior in the 

space, then individuals are more likely to apply coping strategies such as withdrawal or wearing 

headphones to handle the increased level of visual and acoustic distractions.  If the members 

observed that the others are mostly being silent and focusing on the individual's work, then an 

individual is more likely to follow the situational norm and avoid interactions with others which 

might potentially break the norm of being silent.  Either way leads to a trend of discouraging social 

interaction between members in the hot-desking settings. 

Thus, I hypothesize that high flexibility in space (such as hot-desking environment) is likely 

to activate an individual’s situational norm towards no interaction, which increases the agreement to 

avoiding interaction as normative behavior.  This hypothesis might help to explain why most 

coworking spaces are as quiet as libraries during the observation in Study#1, and why there is 

limited social connectivity for people working in the hot-desking area.  Thus, I would like to test the 

following hypothesis: 

[H1]: Participants in hot-desking environments are more likely to agree that no interaction is 

a norm than participants in a private office environment. 

 

Time Flexibility and Social Connectivity 

In this dissertation, flexibility in time is defined as the time length (duration) and frequency 

which describe how members occupy the coworking space.  Compared to traditional office workers 

who come to the office every workday and stay there from nine to five, the current practice of most 
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coworking spaces embodies a way to use the office space with increased flexibility in time, which 

can be characterized as a shorter-term duration and lower frequency.   

Applying the opportunity logic, flexibility in time limits the chance for any two coworkers to 

be co-present in the space, which threatens the opportunities for FTFIs.  As co-presence underpins 

physical encounters, I hypothesize that the increased flexibility in time (shorter time length and 

lower frequency) is likely to decrease an individual’s opportunity for social network formation.  

Thus, two hypotheses are proposed: 

[H2-a]:  Participants who use the space for a longer period will be more likely to report that 

they have made new friends than members who have used the space for a shorter period.  

[H2-b]:  Participants who use the space every workday are more likely to report that they 

have made new friends than members who use the space only once every week.  

 

Time Flexibility and Perceived Benefits of Interaction 

Another theme that this study wants to explore is whether the lack of co-presence might 

affect an individual’s attitudes towards social interaction.  One reason that co-presence still matters 

is that it allows face-to-face communication, which enables people to simultaneously detect whether 

there is little commitment in others.  According to Goffman (1963:22), “co-presence renders persons 

uniquely accessible, available, and subject to one another.”  Urry (2002) argues that co-presence 

affords opportunities to display attentiveness and commitment in face-to-face communication.  The 

commitment underpins the mutual endeavor to spend time on social interactions related to more 

serious topics.  

Trust is something that involves a joint performance by those in such co-present 

conversations.  Boden and Moltotch (1994) argued that face-to-face communication is “thick” with 

information.  It enables “body talks”, allows being together with the others to shape a sense of self, 

show mutual commitment, maximize the tendency for social solidarity through conversation and 



 

120 

communicates trust, allows quick changes in topics, flexible and loose talks, and makes conditions 

considered sensitive, complex or uncertain happens.  By contrast, letters, memos, and emails are less 

effective at establishing long-term trust relations especially over-emotional, personal, or financial 

domains of activity, partly because they are more functional and task-oriented (Boden and Moltotch, 

1994: 263-7).  The fragility of the symbolic communities formed in online space means that re-

embedded intense meeting places are necessary to cement and sustain trustful relationships (Boden, 

2000).  In short, the lack of chance to be co-present might symbolize a limited chance to encounter 

and a lower level of mutual commitment.  This raises the question of how time flexibility in 

coworking might be associated with an individual’s attitudes towards interaction. 

Proposed by Max Weber, the instrumental rationale (zweckrational) of social behavior is 

determined by expectations about the behavior of objects in the environment and of other human 

beings; these expectations are used as “conditions” or “means” for the attainment of the actor's own 

rationally pursued and calculated ends (Weber, 1968, p.24).  Applying the theory of instrumental 

rationality, social interaction behavior in coworking spaces can be conceptualized as a rational action 

that invests an individual’s time and effort to develop social contacts and gain social capital.   

As social network establishment and maintenance involves “cost” such as an individual’s 

effort and time (Dasgupta, 2000), interacting with the members who are less committed to coming to 

space and might not show up again represents uncertainty regarding the return of the time and 

networking efforts.  Regardless of trust, people with a large possibility to move out are less likely to 

guarantee the chance of future encounters, and it may threaten the chance of developing a strong 

relationship.  Besides, coworking members' diverse backgrounds also cannot guarantee that an 

individual will benefit from knowing the other coworking members for instrumental help.  The 

uncertainty in the chance of future encounters and the uncertainty of obtaining helpful social capital 
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may render the investment of time and effort to socialize with coworking members, especially with 

those who seldom use the coworking space, an uncertain return of time and social interaction efforts.  

Thus, I hypothesize that lower access time-frequency will decrease the participants’ perceived 

benefit for interacting with the other coworking members.   

[H3]:  Participants who use the coworking space once every week will report lower levels of 

perceived social benefits than members who use the space every workday.  

 

Willingness to Interact 

Willingness to interact is the most basic orientation toward social interaction. Situational 

norms are knowledge-based beliefs about how to behave in particular situations.  As situational 

norms represent generally accepted beliefs about how to behave, they might be associated with a 

person’s willingness to interact in the settings.  It is reasonable to expect that situational norms might 

be associated with people’s willingness to interact in certain settings.  Perceived benefits can be 

understood as a concept related to a person’s motivation for social interaction.  Applying the 

instrumental rationale on social interaction, lower perceived benefits may also affect an individual’s 

willingness to interact.   

A central theme of this study is to explore whether space flexibility and time flexibility have 

an impact on an individual’s attitude towards interaction.  The concepts of situational norms and 

perceived benefits are applied to explain why such impact might exist.  Next, two test hypotheses 

should be tested. 

[H4]: Participants’ self-reported situational norms are negatively associated with the 

willingness to interact.  

 [H5]: Participants’ self-reported perceived social benefits are positively associated with the 

willingness to interact. 

 

3.4  Focus of This Study  
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This study explores how spatial-temporal flexibility in coworking might affect a member’s 

social network formation through testing hypotheses based on both the opportunity and individual 

agency approaches.  Following the opportunity logic, H2-a and H2-b examine whether coworking 

members’ social connection is related to how they access the space regarding different time lengths 

and time-frequency.  Following the individual’s agency logic, H1 examines whether an individual 

will show different situational norms when they were working in conditions with different levels of 

space flexibility.  H3 examines how an individual ‘s perceived benefits are related to conditions with 

different levels of time flexibility.  How situational norms and perceived benefits are correlated with 

the participants’ willingness to interact are tested in H4 and H5.  Figure 3.2 summarizes the 

proposed relationship between the variables and the hypotheses tested in this study.  

As office workers spend a large amount of time at work over a long period, workplace 

physical and social behaviors will have cumulative effects over a working life.  Given the trend of 

open-plan and flexible work environments, it is timely to examine how different perspectives of 

flexibility in the workspace might affect the occupants’ social behavior.   

  



 

123 

Figure 3.2:  Summary of the Hypotheses 

 

 

3.5  Methods 

3.5.1  Research Design 

An online survey experiment is designed to explore how work settings with different space 

and time flexibility may affect participants’ attitudes towards social interaction.  The hypotheses 

(H1, H3, H4, H5) were examined through an experimental study with a 2 x 2 factorial design, 

comparing two space flexibility conditions and two time flexibility conditions.  Two levels of space 

flexibility (see Table 3.2) were manipulated by exposing participants to either (1) a hot-desking 

setting or (2) a private office setting.  Two levels of time flexibility were manipulated by informing 

the participants about how frequently they and the other users access the coworking space at two 

levels (1) once every week or (2) every workday.  
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Table 3.2: Flexibility in Space vs. Flexibility in Time   

  Flexibility in space (Hot-desking vs. Private office) 

  

 

Flexibility in time  

(Once every week vs. Every 

workday) 

Condition#1:  

Space: Hot-desking  

Time: Once every week 

Condition#3:  

Space: Private office  

Time: Once every week 

Condition#2:  

Space: Hot-desking  

Time: Every workday 

Condition#4:  

Space: Private office 

Time: Every workday 

 

Table 3.3: Four Framing Conditions in The Experiment 

Condition#1 (Hot-desking + Once every week) 

 

 
Imagine you are a hot-desk member in this coworking 

space (shown in the above picture). The desks here are 

first-come, first-serve. You have worked in this 

coworking space occasionally for 3 months and came 

here once every week. The other coworking members 

here are in the same plan as you and only work here 

occasionally. 

Condition#3 (Private office + Once every week) 

 

 
Imagine you are a private office member in this 

coworking space (shown in the above picture). You have 

a personal office. You have worked in this coworking 

space occasionally for 3 months and came here once 

every week. The other coworking members here are in 

the same plan as you and only work here occasionally.  

Condition#2 (Hot-desking + Every workday) 

 

 
Imagine you are a hot-desk member in this coworking 

space (shown in the above picture). The desks here are 

first-come, first-serve. You have worked in this 

coworking space for 3 months and came here every 

workday. The other coworking members here are in the 

same plan as you and work here every workday. 

Condition#4 (Private office + Every workday) 

 

 
Imagine you are a private office member in this 

coworking space (shown in the above picture). You have 

a personal office. You have worked in this coworking 

space for 3 months and came here every workday. The 

other coworking members here are in the same plan as 

you and work here every workday. 
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The paragraph and image that describes the coworking plan accordingly (see Table 3.3) were 

shown to the participants before the questions started.  After the framing paragraph, participants will 

first complete the questions related to the experiment, then move on to questions regarding their 

previous experience in coworking spaces before the Covid-19 pandemic. 

 

Participants 

Participants in this study were 315 MTurkers in the region of the United States, recruited 

from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk) platform.  MTurk is a widely used crowdsourcing option 

in the behavioral sciences and is increasingly used within the fields including organizational 

psychology (Keith, Tay & Harms, 2017), social psychology (Anderson et al., 2019), environmental 

psychology (Clayton & Karazsia, 2020) and consumer behavior research (Hauser & Schwarz, 2016).  

