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Introduction

Coworking spaces are gaining strength worldwide as a 
collaborative phenomenon in a network economy in 
which competitiveness is based on knowledge and con-
tinuous innovation. The emergence and rapid expan-
sion of those spaces (Ross & Ressia, 2015) stem from 
interconnected factors, such as technological changes, 
new generation lifestyles, the increased complexity of 
globalized business, and the increasing isolation of 
people. Together, these factors sharply restrict oppor-
tunities for collaboration and networking, and they re-
duce the ability to build trust and relationships with 
others, leading to the emergence of values related to a 
shared economy culture (Spinuzzi, 2012). 

Coworking spaces have multiple popular definitions, 
and they could be viewed basically as shared offices 
that offer mostly operational efficiency (Stumpf, 2013). 
In that sense, coworking as an activity is a promise of 

sharing, where a space means a physical structure able 
to promote personal benefits among its participants 
(Moriset, 2013). But it may also present the opportunity 
to build an innovation ecosystem of mutual benefits 
(Spinuzzi, 2012). Thus, in a broader sense, coworking 
spaces offer the promise of a collaboration capability 
that generates benefits in terms of firm competitive-
ness. For the purposes of this study, a coworking space 
is not defined simply as a service or platform for those 
who want to share resources (Gandini, 2016), but as an 
organization that hosts and promotes a collaborative 
capability, defined as the ability to build and manage 
relationships, linked to a broader social complex phe-
nomenon (Blomqvist & Levy, 2006). 

The theoretical study of capabilities is in an early phase 
– there is no consensus on their key concepts or how 
they should be operationalized (Blomqvist & Levy, 
2006), and the same applies to collaboration as a capab-
ility (Allred et al., 2011). Thus, this research might con-
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tribute to this effort through the identification of specif-
ic collaboration factors that characterize this capability 
in coworking spaces. Hence, this article aims to explore 
the development of collaborative capability in cowork-
ing spaces, as a conceptual framework that might help 
investors, coworking founders, and community man-
agers with their strategic decisions in order to achieve 
more sustainable firm competitiveness.  

This research is exploratory. It uses semi-structured in-
terviews with key stakeholders and is based on a multi-
dimensional intra-organizational collaboration model 
proposed by Quandt and Castilho (2017). The study rep-
resents an additional effort to understand collaborative 
capabilities in the context of firm competitiveness inter-
twined with other capabilities – innovative, absorptive, 
and adaptive – that support sustainable innovativeness.

The structure of the article is as follows. First, a literat-
ure review summarizes how coworking spaces relate to 
collaboration as a capability. Then, based on a previous 
study on the relationship of collaboration and innovat-
iveness at the intra-organizational level (Quandt & 
Castilho, 2017), a set of collaboration factors are presen-
ted as a reference point for the current study. Next, a 
content analysis of the interviews yields a broader set of 
proposed collaboration factors, which then is used to 
develop a concept formed by four collaboration dimen-
sions. A “Convenience Sharing” and “Community 
Building” model based on Capdevila (2014) suggests dif-
ferent conditions where collaborative capability devel-
ops from those four dimensions.  In the concluding 
remarks, the limitations of the results are discussed and 
further research topics are suggested. 

Coworking Spaces

Collaboration in coworking spaces may be subject to 
different interpretations. It may be seen either as a 
byproduct of the space, or as the very reason why such 
a place exists. However, a coworking space cannot be 
defined as just a place where diverse actors such as en-
trepreneurs, freelancers, and offsite workers interact. 
Different and often conflicting needs may yield a so-
cially complex context where a community is formed 
and can be transformed by this socialization (Van den 
Broek, 2013). 

Coworking refers to a specific way of organizing people 
around work that, by its own nature, facilitates collabor-
ation, characterized by the co-location of economic act-
ors, leading in some cases to the emergence of a 
highly-collaborative community (Capdevila, 2014). In 

that sense, a coworking space nurtures business ecosys-
tems, given the potential for knowledge sharing and 
learning practices in a particular space that results in 
opportunities for innovation in business, services, and 
products. 