Turkers are fairly diverse and nationwide in scope, but more male, White, educated, and younger 

when compared to the US adult population in the American Community Survey (Stritch, Pedersen, 

& Taggart, 2017).  Asians are overrepresented, while both Hispanics and African Americans are 

underrepresented among Turkers (Berinsky et al., 2012).   

The employment status of Turkers is diverse, and a large proportion of them are part-time, 

self-employed, and unemployed which is similar to the coworking user population.  These 

characteristics show potential similarity with the coworking workers in the United States.  

Considering the demographic characteristics, I suggest that the MTurk is more suitable than the 

college students and other average community sources for coworking studies.   

The MTucker participants who have worked in coworking spaces can also provide valuable 

information about their previous experience.  Thus, Hypotheses (H2-a, H2-b) were tested using the 

data about these participants’ previous coworking experience. One question at the end of the survey 
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asks the participant to indicate whether they have worked in coworking spaces before the pandemic. 

If yes, eight follow-up questions will be asked regarding membership plan, membership time length, 

access frequency, and whether they have made new contacts in the coworking spaces. 

With the help of a statistician, assuming f = 1.22, β=.80, and α=.05, the calculation for a-

priori analysis for a t-test, the difference between the two independent means, using G*Power 3.1 

software (Faul et al., 2009).  The power analysis suggested that a minimum of 64 participants would 

be an adequate sample size. 

  

Recruitment 

Participants were recruited from the Amazon MTurk platform to finish a 5-8 minute 

“Coworking Space Survey Study” in return for $1.50 rewards.  The participants were screened by 

the criteria of only Master level Turker, located in the United States, obtained 90% approval on 

previous hits and finished over 1000 hits.  Four survey links with the same title and descriptions 

were launched at a random sequence so that participants will not be aware of which one of the four 

framing conditions they choose.  Settings on CloudResearch allowed me to exclude participants who 

have finished a survey and prevent the same participant from taking surveys in different conditions. 

Two rounds of the online survey were conducted in March and May 2021.  For the final data 

analysis, I combined data collected in the first-round (N=80) and second-round (N=235), reaching a 

total sample size of 315.  For each of the four conditions, there were more than 70 participants, 

showing that the sample size was sufficient to run the intended analysis.  Among them, 161 out of 

315 participants reported that they have worked in coworking spaces before the Covid-19 pandemic.   

 

3.5.2 Measurements 
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The measurement of situational norms is adopted from 2 survey items used in Aarts & 

Dijksterhuis’s (2003) study. The construct of the situational norm is operationalized in two sub-

constructs: subjective norm and descriptive norm.  Subjective norm was operationalized to the extent 

to which one believes that one should perform the given behavior in the respective environment.  

Descriptive norm was accessed by asking participants to what extent they believe the majority of 

other people do not speak to others in the settings.  The two statements are: (1) “I should NOT speak 

to others in this coworking space,” (2) “The majority of other people should NOT speak to others in 

this coworking space.”  These two items were accompanied by a 7-point scale, varying from 

Strongly disagree (1) to Strongly agree (7).   

Perceived benefits are operationalized in two statements adopted from Turco’s (1997) study: 

(1) “I will receive social benefits (for example, entertainment, meeting interesting people, and 

satisfaction) from interacting with the members in this coworking space,” (2) “I will benefit from 

knowing people who work in this coworking space,” rated on a 7-point Likert-type scale (1 = 

Strongly disagree; 7 = Strongly agree). 

Willingness to interact was measured using 4 self-reported items adopted from Logan et al.’s 

(2015) study.  The participants were asked to imagine that an unknown coworking member 

approached them, and answers the following four questions (“Would you be willing to spend half a 

day with this person?” “Could you imagine learning more about this person?” “If this person sought 

contact with you, would you respond?” “How much would you be interested in a dialogue with this 

person?”) rated on a 7-point Likert-type scale (1 = not at all; 7 = very much).  The answers to the 

four questions were then averaged to create a single score, with higher scores indicating more 

willingness to interact.  This measure has high internal consistency with Cronbach’s α larger than .85 

in previous research (Logan et al., 2014; Samochowiec & Florack, 2010). 
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I also measured an individual’s attitudes towards social interaction in general (good vs. bad) 

and personal goals as control variables, as they might be directly related to an individual’s 

willingness to interact.  Personal goal was operationalized in two questions measured by a 7-point 

scale: the extent to which one agrees that (“Focusing on my work is my primary task during the time 

I work here.” “Interacting with the other coworking members here is my primary goal”). Questions 

regarding demographic information including age, gender, marital status, ethnicity, education, 

employment status, occupation, career were asked following the questions about attitudes.   

Participants were also asked whether they have coworking experience before the pandemic. 

If yes, they were asked to finish eight follow-up questions.  The time length was measured at six 

levels: More than 1 year; 6-12 months; 3-6 months; 1-3 months; 1-4 weeks and Less than a week. 

The time frequency was measured at six levels:  Every workday, A few times a week (Less than 4 

times), Once a week, A few times a month (Less than 4 times), Once a month, Less than once a 

month. Participants were asked to indicate whether they have made any new friends at the 

coworking spaces (yes/no).  A question regarding satisfaction about the experience in the coworking 

space was measured through a 7-point Likert scale at the end of the survey. 

 

3.5.3 Data Analysis Methods 

The data were analyzed in statistical software JMP Pro version 14.0.0.  I first performed a 

reliability check for all measured variables to determine Cronbach's alpha value and whether any 

item(s) should be deleted.  Then I conducted normality tests on the dependent variables’ residuals to 

test for the assumptions of Student’s t-test.  Outliers were assessed by inspection of a boxplot, 

normality was assessed using Shapiro-Wilk’s normality test for each cell of the design.  Because the 

normality test result suggests that data about the three dependent variables were not normally 



 

129 

distributed, I performed the nonparametric statistical test, the Wilcoxon signed-rank test for H1 and 

H3 to examine whether the difference between the two independent groups is statistically significant. 

To test the hypotheses regarding willingness to interact, I performed a Spearman’s correlation test 

on willingness to interact, situational norms, perceived benefits, and other control variables.  The 

Pearson's Chi-squared test was conducted to test the hypotheses of time flexibility on making new 

friends (H2-a, H2-b).  

 

Pilot Study  

The first-round data collection was conducted as a pilot study to explore the MTurk 

participants' profile and whether the specific flexibility scenario would indeed affect the participants' 

reactions to the questions.  The results suggested that 50 out of 80 participants reported that they 

have worked in coworking spaces before the Covid-19 Pandemic.  It indicates that a large amount of 

Turkers have coworking experience and thus suitable for the current study. The preliminary data 

analysis result showed statistical evidence to support most of the six hypotheses, while two of them 

were limited by a small sample size.  The prediction that the space flexibility would impact 

participants' situational norms behavior was supported by the result of the pilot study.  A Student’s t-

test results suggest that participants in the hot-desking group (N=40, M=4.58, SD=1.90) reported 

statistically significantly higher agreement to situation norm towards no interaction than participants 

in the Private-office groups (N=40, M=3.20, SD=1.93), t (78) = 2.00, p < .05.  

 

3.6 Results 

3.6.1 Sample Profile 
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The 315 Participants included female (40%) and male (59%).  The participants are from 

varied ethnic backgrounds: White or Caucasian (82%), Black or African American (7%), Asian or 

Asian American (8%), American Indian or Alaska Native (0.5%), and other (2.5%).  Regarding 

employment status, 21% reported that they are currently self-employed, and 76% reported they are 

currently employed.  The participants reported a wide range of occupation varieties, with the highest 

concentration working in the Computer and Mathematical Occupations (18%), following by Office 

and Administrative Support (12%), Business and Financial Operations (10%), Sales and Related 

(10%), Education, Training, and Library Occupations (8%), Arts, Design, Entertainment, Sports, and 

Media Occupations (5%), and Construction and Extraction Occupations (5%), etc.  

A total of 161 participants suggested that they have worked in coworking spaces before. 

Among the 161 participants, 22% of them enrolled in hot-desking membership, 53% enrolled in 

Dedicated desks plans, and 20% worked in private office plans.  The majority of the 161 participants 

have worked more than 3 months in coworking spaces before the pandemic, including 3-6 months 

(11%), 6-12 months (14%), and more than a year (66%).  Regarding the question “How frequently 

did you go to work in coworking spaces before the pandemic,” the majority of the participants 

reported that they used the coworking spaces more than once a week, including once a week (11%), 

a few times a week (24%), and every workday (55%).  About 80% of the 161 participants reported 

that they have made new friends in the coworking spaces.  This percentage is significantly higher 

than Study #1’s field study result, in which only 31% of the 42 survey respondents reported that they 

have cotacts in the coworking spaces. 

 

3.6.2 Descriptive Statistics  
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Situational Norm (Towards No Interaction).  Figure 3.3 provides the self-reported behavior 

norm (N=315) measured using a 7-point Likert scale.  The Cronbach’s alpha was 0.93, and I did not 

remove any item from this measure.  Overall, the self-reported situational norm scores ranged from 

1.0 to 7.0 (M = 2.87, SD = 1.70).  The data was skewed to the lower end and Shapiro-Wilk’s 

normality test result (p< .001) suggests that the data is not normally distributed.  

Perceived Benefits.  Figure 3.3 provides the self-reported average Perceived Benefits for 

interacting with other coworking members (N=315) measured using a 7-point Likert scale.  The 

Cronbach’s alpha was 0.88.  Overall, the self-reported perceived benefits scores ranged from 1.0 to 

7.0 (M = 5.23, SD = 1.31).  The data was skewed to the upper end, and the result of Shapiro-Wilk’s 

normality test (p< .001) suggests that the data is not normally distributed.  

    
             Situational Norm                                                  Perceived Benefits 

 

 

 
            Willingness to Interact 
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Willingness to Interact. Figure 3.3 provides the self-reported Willingness to Interact (N=315) 

measured using a 4-item 7-point Likert scale. The Cronbach’s alpha was 0.81, and I did not remove 

any item from this measure.  Overall, the self-reported willingness to interact scores ranged from 2.0 

to 7.0 (M = 5.36, SD = 1.02). The data was skewed to the upper end, and the result of Shapiro-

Wilk’s normality test (p< .001) suggests that the data is not normally distributed.  

Figure 3.3, Histogram and Normal Quantile Plot of the Dependent Variables 

 

3.6.3 Space Flexibility and Situational Norms 

[H1]: Participants in hot-desking environments are more likely to agree that no interaction is 

a norm than participants in a private office environment. 

 

[H1] The Influence of Space Flexibility on Situational Norms.  A Wilcoxon signed-rank test 

result suggests that there was a statistically significant difference between the two independent 

groups with Z=2.12, p< .05.  On average, participants in the hot-desking groups (N=159, M=3.08, 

SD=1.78) reported statistically significantly higher agreement to situational norms towards no 

interaction than participants in Private-office groups (N=156, M=2.66, SD=1.60).   

As situational norms could be considered as knowledge-based beliefs about how to behave in 

particular situations, it is also reasonable to take previous coworking experiences into account.  

Thus, the whole sample was separated into two groups, participants with coworking experience 

(N=161) vs. those without coworking experience (N=154).  A Wilcoxon signed-rank test result 

suggests that just for the participants with previous coworking experience, those in hot-desking 

groups (N=74, M=3.20) reported statistically significantly higher agreement to situational norms 

towards no interaction than participants in Private-office groups (N=87, M=2.57), Z=2.11, p< .05.  

On average, participants in hot-desking groups reported higher agreement to situational norms 

towards no interaction than those in Private-office groups.  Thus, H1 was supported. 
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3.6.4 Time Flexibility and Perceived Benefits of Interaction 

[H3]: Participants who use the coworking space occasionally will report lower levels of 

perceived social benefits for interacting with members than members who use the space regularly on 

workdays.  

 

[H3] The Influence of Time-Frequency on Perceived Benefits.  A Wilcoxon signed-rank test 

result suggests that there was not a statistically significant difference between the two independent 

groups with Z=0.38, p> .05.  On average, participants in Every Workday groups (N=156, M=5.24, 

SD=1.30) reported a similar level of agreement to the statement that “I personally will receive social 

benefits from interacting with the members in this coworking space” to the participants in Once 

Every Week groups (N=159, M=5.21, SD=1.32).  Thus, H3 was not supported.  

 

3.6.5 Analysis of Secondary Measures  

Willingness to Interact, Situational Norms and Perceived Benefits 

[H4]:  Participants’ self-reported situational norms are negatively associated with 

willingness to interact. 

 

[H4]  The Influence of Situational Norms on Willingness to Interact.  A Spearman’s 

correlation analysis result (see Table 3.4) suggests that there was a statistically significant correlation 

between situational norm and willingness to interact, rs(315)= -.43, p< .001.  It suggests that the 

participants who reported higher levels of situational norm toward no interaction were likely to 

report lower levels of Willingness to Interact.  Thus, H4 was supported.  The situational norm was 

also negatively correlated with perceived benefits, rs(315)= -.43, p< .001.  If participants reported 

higher levels of situational norm toward no interaction, they were more likely to report lower levels 

of perceived social benefits for interaction.   
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[H5]: Participants’ self-reported perceived social benefits are positively associated with 

willingness to interact. 

 

[H5] The Influence of Perceived Benefits on Willingness to Interact.  A spearman’s 

correlation analysis was also conducted to explore the correlations between the two variables. The 

result (see Table 3.4) suggests that there was a statistically significant correlation between perceived 

benefits and willingness to interact, rs(315)= .64, p< .001.  If participants reported higher levels of 

perceived benefits, they were more likely to report higher levels of willingness to interact. Thus, H5 

was supported. 

Table 3.4: Results of Spearman’s Correlation Coefficient (N=315) 

Variables Mean SD WTI  SN  PB  PG  

Willingness to Interact  5.36 1.01 1.000 -0.43** 0.64** 0.30** 

Situational Norm 2.87 1.70  1.000 -0.43** -0.27** 

Perceived Benefits  5.23 1.31   1.000 0.38** 

Personal Goal  2.78 1.59    1.000 

Note: ** p < .01; * p < .05 

 

3.6.6 Previous Coworking Experience 

Time Flexibility and Social Connectivity 

 [H2-a]: Participants who use the space for a longer period will be more likely to report that 

they have made new friends than members who have stayed in the space for a shorter period.  

 

[H2-a] The Influence of Time Length on Having Made New Friends. The participants’ co-

working space use time length was categorized into two categories: less than 6-month vs. 6-month or 

more.  A Pearson's Chi-square test result suggests that there was a statistically significant difference 

χ2(1, N =161) = 5.27, p< .05, such that a significantly larger percentage of participants in the 6-
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month or more group (83.72%) reported having made new friends than less than 6-month group 

(65.63%).  

 

[H2-b]: Participants who use the space more frequently are more likely to report that they 

have made new friends than members working in coworking spaces less frequently.  

 

[H2-b] The Influence of Time-Frequency on Having Made New Friends. The participants’ 

co-working space use frequency was categorized into two categories: more than once a week vs. 

once a week or less.  A Pearson's Chi-square test result suggests that there was a statistically 

significant difference χ2(1, N=161) = 7.09, p< .01, such that a significantly larger percentage of 

participants in more than once a week group (84.38%) reported who have made new friends than 

once a week or less group (63.64%).  

 

Social Connectivity, Perceived Social Support, and General Satisfaction 

A Student’s t-test result suggests that there was a statistically significant main effect of 

whether having made new friends on perceived social support.  On average, participants who have 

made new friends (N=129, M=5.19) reported statistically significantly higher perceived social 

support than participants who have not made new friends in coworking (N=32, M=3.82), t (39.5) = 

4.88, p < .001. A Student’s t-test result also suggests that there was a statistically significant main 

effect of having made new friends on general satisfaction in coworking.  On average, participants 

who have made new friends (N=87, M=5.69) reported significantly higher general satisfaction than 

participants who have not made new friends in coworking (N=24, M=5.00), t (31.6) = 2.49, p < .05. 

 

3.6.7 Summary of Hypotheses Results 
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Table 3.5 summarizes the hypotheses' results.  The primary hypothesis regarding the main 

effect of space flexibility (H1) on situational norms towards no interaction was supported.  The 

hypotheses regarding the effect of space-use frequency (H2-a) and time length (H2-b) on whether 

the participants have made friends in coworking spaces were supported. The hypotheses regarding 

the effect of situational norms (H4) and perceived benefits (H5) on willingness to interact were 

supported.  However, the hypothesis regarding the main effect of time flexibility (H3) on perceived 

benefits for interacting with coworking members was not supported.  

Table 3.5 Summary of Hypotheses Testing Results for Study#2 

Hypotheses Test Results Supported 

H1: Participants in hot-desking environments are 

more likely to agree that no interaction is a norm 

than participants in a private office environment. 

  

Wilcoxon 

Signed-

Ranks  

Z = 2.11,  

p = .034 

Yes 

H2-a: Participants who use the space for a longer 

period will be more likely to report that they have 

made new friends than members who have stayed in 

the space for a shorter period. 

 

Pearson’s 

Chi-square 

χ2(1, N =161)    

= 5.27,  

p = .022 

Yes 

H2-b: Participants who use the space more 

frequently will be more likely to report that they 

have made new friends than members working in 

coworking spaces less frequently. 

 

Pearson’s 

Chi-square 

χ2(1, N =161)    

= 7.09,  

p = .008 

Yes 

H3: Participants who use the coworking space 

occasionally will report lower levels of perceived 

benefits for interacting with members than members 

who use the space regularly on workdays. 

 

Wilcoxon 

Signed-

Ranks 

Z = 0.38,  

p = .701 

No 

 

H4: Participants’ self-reported situational norms 

are positively associated with the willingness to 

interact. 

 

Spearman’s 

Correlation  

rs(315) = -.43,  

p < .001 

Yes 

H5: Participants’ self-reported perceived social 

benefits are positively associated with the 

willingness to interact. 

 

Spearman’s 

Correlation  

rs(315) = .64,  

p < .001 

Yes 
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3.7  Discussions 

3.7.1  Space Flexibility and Situational Norms 

Hypothesis testing (H1) result suggests that compared to private office settings, hot-desking 

settings were more likely to activate an individual’s situational norm towards no interaction.  As no 

person in the pictures was shown to the participants, the surrounding people’s impact was not a 

confounding variable in this study.  The difference in the situational norm, in this case, is only 

associated with the environmental cues.  This result echoes Aarts & Dijksterhuis’s (2003) finding, 

such that a symbolic representation of an environment is sufficient to activate mental representations 

of normative behavior.  

This result also supports the finding in Study#1 regarding civil inattention and normative 

behavior observed in the hot-desking setting.  As situational norm was found to be significantly 

correlated with the willingness to interact, it helps to explain why coworking members in the hot-

desking memberships are likely to have limited social interaction.  It pictures a profoundly different 

scenario towards the idea of an open-plan co-working space as a social place.  The concept of 

situational norm contrasts remarkably with the impression of intense social networking behavior in 

the open working area. 

Coworking spaces have a variety of membership plans, and different plans are associated 

with different space configurations.  Although individuals are given the freedom to switch between 

settings in both private and public spaces, such freedom is also making the settings less relevant to 

specific groups and individuals.  Space sharing means turning a workspace into a certain extent of a 

public shared environment, at least less privately “owned”.  Thus, the hot-desking settings may make 

the workspace feels more “public” oriented.  The result of this study suggests that behavior norms in 

public settings with the others’ presence should be more considered, especially in the setting with a 
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significant number of strangers.  The occupants’ coping strategies and the initiation of social 

interaction in such a setting need more study. 