Some view coworking as more than a convenient way 
of sharing resource – they see it as a way to escape the 
isolation of working alone and feel it provides a convivi-
al space to break the loneliness (Moriset, 2013). For oth-
ers, coworking is a “state of mind” (Kwiatkowski & 
Buczynski, 2011). Finally, others even view coworking 
spaces as  “serendipity accelerators” (Moriset, 2013). 

The reasons to join a coworking space are mainly to ac-
cess the space itself, the direct contact, the events, and 
the sense of the community or “home” that all of this 
provides (Stumpf, 2013). Ross and Ressia (2015) expand 
those reasons by considering four aspects that make a 
coworking space appealing:

1. Flexible, precarious working conditions associated 
with a broader macro-social economic reality. 

2. The attractiveness of flexible alternatives to either 
working from home or a corporate office.

3. Opportunity for social interaction that brings also the 
benefit of a better separation of working and home 
activities.

4. Opportunity to participate in collaborative projects 
and put related skills into practice. 

Coworking spaces are certainly places where a 
propensity for social interaction can be enhanced, as 
can a willingness to share resources. However, what ac-
tually differentiates a coworking space from other 
spaces for work and learning is its complex social 
concept (Waters-Lynch & Potts, 2017), which can be de-
scribed in terms of motivation to work together in a 
“good neighbours” and “good partners” proposition 
(Spinuzzi, 2012). Good neighbours work alone, focusing 
on their own tasks, politely alongside others; good part-
ners actively foster the trust required that can lead to 
formal work collaborations. 

The good neighbours and good partners proposition 
suggests there are different levels of collaboration in 
coworking spaces. Capdevila (2014) proposes a collab-
oration typology for coworking spaces that considers 
cost, resources, and relational approaches. The cost-
driven level is about the rental of specific physical 
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spaces, where building a community is non-existent 
and sharing knowledge is a secondary goal. The re-
source level is about a common physical space that at-
tracts people or organizations that look for a mix of 
personal convenience and socialization advantages. In 
the relational level, the focus is on the synergistic effect 
of collaboration from a community shaped by a diverse 
social network of people with both strong and weak ties 
that choose to share resources serendipitously while in 
close proximity with each other. It often starts with a 
community, not a space, and it may take some time to 
build. 

A relevant aspect of collaboration in coworking spaces 
is to understand the behavioural motivation behind the 
individuals’ desire to share their resources and net-
works with each other (Kenline, 2012). In this sense, a 
coworking space is the reflection of a community well-
being dependent on a common mental ground for 
emerging relationships (Stumpf, 2013). As a socially-
constructed phenomenon, collaboration in coworking 
spaces is a product of cultural and social practices, as 
well as an expression of a shared mental space of values 
and beliefs. 

A better comprehension of collaboration capabilities in 
the context of coworking spaces might boost, for in-
stance, a diverse social network with some specific so-
cialization advantages or through some community 
building strategies that sustain higher levels of motiva-
tion to work together. This highlights the importance of 
new sources of firm competitiveness through the identi-
fication of factors and dimensions related to collabora-
tion in coworking spaces.

Collaboration as a Capability 

Collaboration capabilities in the context of coworking 
spaces bring the opportunity to build and manage rela-
tionships based on mutual trust, communication, and 
commitment. Thus, such capabilities are linked to a 
broader social complex phenomenon and generate 
some specific socialization advantages for coworking 
founders, community managers, and coworkers of 
those spaces.

Collaboration is also a capability that allows organiza-
tions to adapt quickly to a changing economic environ-
ment and rely on “ingredients” of social interaction 
that have a strong impact on the innovative result. 
Among those ingredients are processes of shared cre-
ation based on shared understanding that none had 
previously possessed or could obtain on their own 

(Dalkir, 2011) and mutuality (Gray, 1989), which is 
highly dependent on formal commitment (Gray & 
Wood, 1989). 

In a study aimed to identify the different factors that in-
fluence collaboration in an intra-organizational context 
(Quandt & Castilho, 2017), collaboration as a capability 
was translated into intertwined factors that influence 
collaboration and affect the ability of an organization to 
innovate. The proposed ten collaboration factors rep-
resented a specific form of collaboration in which the 
presence of barriers to knowledge sharing and mutual 
aid are minimized. 

Collaboration capability could be described through 
the same intertwined factors as proposed by Quandt 
and Castilho (2017): as an integral component of other 
capabilities – adaptive, absorptive and innovative 
(Wang & Ahmed, 2004). In a coworking space, collabor-
ation capability might evolve from collective action that 
supports innovation and firm performance to a generic 
meta-capability in uncertain and complex environ-
ments, which impacts the innovative results of an or-
ganization through the exploitation of combined and 
complementary capabilities.

Methodology 

The proposed approach is exploratory; the aim is to 
propose a typology for coworking spaces that might 
help coworking founders and community managers 
make strategic decisions. It is based on the perceptions 
and experiences of collaboration among coworking 
founders, community managers, and coworkers of 
those spaces. It involved a combination of semi-struc-
tured interviews, secondary data related to the cowork-
ing spaces under study and their leaders, as well as 
direct observation and insights during the field re-
search. Semi-structured interviews were conducted 
during a research trip in six Asian countries between 
November 2015 and January 2016 (Table 1). The choice 
of places was determined by convenience and accessib-
ility, not due to any expectation that coworking spaces 
in Asia are typical or unique in some way, although this 
may be an area worthy of future research. Rather, it was 
assumed that coworking spaces mirror some common 
factor such as technological changes; new generation 
lifestyles; the increased complexity of globalized busi-
ness that impact any space wherever the country it is 
located. The interviews included 31 individuals (P1 – 
P31) who were mainly founders of coworking spaces, 
community managers, and coworkers of those spaces. 
The interview questions focused on four perspectives: 
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the meaning of collaboration, challenges of collabora-
tion, successful experiences with collaboration, and 
less successful experiences with collaboration. The se-
lection of coworking spaces followed the opportunity to 
be in contact with a broader, diverse sample of a 
coworking ecosystem in each country. The preliminary 
selection of websites was based on the combination of 
at least one of three criteria: i) the ones that had the 
most relevance in terms of size or economic impact; ii) 
the ones that pioneered the activity in their region; and 
iii) the ones that could represent a diverse social net-
work through a specific field or professional activity, 
such as a focus on creative industries.

All the interview data were transcribed and exported to 
Atlas TI software for the methodological procedures of 
content analysis, based on a method of collection, de-
scription and analysis (Figure 1) proposed by Friese 
(2010). This process involves:

1. Scanning the data, recognizing relevant points and 
giving them a badge or identity.

2. Digging into the data, associating, categorizing, and 
ranking  it  in  order  to  describe  it  with  the  utmost 
accuracy.

3. Reflecting on the data, creating new meanings, and 
leading to new ways of understanding a reality.

The initial set of factors influencing collaboration was 
reviewed and refined in light of the encoding process of 
the interviews, according to the phases contained in the 
descriptive level (Figure 1). 

Analysis and Discussion

The analysis is structured in four main phases: 

1. Code creation: utilizes a ten-code system proposed by 
Quandt and Castilho (2017) in the context of the rela-
tionship between collaboration and innovativeness 
in a case study of an innovative organization to sup-
port the codification of the preliminary interviews 
and eventually the creation of new codes. 

2. Code consolidation: provides a refined coding system 
for the remaining interviews through the consolida-
tion of a new set of codes along the set of ten original 
factors.

3. Code freezing: a more refined code system brings 
about a merger of the codes in four families. 

4. Conceptualization: a new system of collaboration 
factors is proposed. 

Phases 1 and 2: Code creation and consolidation 
(encoding the interviews) 
A ten-code system proposed by Quandt and Castilho 
(2017) (Table 2) supported the codification of the inter-
views.  As content analysis involves recognizing relev-
ant points that bring new meaning to the data, 
additional codes were created in order to better explain 
specific aspects of collaboration capability in cowork-
ing spaces.  This first phase was followed by a code-con-
solidation phase in which a new set of codes provided a 
refined coding system for the remaining interviews, 
forming an expanded code system  (Table 3) together 
with the codes proposed previously by Quandt and 
Castilho (2017). 