 

3.7.2 Time Flexibility, Opportunity, and Perceived Benefits 

Hypotheses testing (H2-a, H2-b) result supports Study#1’s findings that coworking members 

who spent less time in the space were less likely to have contacts.  The opportunity logic helps to 

explain the relationship between time flexibility and chances for network formation. 

Although the hypothesis testing (H3) result does not provide statistical evidence to support 

the main effect of time-frequency on perceived benefits, the main effect was found significant only 

on the subgroup of self-employed workers, when the participants’ employment status was taken into 

account.  When the hypothesis testing was only loaded on the sample of all participants who are self-

employed (N=65), a Student’s t-test result suggests that there was a main effect of time-frequency on 

perceived benefits t (64) = 1.90, p < .05.  The participants in Every Workday groups (N=31, 

M=5.32) reported statistically significantly higher perceived benefits than participants in the Once 

every week groups (N=35, M=4.74).  This result suggests that the main effect of time-frequency on 

perceived benefits might be contingent on the participants’ employment status, such that the main 

effect is only salient for the group of self-employed workers but not for the employed workers.  

The contingent result might be explained by how social interaction with the others in the 

space was perceived differently between workers who are employed and self-employed.  For 

employed workers, accessing the space occasionally provides opportunities to interact with 

colleagues, and it can be seen as beneficial especially for people who spent most of their time 

working from home.  However, as self-employed workers do not usually have colleagues in the 

coworking space, the other coworking members are more likely to be strangers to them.  Accessing 
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the space full of occasional users, in this case, was similar to accessing a public space.  The 

perceived benefits might be less identifiable in such situations.  

A Wilcoxon signed-rank test result also suggests that self-employed participants (N=66, 

M=5.14, SD=1.00) reported a statistically significantly lower level of willingness to interact than the 

participants who are employed (N=238, M=5.44, SD=1.01), Z= -2.31, p< .05.  The hypothesized 

relationship between time flexibility and perceived benefits was reasonable, but there might be 

moderated by other factors such as the employment status.  More future studies can look into the 

question of why such difference exists between the self-employed workers and employed workers 

regarding perceived benefits and willingness to interact in the coworking environment. 

The participants’ answers to the open question “please briefly explain why you are willing or 

unwilling to interact with this coworking member” also suggest evidence to support the main effect 

of time flexibility on participants' attitude towards interaction.  Some participants reported: 

“I don't really see this person that often, since neither of us comes to this coworking 

space frequently, so we don't know each other very well. I don't think I'd be that 

interested in spending a lot of time interacting with someone that I'm not reasonably 

familiar with.” (Condition 1: Hot-desking + Occasionally) 

 

“If I'm spending 8+ hours a day with them, I'm assuming that some small talk would 

eventually happen.  I'm not really one for small talk, and prefer NOT to get too close to 

co-workers, but...I certainly like to be cordial.  I like to be friendly, however, I prefer to 

get my work done and stay focused.” (Condition 4: Private office + Every workday) 

 

“If I see them all the time then I would have no real issue interacting with them.” 

(Condition 2: Hot-desking + Occasionally) 

 

These participants’ responses suggest that the temporal factor was considered when they 

decided whether they were willing/unwilling to interact with the imagined coworking member.  It is 

also noteworthy that the word “stranger” was more likely to appear among the participants’ 

responses in conditions 1, 2, and 3, but not among the participants in condition 4 (Private office + 
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Every workday).  The participants in condition 4 were more likely to use the word “co-worker” to 

describe the imagined coworking member who approached them.  It is understandable that if most 

members access the coworking space occasionally, there is a large chance to encounter strangers.  

It is also worth noting that in all four conditions, participants were informed that they have 

worked in the space for “3 months” to control the impact of time length.  This controlled condition 

might affect the participants’ perceptions about how flexibly they access the space.  In the framing 

conditions, the 3-month time length might be long enough to make the participants think that there 

was a strong relationship between them and the space.  The difference between the stimuli (once 

every week vs. every workday) might be not strong enough to affect the participants’ attitudes 

towards interaction.  As MTurk respondents may also differ in the levels of effort and attention 

exerted in their tasks (Hauser & Schwarz, 2016), an additional study with framing condition of a 

different time length, such as one week, can help to explain whether the non-significant result is due 

to stimulus strength, or because the time length is a more influential factor than time-frequency.  

The non-significant result might also be related to the influence of the Covid-19 pandemic. 

As some participants reported: 

“I'd be interested in talking because we most likely haven't been in contact as much these 

days.” (Condition 3:  Private office + Occasionally)  

 

“It would be nice to be able to interact with someone even though I would totally still be 

working. It's been a little tough not socializing with people since this pandemic started, 

everyone has been on guard naturally.” (Condition 3:  Private office + Occasionally) 

 

The pandemic might be another confounding variable that affects both the participants’ 

willingness to interact and the perceived benefits of interaction.  The experiment was conducted in 

Spring 2021, one year after the pandemic outbreak in the US.  The participants’ experience of social 

distancing and long-time working from home might explain the result of high willingness to interact 
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and high perceived benefits.  When the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic diminishes, future studies 

can experiment again to test the hypotheses and validate the result.  

 

3.7.3  Flexibility vs. Community 

This study finds the following three major results.  Firstly, hot-desking settings might 

activate an individual’s situational norm towards no interaction and indirectly affect the willingness 

to interact negatively.  Secondly, the decreased space access time-frequency might negatively affect 

the self-employed workers’ perceived benefits for social interaction, but the main effect might be 

contingent on the participants’ employment status.  Third, the decreased time length and time-

frequency are likely to diminish the chances for interaction and limit network formations.   

These results suggest that the increased flexibility in coworking space design and the way 

people use the space might place negative impacts on the opportunity for social interaction, as well 

as the individual’s attitude toward social interaction with the other members. The flexibility 

embodies in coworking means the chance to choose and keep the options open.  For coworking 

members, it seems valuable to have options, undecided conditions, and ultimately less obligation and 

commitments to the workplace.  However, by increasing flexibility in both space and time, the 

relationship between the workspace and its users’ group social activity might be diluted.   

This dissertation’s central argument is that freeing the relationship between work tasks, work 

time and workspace contributes to the formation of a fragmented, individual-oriented workplace 

relationship, which might cut through the connections between social activity and its particular 

“embedding” environmental contexts.  The two dimensions of flexibility in coworking offer threads 

to understand whether and how space might play a role in affecting an individual’s network 

formation process.  In the process of place-making, flexibility can be associated with less 
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commitment to space which is significantly different from the concept of long-term commitment to 

community building.  The mobility and the increased ease of accessing and leaving a place picture a 

relationship between a person and the place significantly different from what we used to 

conceptualize as a “community.” 

 

A Diluted Relationship Between Work and Workspace  

The flexible forms of contemporary organization prioritize adaptations to the uncertainty and 

instability associated with global competition and unstable social conditions (Bauman, 2013).  

Without stable and long-term employment relationships and with the growing competition, the 

uncertainty of future work stimulates anxieties for the new population of contingent workers and 

entrepreneurs.  

Coworking, by its nature, is a reaction to the uncertainty in the organization of work and it 

reflects a diluted relationship between worker and workspace.  The prosperity of coworking could be 

understood as being empowered by the anxiety caused by uncertainty and unstable employment.  To 

a certain extent, what coworking’s flexibility best serves is the way businesses operate in a neo-

capitalistic society, what Richard Sennett also called “flexible capitalism.”  This flexibility reflects 

increasing freedom in operational costs, less obligation and commitments, and a diluted relationship 

between people and space, groups and individuals.  For employers, breaking the links between the 

individual workers and personal offices allows the floor plates to be reconfigured and the provision 

of specialist facilities to be rationalized.  Under-used equipment and spaces can be eliminated.   

For tenant and coworking members, flexibility in time length means the right to decide the 

leasing period and allows the tenants to start and end accessing the space at their will.  Less 

commitment to space financially helps the coworking members to relieve the anxiety coming from 



 

143 

the uncertainty of future work.  It also means that coming to the coworking space is not a strictly 

required commitment.  

This flexibility also means a weaker relationship between work and workspace.  As 

information work now is not constrained by spatial boundaries set up by the office, the work setting 

is becoming less related to the essence of information work and is becoming less personal in 

coworking.  The flexibility in both the space design and the way people use the space reflects the 

decoupling trend in the relationship between work and workspace.  The concept of flexibility is 

advancing with new communication technologies, ever-growing in importance renders the physical 

workspace less essential as individuals and organizations become “footless.”  Does physical 

workspace still matter, or has the power of technology already replaced our need for spatially co-

present at work?  Explorations on this question are worthy of future study. 

 

3.8 Conclusions 

3.8.1  Conclusion of Study#2 

Hence,  two dimensions of flexibility exist in the design of coworking membership, one is 

temporal and the other is spatial.  Flexibility in coworking membership can be conceptualized as 

how much visibility the work environment offers, how much mobility the occupants have, how long, 

and how frequently the occupant accesses the space. This study tests how spatial-temporal flexibility 

in coworking might affect an individual’s attitude towards social interaction through an experimental 

study.  I hypothesize that the increase of flexibility in both dimensions of space and time is likely to 

affect not only the opportunity for social encounters but also an individual’s attitude towards social 

interaction in work settings.  
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The result suggests that compared to private office settings, hot-desking settings are more 

likely to activate an individual’s situational norm towards no interaction.  For self-employed 

workers, there is a main effect of temporal frequency on perceived benefits, such that participants in 

every workday group reported significantly higher perceived benefits for interaction than 

participants in the once everyday group.  Both the situational norm and perceived benefits are 

significantly correlated to the participants’ self-reported willingness to interact.  According to the 

participants’ previous coworking experience, individuals who access the coworking space with 

higher time-frequency or stayed longer in the membership are more likely to report that they have 

made new friends in the space.  On average, the participants who have made new friends reported 

higher perceived social support and higher general satisfaction regarding their coworking 

experience.  

The main effect of space flexibility (hot-desking vs. private office) on situational norms, and 

the main effect of time flexibility (once every week vs. every workday) on perceived benefits help to 

explain the result observed in Study#1 that social connectivity among hot-desking coworking 

members is low.  The main effect of time flexibility (time length, time-frequency) on social 

connectivity also helps to validate the findings in Study#1 that members who spent more time in the 

coworking space are more likely to have established contacts.  The two results suggest that the 

increased flexibility in space and the way members use the space may negatively affect the 

members’ social network formation through influencing the individual’s situational norms in the 

work settings, decreasing perceived benefits, and diminish the opportunities for social encounters.  It 

suggests that increased flexibility might cast a counterproductive effect on the members’ social 

network formation. 
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3.8.2 Strength, Limitations, and Future Research Directions 

Strength 

The current findings add to a growing body of literature on the relationships between space, 

time, and social networks.  In the past, the temporal dimension of how people use space is less 

discussed in the Environment and Behavior (EAB) research.  This study extends our knowledge of 

flexibility embodied in the coworking membership and takes both spatial and temporal dimensions 

of flexibility into account, to further explore how the work environment affects human social 

interactions.  The findings provide a new understanding of how flexibility in space and time might 

affect both opportunities and individual’s attitudes towards social interaction. 

This is also one of the first EAB studies that use the Amazon MTurk platform to explore the 

difference between participants’ attitudes after viewing pictures about different environment 

settings.  Compared to the sample of undergraduate students, experimental survey studies conducted 

on Amazon MTurk offer opportunities to access a more diverse population.  A large portion of 

participants in this study was found to have previous coworking experience in the United States. 

This character makes MTucker an appropriate population for conducting survey studies like the 

current research.  Besides, the MTucker platform allows the experiment to be executed multiple 

times and check the experimental repeatability.  Comparing the first-round and the second-round 

survey result in this study exemplifies the verification of the experimental repeatability.  It increases 

the validity of the current research. 

 

Limitations 

The current study has only examined the participants’ different reactions towards hot-desking 

and private office settings.  Regarding flexibility in space, the two factors of space openness and 
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space assignment are not differentiated in the experiment design.  Although both of the two factors 

are related to the concept of spatial flexibility, it is unclear which factor might play a more important 

role in initiating an individual’s situational norm, or if there is any interaction between the two. 

Besides, the impact of time length and how it may interact with time-frequency was not studied in 

this study.   

During the Covid-19 pandemic, people’s daily social interaction and the way people use the 

workspace has been significantly changed. This impact was reflected in the participants’ responses 

and might have affected the study’s results.  The current situation adds difficulty for the study to 

identify the effect of the independent variables on outcome variables such as willingness to interact 

and perceived benefits for interaction. 

 

Future Research Directions 

A more comprehensive experimental design in future research can help to explore the main 

effect of spatial openness and space assignment on the situational norm.  Studies can also look into 

whether time length affects perceived benefits and the potential interactions between the time length 

and time-frequency.  Besides, the interaction between the effect of space flexibility and time 

flexibility on the situational norm is also worth exploration.  More theories, such as goal framing 

theory and action regulation theory, can be further explored to explain why attitudes towards social 

interaction might be influenced by the spatial characteristics of the settings and the way people use 

such settings.  

 

3.8.3  Implications for Environment and Behavior Research 
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A major argument of this study is that the temporal dimension of flexibility also represents 

the relationship between space and human behavior, and it is an essential topic for the EAB research 

to further investigate in the context of increasing mobility and flexibility.  As space use time could 

also be understood as the environment’s exposure on humans, without understanding it, the effect of 

environmental factors on human behavior could not be investigated in-depth and the expected 

behavioral outcome might be significantly different from real-life cases. A spatial-temporal 

dimension framework in environment and behavior research needs more attention and investigation. 

Methodologically, this study complements the research methods applied in Study#1.  As an 

extension to the first exploratory study, Study#2 explored the environmental factors and proposed 

hypotheses to be tested with data collected from a larger sample size with robust statistics.  The two 

studies together exemplify a new Environment and Behavior approach to study emerging 

environmental design concepts.   

This approach can be described as three major steps.  First, it adopts mixed methods to study 

real-life cases with a focus on identifying influential environmental factors.  Then the focus shifts to 

searching for theories or proposing new theories to explain the potential relationships between the 

identified environmental factors and desired behavioral outcomes.  Finally, the theory and 

hypotheses can be tested in experimental studies with a large sample size and appropriate 

experimental design.   

This approach embodies a process of developing research questions through real-life 

investigation, searching and proposing new theories, and finally testing hypotheses in behavioral 

experiments.  I argue that this approach contributes to bridging the gap between EAB research and 

the studies of emerging design concepts.  It can help EAB researchers to timely react to the changes 
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in the design industry, identify research question which keeps pace with the design practice and 

generate more application values for professional practices.  
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CHAPTER IV 

GENERAL DISCUSSIONS AND OVERALL CONCLUSIONS  

 

4.1 Dissertation Overview 

This dissertation aims to offer an insightful understanding of the coworking member’s social 

connectivity, the coworking space, and the relationships between the two.  The primary goal of this 

dissertation is to explore whether social connectivity commonly exists among coworking members 

and whether environmental factors are related to the member’s social network formation.  Three 

major research questions are addressed.  How are coworking members socially connected?  Do 

certain environmental factors affect the members’ social interactions and network formation?  

Whether and how flexibility in coworking affects the members’ attitudes toward social interaction 

and social connectivity. 

Study#1 is an exploratory study that investigates coworking members’ social connectivity 

and aims to identify which environmental factors affect the members’ social network formation. 

Interviews of 12 coworking managers who run coworking spaces in New York City were 

complemented with qualitative material with 160 hours of participant observation in 20 coworking 

spaces and a survey of 42 coworking members from 7 coworking spaces.  The result suggests that, in 

general, social connectivity between coworking members was low.  Coworking membership plans 

and space access time was found to be related to the members’ social connectivity.  Three 

explanations were proposed to explain why social connectivity was low between the coworking 

members: lack of opportunity, lack of motivation, and no interaction as a behavioral norm in the 

open-plan environment. 
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Based on Study#1’s findings, I propose that there are two dimensions of flexibility embodied 

in the concept of coworking membership: space and time.  Flexibility in space refers to the 

difference between hot-desking settings and private office settings, which can be characterized in 

two ways: 1) space openness and 2) space arrangement.  Flexibility in time refers to how occupants 

access workspace, and it can be described in (1) time length and (2) time-frequency.  A follow-up 

question was raised:  whether the increased spatial-temporal flexibility places a negative impact on 

an individual member’s social network formation?  I am curious about whether there is a conflicting 

relationship between the concept of “flexibility” and “community,” which co-exist in the practice of 

coworking.   

To investigate this question, Study#2 was designed to explore the nature of flexibility in 

coworking membership and its relationship with the occupants’ attitude toward social interaction.  I 

hypothesized that compared to private office settings, the space flexibility embodied in the hot-

desking settings may activate a situational norm that makes participants consider interaction is 

disturbing and inappropriate in the hot-desking setting.  I also hypothesized that there is a 

relationship between access time-frequency and an individual’s perceived benefits for social 

interaction with other members.  An individual will feel less beneficial for interacting with members 

who occasionally use the space than members who access the space constantly.  A 2x2 experiment 

study was conducted to collect data for hypothesis testing.  Supportive results were found by 

analyzing the data collected from a sample of 315 participants from the Amazon MTurk platform.  

 

4.2 Major Findings of Study Chapters 

Study#1 

During the onsite observation, low social interaction among the coworking members was 

observed both in large and small coworking spaces, as well as spaces with a few or abundant 
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amenities.  The results of the survey study suggest that there was limited social connectivity between 

members in the coworking spaces. The majority of the survey participants, 29 out of 42, reported 

that they do not know any persons in the coworking space.  Space size and the number of amenities 

were not significantly related to the member’s social connectivity.  Survey data analysis results also 

suggest that there was potentially a significant difference between members in different membership 

plans and space access time regarding having contacts or not.  However, this result is affected by the 

small sample size.  

Interviews with the space managers suggest that a large number of coworking spaces were 

not passionate about holding social events before the pandemic.  Some space managers indicate that 

there was no need to promote interaction between the members as the social atmosphere is intended 

to be ‘professional’, which means allowing the members to better concentrate on an individual's 

work and cooperate on potential conflicts during sharing the use of facilities.  Although some other 

space managers indicate that community building was important for them, they also suggested that 

they were not doing great in organizing social events and promoting interactions as expected.  There 

were challenges for events organizations because of the diversity in the member’s backgrounds and 

interests.  Coming to the events was not the primary or essential task for the members.  This finding 

is significantly different from previous studies which argued that “coworking is about community.”   

The result of the low social connectivity between coworking members might be explained by 

three major reasons:  lack of opportunity, lack of motivation, and no interaction as a behavioral norm 

in the open-plan environment.  These findings lead me to explore whether an individual’s attitudes 

towards social interaction might be different when exposed to various coworking memberships’ 

work environments and what is the nature of flexibility embodied in the concept of coworking.  
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Study#2 

The hypothesis testing results suggest that compared to private office settings, participants in 

hot-desking settings are more likely to agree on situational norms towards no interaction.  For self-

employed workers, there is a main effect of time-frequency on perceived benefits, such that 

participants in every workday group reported significantly higher perceived benefits for interaction 

than participants in the once everyday group.  Both the situational norms and perceived benefits are 

significantly correlated to the participants’ willingness to interact.   

According to the participants’ previous coworking experience, individuals who access the 

coworking space with higher time-frequency or stayed longer in the membership are more likely to 

report that they have made new friends in the space.  On average, the participants who have made 

new friends reported higher perceived social support and higher satisfaction regarding their 

coworking experience.  

Results in this study suggest that increased flexibility in coworking space and access time-

frequency might cast a counterproductive effect on the members’ social network formation.  The 

main effect of space flexibility (hot-desking vs. private office) on situational norms, and the main 

effect of time flexibility (once every week vs. every workday) on perceived benefits help to explain 

the result observed in Study#1 that social interactions among hot-desking members are low.  The 

main effect of time flexibility (time length, time-frequency) on social connectivity also supports the 

findings in Study#1 that members who spent more time in the space are more likely to have made 

contacts.  These two results suggest that the increased flexibility in space and the way members use 

the space may negatively affect the members’ social network formation through influencing the 

individual’s situational norms in the work settings, decreasing perceived benefits for interaction, and 

diminish the opportunities for social encounters.   
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4.3  Collective Strengths 

Social connectivity and network are important factors that explain how a person 

communicates and gathers information, accumulates social capital, and eventually relates to the 

person’s social well-being.  The existing coworking literature assumes that there are self-formed 

coworking communities and social connectivity among the members.  However, few studies have 

empirically investigated the members’ social connectivity.  This dissertation makes several 

noteworthy contributions to the study of coworking space and EAB literature.  

Study#1 empirically explored social interaction levels and social connectivity among 

coworking members in real-life cases.  It serves as a base for future studies to look into the human 

social behavior and group dynamics in a coworking environment.  Despite its exploratory nature, 

Study#1 found that there might be a difference between different coworking membership plans and 

identified an opportunity to explore the nature of flexibility embodied in coworking memberships 

and how it might affect the members’ social behavior.  This study exemplifies the approach of 

identifying environmental factors that might impact human social behavior with mixed methods.   

Study#2 extends our knowledge of flexibility embodied in the coworking membership and 

takes both spatial and temporal flexibility into account to further explore the relationships between 

the work environment and human social interactions.  It adds to a growing body of literature on the 

relationships between space, time, and social networks.  This is also one of the earliest environment 

and behavior studies that use Amazon MTurk to explore the difference between participants’ 

attitudes after viewing pictures about different environment settings.  The validity of this research 

was strengthened by verifying the experimental repeatability and a robust sample size. 

The results of the two studies shed light on the social connectivity between coworking 

members and the relationships between social interaction and the physical work environment.  It 
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responds to the issue of lacking social capital for contract professionals (Barley & Kunda, 2011) by 

exploring whether and how environmental factors affect the social network formation between 

coworking members.  The discussion about flexibility and community also contributes to 

understanding increasing flexible workplace strategies and space design both before and after the 

Covid-19 pandemic.  

Few EAB studies in the past have looked into social networks and take social connectivity as 

an outcome variable.  The roles of environmental factors in shaping an individual’s social 

connectivity are largely unclear.  This dissertation exemplifies an approach to take social 

connectivity, or network size as an outcome variable to study how the environment might affect an 

individual’s social connections in the work settings.   

Methodologically, the two studies together exemplify a new EBA research approach to study 

emerging design concepts.  This approach embodies a process of identifying research questions 

through investigating real-life cases, searching and proposing new theories, and finally testing 

theories in behavioral experiments.  I argue that this approach contributes to bridging the gap 

between EAB studies and design research. 

 

4.4 Collective Weakness 

Data collection in Study#1 was intervened by the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic in 

February 2020.  Because of the small sample size, the relationship between spatial factors and the 

members’ social connectivity at the space level could not be tested. Although the survey result 

reveals limited social connectivity among hot-desking members in coworking spaces, it cannot be 

generalized to all coworking spaces because of the small sample size.  As there are a great number of 

coworking spaces developed by various companies and are of great variety, research in a small 
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number of cases has a greater chance of being biased by the small sample size.  Future coworking 

studies at a larger scale might have the resource to collect enough data to better understand the 

variety of coworking spaces in spatial characteristics.  

Study#2 has only examined participants’ different reactions between hot-desking and private 

office settings.  Regarding flexibility in space, space openness and space assignment are not 

differentiated in experiment design.  A more comprehensive experimental design in future research 

can help to explore the effect of the factors and potential interactions between the two. 

 

4.5 Personal Reflections 

4.5.1 Flexibility and the Future of Coworking 

With the rise and fall of WeWork, analysts show different attitudes towards the future of 

coworking.  A group of analysts are highly optimistic about coworking’s future and project an 

immediate recovery after the pandemic.  According to Global Coworking Growth Study (2020), the 

number of coworking spaces worldwide reached 20,000 in 2020 and is expected to reach 40,000 by 

2024.  The report projects that the growth of coworking is to recover from the pandemic and develop 

even more rapidly from 2021 onwards with a 21.3% yearly growth rate.  

Meanwhile, another group of analysts thinks the future of coworking is doomed because of 

the pandemic’s impact.  The Covid-19 pandemic has dramatically changed the demand for office 

space.  As the coworking business model is based on packing in a high density of members into 

shared space, there will be serious concern about working together physically.  Besides, flexibility 

creates a huge risk for the landlords and coworking space operators because short-term leases might 

largely affect the revenue and cash flow when the commercial real estate market fluctuates.   
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However, the world’s frenzy of coworking has not been stopped yet.  As the Chinese 

coworking company Ucommune successfully went public at Nasdaq on November 25th, 2020, the 

belief that the “workplace is going to be more flexible” continues to empower certain investor’s 

optimistic judgment about the coworking industry’s future.  I argue that the need for coworking still 

exists in the workplace, but it is mostly not driven by the desire for social connectivity in physical 

space but by the increased need for flexibility and decreasing commitment to space.  

The practice of coworking symbolizes a trend of decoupling relationships between workers, 

organizations, and the work environment.  For information workers in the past, coming to a 

workplace to work is part of the working experience in an organization.  What the concept of 

coworking reflects is the decreasing importance of workspace for their work tasks.  For 

organizations, the identity of the organization is presented in the way the workplace is designed and 

constructed.  The work environment, which used to be considered a salient symbol of the corporate 

image, is now less important as the need for short-term leases and increasing ease for organizations 

to relocate.  The coworking space is less associated with specific organizations but more like a 

temporary staying location.  The organizations which adopt coworking as the major corporate real 

estate strategy, in this sense, also suggest less stability in their relationship with the building and its 

geographical location.  “Flexibility” in space means only temporary use is needed and space is losing 

its importance in business operation.  The trend of flexibility and the decoupling relationships 

between workers and workspaces is questioning the architects who believe that workspace matters 

for work.   

 

4.5.2 The Concept of Community for Real Estate Marketing 

Although the concept that “people thrive in coworking spaces (Spreitzer et al., 2015)” is 

appealing to entrepreneurs and people who seek business opportunities, this dissertation suggests 
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that the idea of naturally building up a community through coworking is idealistic and overlook the 

necessities for social network formation.  However, the concept of “community” commonly exists in 

other real estate advertisements, especially in residential projects.  What is the relationship between 

community and space?  Why do we desire it and associated it with the way we build the 

environment?  How should we understand this fantasy of “community”?  In general, these questions 

are not only for coworking but also for all architecture typologies which value social solidarity 

among the occupants. 

Study results in this dissertation reveal that flexibility and community might be dichotomy 

directions for a workplace.  Although most coworking developers use ‘community’ as a theme in 

advertisements, the need for flexibility might also be an obstacle for fulfilling the individual’s desire 

for networks and group identity.  According to Giddens (1990, p.109), the local community in 

modern society is “no longer a saturated environment of familiar, taken-for-granted meanings, but in 

some large part a locally-situated expression of distanced relations.”  Creating more “third” places 

(Yang et al., 2019) may not necessarily solve this challenge, but a lot of office leasing businesses are 

still likely to use the “community” concept to brand themselves.  

What researchers have uncovered, particularly in affluent city and suburban areas, is that 

people frame for themselves a belief in emotional cohesion and shared values that have little to do 

with their actual social experiences together (Sennett, 1970).  According to Sennett (1970), the 

images of communal solidarity are forged so that men can avoid dealing with each other.  Finding 

the differences between oneself and the world outside oneself seems to be much more difficult to 

bear than finding the points of similarity.  The illusion of “us”, the unrealistic image of “similar 

people around” is created to balance the fear of encountering “otherness.”  In this case, the concept 

of coworking “community” is a theme that companies use in marketing, and the intention could be 



 

158 

understood as allowing the potential customers to feel safe about the space and feel comfortable 

about staying with strangers. 

  

4.5.3 EAB Study as a Way to Reveal Flaws in Spatial Determinism Concepts 

Can design change society?  Architecture design’s efficacy is constantly referred to as 

achieving the desired outcome in the building occupants and even the society as a whole.  It is easy 

to understand that spatial determinism ideas are appealing to academics and professionals who are 

associated with the study and business of space and building construction.  However, such efficacy 

caused by design is seldom examined in empirical cases.  The same building environment can 

impact some people in various ways, and it may not affect others. 

Architecture and interior design concepts are constantly coated with spatial determinism 

ideas, such as “coworking” in this dissertation as if the environment is going to guarantee the desired 

social network connections.  Spatial determinists believe that by redesigning space, they could 

change society and how human behaves.  I argue that although it is obvious that social life is 

“emplaced” in space (Gieryn, 2000, p.466), it is also dangerous to overemphasize space’s power in 

affecting human behavior.  

In general, the discipline of Environment and Behavior explores the relationship between 

human behavior and the environment.  I propose that the focus of this discipline could be expanded 

beyond exploring how environmental factors impact the psychological and social aspects of human 

behavior.  EAB studies could also serve as a tool to challenge spatial determinism design concepts 

which commonly exist in the fields of architecture and interior design.   

Searching for the causes of spatial effects helps to identify the responsible agents and forces 

in design.  EAB studies should look more into the question raised by Gans (2002, p.330) regarding 
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space and behavior: “do both natural and social space have casual power, creating social effects, and 

if so when, how, and why?”  Studies related to this question can help to detect the flaws in design 

concepts that are based on spatial determinism ideas and explain why such purported effects might 

have challenges to be achieved in reality.  It can contribute to the critical understanding of the trendy 

design concepts and eventually benefits the design discipline both for education and professional 

practice.  It might work as a way to bridge the gap between EAB studies and design research. 

I also acknowledge that although probing the relationship between a trendy design concept 

and its impact on the users’ experience has a timely contribution to design practice, there are also 

several challenges.  Studies in this direction require the researcher to have a comprehensive 

understanding of the design concept’s nature, its practical result in real-life cases, the knowledge and 

skills to first identify the spatial factor that might have potential impacts, and then reveal the 

relationship between design and the users’ experience.   

The two studies in this dissertation show promising directions related to several disciplines 

and contribute to the application in design practice.  This dissertation suggests an approach to 

develop research questions through investigations in real-life cases, searching and proposing new 

theories, and finally testing hypotheses in a typical EAB study.  This three-step approach can be 

useful for design researchers to identify unrealistic spatial-determinism design concepts and explains 

why certain human behavioral outcomes can be hardly achieved just by putting efforts into the 

environment.   
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A - Interview Questions for Study#1 

Interview questions for coworking community manager (30 mins)   

1. When did you start to work here as a space/community manager? 

2. When this coworking space started to operate? 

3. Could you describe your work task and schedule? 

4. Plans 

What are the membership plans you have in this coworking space? 

What’s the maximum capacity for the different plans? 

How many members are currently using this space according to different plans?  

 Hotdesk Dedicated desk Private office Virtual 

Maximum capacity     

Current enrollment     

Total (Group size)     

 

 

5. Space size 

What is the total square footage of this coworking space? Floor plan? 

Total sq. ft.  Each floor  

 

 

6. Community member diversity 

Do you collect the demographic information about the members? 

 % Percent Number 

Single user vs. Company   

Freelancers vs. Entrepreneurs vs. 

Remote worker 

  

Occupation composition   

Gender composition   

Age composition   

Racial composition   

 

 

7. In general, could you describe the social atmosphere in this coworking community? 
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8. Social events 

- What are the social events that the coworking space is responsible to hold in this 

coworking spaces? 

- What are the social events that the members organize in this coworking space? 

- Are these events opened to the public/the other coworking members? 

9. Groups 

- Are there any volunteer groups that the members form, such as study groups, 

affinity groups, etc.?  

- Who always work with whom? 

- Do they hold special events? Are these events opened to the public/the other 

coworking members? 

10. Amenity use 

- Please describe the physical amenities you have in this coworking space. 

- Which amenity is the most used/occupied in this coworking space?  

- For what kind of activities? 

- Which amenity is the least used/occupied in this coworking space?  

- For what kind of activities? 
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Appendix B - Coworking Space Survey (CSS) for Study#1 

(Filled by researcher, no human participants) 
Updated on Sept. 19th, 2019   

Date:  

Time:  

 

1. Coworking space general information: 

Company Name:   

Location:  

Floor:  

Space Size:  

Total amenities area:  

Capacity (headcounts):  

Open time:  

 

2. Membership plans & price: 

Name of Plan Yes/No Number Price Marks 

Hot-desk: ☐    

Dedicated desk: ☐    

Private office desk: ☐    

Others: 

 

    

 

Amenity classification*: 

 Yes/No Number Space (sqf.) Marks 

Common area (Lounge) ☐    

Game lounge ☐    

Game room ☐    

Kitchen ☐    

Drinks ☐    

Small conference room ☐    

Large conference room ☐    

Reception, onsite staff ☐    

Booth ☐    

Printing Nook ☐    

Market (vending machine) ☐    

Gym ☐    

Screening room (movie) ☐    

Bike storage ☐    

Balcony ☐    

Others (not available in the 

list): 
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3. Professional groups and network events*: 

 Yes/No Number Space (sqf.) Marks 

Happy hour (community 

networking) 
☐    

Guest talk (Marketing; 

Lunch and learn) 
☐    

Study  ☐    

Food & Drink ☐    

Wellness (Health) ☐    

Outside networking events ☐    

Others (not available in the 

list): 

    

 

 

Space Design Description 

General characteristics 

 

 

 

 

Specific features (existing 

structure) 

 

Important interior 

decorative elements 

 

Style  

Ceiling  

Wall  

Floor  

Furniture  

Condition and deterioration  

Technology (IT) 
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Appendix C - Measurement Scales for Study#1 (Administered as Qualtrics Survey) 

Consent form and survey questions 

Principal investigator: Yaoyi Zhou, yz774@cornell.edu, DEA, Human Ecology 

Faculty supervisor: Ying Hua, yh294@cornell.edu, DEA, Human Ecology 

 

What we will ask you to do  

The purpose of this research is to study the relationship between co-working space and member’s social 

network development. We will ask you to finish a 5-10 minutes online survey through Cornell survey tool 

Qualtrics. This anonymous survey will ask about your demographic information, experience in the co-

working space and relationships with the other coworkers.  

 

Compensation for participation  

We will provide a $10 Amazon gift card or cash as gratuity upon completion of a valid full survey.  

 

Privacy and Confidentiality  

We use anonymous online questionnaire and there will be no name identification information in the 

publications or presentations. We do not anticipate any risks from participating in this research.  

 

Taking part is voluntary  

Your participation is voluntary. You may refuse to participate before the study begins, or discontinue at any 

time, with no effect on your academic standing, record, or relationship with Cornell University. Completing 

all questions is required for compensation. 

 

If you have questions  

Please ask any questions you have now. If you have questions later, you may contact Yaoyi Zhou at 

yz774@cornell.edu or at (917) 544-2853. If you have any questions or concerns regarding your rights as a 

subject in this study, you may contact the Institutional Review Board (IRB) for Human Participants at 607-

255-6182 or access their website at http://www.irb.cornell.edu.  

 

Please click on the “I approve” button to proceed. 

 

  

mailto:yz774@cornell.edu
mailto:yh294@cornell.edu
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Please enter your email address here, so that we can send you the $10 Amazon Gift Card through email after 

you complete the survey. 

___________________________ 

 

We will ask about your demographic information in the following questions. 

1. What is your age? 

Less than 20 

20-29 

30-39 

40-49 

50-59 

Greater than 60 

 

2. To which gender identity do you most identify? 

Female 

Male 

Other (please specify) 

 

3. Are you now married, widowed, divorced, separated, or never married?  

Married  

Widowed  

Divorced  

Separated  

Never married 

 

4. To which ethnic group(s) do you most identify with? (Mark more than one if applicable) (Note: categories 

are defined by the federal government). 

American Indian or Alaska Native 

Asian  

Black or African American 

Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 

White 

Hispanic 

Other (please specify) 

 

5. Please indicate the highest level of education completed.  

Grammar School  

High School or equivalent  

Vocational/Technical School (2 year)  

Some College  

College Graduate (4 year)  

Master's Degree (MS)  

Doctoral Degree (PhD)  

Professional Degree (MD, JD, etc.)  

Other (please specify) 

 

6. What is your current employment status? 

Self-employed 

Employed 

Not employed 

Retired 
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Other (Please specify) 

 

7. Which of the following best describes your current occupation?  

Architecture and Engineering Occupations  

Arts, Design, Entertainment, Sports, and Media Occupations  

Business and Financial Operations Occupations  

Community and Social Service Occupations  

Computer and Mathematical Occupations  

Construction and Extraction Occupations  

Education, Training, and Library Occupations  

Food Preparation and Serving Related Occupations  

Healthcare Support Occupations  

Healthcare Practitioners and Technical Occupations  

Installation, Maintenance, and Repair Occupations  

Legal Occupations  

Life, Physical, and Social Science Occupations  

Management Occupations  

Office and Administrative Support Occupations  

Personal Care and Service Occupations  

Production Occupations  

Protective Service Occupations  

Sales and Related Occupations  

Transportation and Materials Moving Occupations  

Other (please specify) 

 

8. Which of the following best describes your current career? 

Entrepreneur 

Contract professional 

Freelancer 

Remote worker 

Employee of a company / organization 

Other (Please specify) 

 

9. Including yourself, how many people in your company/organization are currently working in this co-

working space? 

0->20 

 

10. How many people do you know in this co-working space?   

Note: Please take a moment to think about it, your response in this question is very important for this study. 

0->20 

 

 

Of these (answer from last question) people you know in this co-working space, please indicate the numbers 

according to the following questions. 

 

11. How many of them are the same gender as you? 

0->20 

 

12. How many of them are the same race/ethnicity as you? 

0->20 
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13. How many of them work in the same industry as you? 

0->20 

 

14. How many of them would you say you feel very close to, that is close enough to discuss personal or 

important problems with? 

0->20 

 

15. How many of them have you collaborated with in work? 

0->20 

 

16. How many of them have mentioned job possibilities, opportunities, or openings to you in casual 

conversations, during the past year? 

0->20 

 

We will ask about your experience in this co-working space. 

 

17. How long have you been working in this co-working space? 

More than 1 year 

6-12 months 

3-6 months 

1-3 months 

1-4 weeks 

Less than a week 

 

18. Please indicate which membership plan you are now enrolled in this co-working space.  

Hotdesk 

Dedicated desk 

Private office  

Croissant or Deskpass 

Other (please specify) 

 

19. Please indicate how frequently do you come to the coworking space? (not including weekends and 

holidays) 

Every work day 

A few times a week (Less than 4 times) 

Once a week 

A few times a month (Less than 4 times) 

Once a month 

Less than once a month 

 

20. Please indicate why you choose to work in this co-working space. (Check all that apply) 

A close distance to my home 

Location & neighborhood 

Good transportation nearby 

A social & enjoyable atmosphere 

Interaction with others 

Events 

Nice amenities 

Nice personal workspace 

People I know work here 

Good membership price 
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None of the above 

 

21. Please indicate what kind(s) of activities do you do in this coworking space? (Mark more than one if 

applicable) 

Work by yourself  

Attending events 

Collaborative work (face-to-face) 

Casual conversation with others (face-to-face) 

Phone calls or conference calls 

Having lunch 

Use the printer or other office equipment 

Other activities (please specify) 

 

22. How do you communicate with the people you know in this co-working space. (Check all that apply) 

Face-to-face communication 

Email or text message 

Phone call or video call 

Social network platform 

Other (please specify) 

 

23. Did you meet new people while participating in the following events in this coworking space? 

Community events organized by the co-working space (e.g. Happy hour, Holiday party)  

Events involves third-parties from the outside (e.g. Guest talk, Fitness class, Study events) 

Others (please specify): ___________________________ 

 

24. Where do you mostly interact with the people you know in this space? (Check all that apply)

 Work desk or workstation   

Conference room 

Common area (Lounge) 

Kitchen 

Cafe 

Reception (Onsite staff area) 

Printing area 

Others (please specify): _________________________ 

 

25. Perceived social support from friends (5-point likert: Disagree - Agree) 

Someone in this coworking space really tries to help me.     

I can count on someone in this coworking space when things go wrong. 

I can share my joys and sorrows with someone in this coworking space. 

I can talk about my problems with someone in this coworking space. 

 

26. Please indicate how you feel about the following statement. (5-point likert: Disagree - Agree) 

Overall, I am satisfied with my experience in this co-working space.  

 

 

End of Survey:  

Thank you! We appreciate your participation in this study! 
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Appendix D - Measurement Scales for Study#2 (Administered as Qualtrics Survey) 

Consent form and survey questions 

Principal investigator: Yaoyi Zhou, yz774@cornell.edu, DEA, Human Ecology 

Faculty supervisor: Ying Hua, yh294@cornell.edu, DEA, Human Ecology 

Date: March 4th, 2021 

 

We are asking you to participate in a research study titled “Coworking Spaces after the Pandemic”. This study 

is led by Yaoyi Zhou, a PhD candidate in the Department of Design and Environmental Analysis (DEA) at 

Cornell University. The faculty advisor for this study is Dr. Ying Hua, from DEA, Cornell University.  

 

What we will ask you to do  

The purpose of this research is to study the relationship between coworking space design. We will ask you to 

finish a 5-8 minutes online survey through Cornell survey tool Qualtrics. This anonymous survey will ask 

about your demographic information, experience and attitudes related to the space. Compensation for 

participation We will provide a $1.5 as gratuity upon completion of a valid full survey.  

 

Privacy and Confidentiality  

We use anonymous online questionnaire and there will be no name identification information in the 

publications or presentations. We do not anticipate any risks from participating in this research. Your 

participation is voluntary. You may refuse to participate before the study begins, or discontinue at any time, 

with no effect on your academic standing, record, or relationship with Cornell University. Completing all 

questions is required for compensation.  

 

If you have questions Please ask any questions you have now. If you have questions later, you may contact 

Yaoyi Zhou at yz774@cornell.edu or at (917) 544-2853. If you have any questions or concerns regarding 

your rights as a subject in this study, you may contact the Institutional Review Board (IRB) for Human 

Participants at 607-255-6182 or access their website at http://www.irb.cornell.edu.  

 

Please click on the “I approve” button to proceed. 

 

 

  

mailto:yz774@cornell.edu
mailto:yh294@cornell.edu
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Condition#1:  

 

 
Imagine you are a hot-desk member in this coworking space (shown in the above picture). The desks 

here are first-come, first-serve. You have worked in this coworking space occasionally for 3 months 

and came here once every week. The other coworking members here are in the same plan as you and 

only work here occasionally. 

 

Note: “Hot-desk” means the desk is not assigned to a specific person.  

 

 

Condition#2:  

 

 
Imagine you are a hot-desk member in this coworking space (shown in the above picture). The desks 

here are first-come, first-serve. You have worked in this coworking space for 3 months and came here 

every workday. The other coworking members here are in the same plan as you and work here every 

workday.  

 

Note: “Hot-desk” means the desk is not assigned to a specific person. Desks in this membership plan 

are first-come, first serve. 
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Condition#3:  

 

 
 

Imagine you are a private office member in this coworking space (shown in the above picture). You 

have a personal office. You have worked in this coworking space occasionally for 3 months and came 

here once every week. The other coworking members here are in the same plan as you and only work 

here occasionally.  

 

 

Condition#4:  

 

 
 

Imagine you are a private office member in this coworking space (shown in the above picture). You 

have a personal office. You have worked in this coworking space for 3 months and came here every 

workday. The other coworking members here are in the same plan as you and work here every 

workday. 
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Survey questions 

Willingness to interact  

Imagine a coworking member in this space approach to you. (7 point likert scale: Strongly Agree -> Strongly 

Disagree) 

Would you be willing to spend half a day with this person? 

Could you imagine learning more about his person? 

If this person sought contact with you, would you respond? 

How much would you be interested in a dialogue with this person? 

 

Please briefly explain why you are willing or unwilling to interact with this coworking member 

________________________________ 

 

Situational Norm (7 point likert scale: Strongly Agree -> Strongly Disagree) 

Subjective norm:  I should NOT speak to others in this coworking space. 

Descriptive norm: The majority of other people should NOT speak to others in this coworking space.  

 

Personal Goals (7 point likert scale: Strongly Agree -> Strongly Disagree) 

Focusing on my own work is my primary task during the time I work here. 

Interacting with the other coworking members here is my primary goal. 

 

Perceived Social Benefits: (7 point likert scale: Strongly Agree -> Strongly Disagree) 

I personally will receive social benefits (for example, entertainment, meeting interesting people, and 

satisfaction) from interacting with the members in this coworking space.   

I will benefit from knowing people who work in this coworking space. 

 

Short Form Social Interaction Anxiety Scale: (7 point likert scale: Strongly Agree -> Strongly Disagree)  

I have difficulty making eye contact with others 

I find it difficult mixing comfortably with people I work with. 

I tense up if I meet an acquaintance on the street. 

I feel tense if I am alone with just one person. 

I have difficulty talking with other people. 

I find it difficult to disagree with another’s point of view. 

 

We will ask about your demographic information in the following questions.  

 

Age  

What is your age?  

Less than 20  

20-29  

30-39  

40-49  

50-59  

60 and above 

 

Gender  

To which gender identity do you most identify? 
Female  

Male  

Other (please specify) 
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Marital Status  

Are you now married, widowed, divorced, separated, or never married?  

Married  

Widowed  

Divorced  

Separated  

Never married 

 

Ethnicity  

To which ethnic group(s) do you most identify with? (Mark more than one if applicable) (Note: categories are 

defined by the federal government).  

American Indian or Alaska Native  

Asian  

Black or African American  

Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander  

White  

Hispanic 

Other (please specify) 

 

Education  

Please indicate the highest level of education completed.  

Grammar School  

High School or equivalent  

Vocational/Technical School (2 year)  

Some College  

College Graduate (4 year)  

Master's Degree (MS)  

Doctoral Degree (PhD)  

Professional Degree (MD, JD, etc.)  

Other (please specify) 

 

Employment status  

What is your current employment status? 

Self-employed  

Employed  

Not employed  

Retired  

Other (Please specify) 

 

Occupation  

Which of the following best describes your current occupation?  

Architecture and Engineering Occupations  

Arts, Design, Entertainment, Sports, and Media Occupations  

Business and Financial Operations Occupations  

Community and Social Service Occupations  

Computer and Mathematical Occupations  

Construction and Extraction Occupations  

Education, Training, and Library Occupations 

Food Preparation and Serving Related Occupations  

Healthcare Support Occupations  
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Healthcare Practitioners and Technical Occupations  

Installation, Maintenance, and Repair Occupations  

Legal Occupations  

Life, Physical, and Social Science Occupations  

Management Occupations  

Office and Administrative Support Occupations  

Personal Care and Service Occupations  

Production Occupations  

Protective Service Occupations  

Sales and Related Occupations  

Transportation and Materials Moving Occupations  

Other (please specify) 

 

Career  

Which of the following best describes your current career?  

Entrepreneur  

Contract professional  

Freelancer  

Remote worker  

Employee of a company / organization 

Other (please specify) 

 

Previous experience 

Have you worked in any coworking spaces before? 

Yes 

No 

Other (please specify) 

 

If the participant answers yes, he/she will be asked about previous coworking experience. 

 

How long have you worked in coworking space? 

More than 1 year 

6-12 months 

3-6 months 

1-3 months 

1-4 weeks 

less than a week 

 

Membership plan 

Please indicate which is the primary membership plan you enrolled in coworking space.  

Hotdesk 

Dedicated desk 

Private office 

Third party platforms such as Croissant and Deskpass 

Other (please specify) 

 

Frequency 

Please indicate how frequently do you come to the coworking space? (not including weekends and holidays)  

Every work day  

A few times a week (Less than 4 times)  

Once a week  
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A few times a month (Less than 4 times)  

Once a month  

Less than once a month 

 

Please indicate what factor would you consider as the most important when you choose a coworking space. 

(Check all that apply)  

A close distance to my home 

Location & neighborhood  

Good transportation nearby  

A social & enjoyable atmosphere  

Interaction with others  

Events  

Nice amenities  

Nice personal workspace  

People I know work here  

Good membership price  

None of the above 

 

Activity  

Please indicate what kind(s) of activities do you do in this coworking space? (Mark more than one if 

applicable)  

Work by yourself  

Attending events  

Collaborative work (face-to-face)  

Casual conversation with others (face-to-face)  

Phone calls or conference calls  

Having lunch 

Use the printer or other office equipment  

Other activities (please specify) 

 

Have you ever made any new friends at the coworking spaces? 

Yes 

No 

 

Behavior (Previous experience) (7 point likert scale: Never -> Always) 

In your past experience, to what extent do you speak to other members when you visit coworking space? 
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