Phases 3 and 4: Code freezing and conceptualization
(a system of collaboration factors)
A third step and fourth phase aimed at the creation of 
new meanings through the formulation of a concept 
that merged the codes along four dimensions. The cre-
ation of a set of four different dimensions followed an 
interpretive inductive–deductive analysis supported by 
a progressive refinement of the theoretical model of the 
factors influencing collaboration at a more conceptual 
abstract approach (Friese, 2010). From a combination 

Table 1. Coworking spaces visited by country and 
number of interviews 
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of collaboration factors derived from the set proposed 
by Quandt and Castilho (2017), together with the new 
collaboration factors, four different code groups were 
created, considering the following statements (Table 4):

1. Factors that enable knowledge sharing: a continuous 
building of positive expectations (Reciprocity) of 
shared interests, complementary or homogeneous 
(Sharing), through informal interaction lines (Trans-
parency) among members who have access (Access) 
to information channels; favourable statement of 
confidence (Recommendation); and communication 
skills (Communication of Expertise). 

2. Factors that enhance a creation field: flexibility for 
shared creation (Opening) through continuous ad-
justments of expectations around different perspect-
ives (Flexibility) supported by a flow of emerging 
interactions (Being Collective) in a social gathering 
(Partying) where a collective energy (Co-Creation) in 

a trustful field (Trust at First) provides a giving and 
receiving (Belongingness) good will (Friendship) atti-
tude. 

3. Factors that enhance individual action for collective 
results: mutual aid (Selflessness) based on autonomy 
and preservation (Self-Sufficiency) supported by a 
fearless behaviour towards the others (Being an Indi-
vidual) and a process of free development as an indi-
vidual (Self-Determination) and conscious of their 
own character, including feelings and behaviours 
(Self-Awareness).

4. Factors that support collective action for an effective 
execution: a shared vision (Congruence) that brings a 
sense of legitimacy to manage tensions that are in-
herent to collaboration (Mobilization) supported by 
focus (Concentration) and determination (Purpose), 
and guided by an awareness of mutual reliance (In-
terdependence). 

Figure 1. Codification model (Adapted from Friese, 2010)



Technology Innovation Management Review December 2017 (Volume 7, Issue 12)

37timreview.ca

Table 2. Factors that influence collaboration and associated indicators
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Table 3. Additional factors that influence collaboration and associated quotations
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Table 4. Association between previous model (Quandt & Castilho, 2017) and new factors that influence collaboration 
around four intervening factors
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Prevalence of collaboration factors considering both types of 
coworking spaces
This research proposed, through an interpretive induct-
ive–deductive methodology based on Friese (2010), a 
model of four different dimensions that summarize col-
laboration factors regarding coworking spaces. The di-
mensions are adherent in different degrees to either the 
“Convenience Sharing” or “Community Building” types 
of coworking spaces (Figure 2). 

The Convenience Sharing type of coworking space re-
sembles the resource approach proposed by Capdevila 
(2014) as one of the three elements of a collaboration ty-
pology for coworking spaces – the other two ap-
proaches being cost and relational approaches. The 
resource approach is about convenience and socializa-
tion advantages, more adherent to enabling knowledge 
sharing and supporting a collective action to an effect-
ive execution. In Convenience Sharing coworking 
spaces, there is a tendency to defend self-interest, and 
the collective view is not fully internalized. Trust is built 
over time. Therefore, people are more attracted by per-
sonal convenience, and socialization advantages and 
community-building activities are necessary to keep the 
sharing mode alive.

In the Community Building type of coworking space, re-
lationships based on collaboration are primarily an act 
of trust, which is highly dependent on formal commit-
ment. Community-building tends to precede the space 
itself. It resembles the Capdevila (2014) typology in the 
sense that the relational level focus is on the synergistic 
effect of collaboration through a diverse social network 
of people. Community Building coworking spaces bring 

interdependence and formal commitments that stem 
from self-determination and a fearless positive percep-
tion towards the others, guided by a common mental 
ground for emerging relationships (Stumpf, 2013). 
People with both strong and weak ties choose to share 
resources serendipitously. A shared mental space of val-
ues and beliefs prevails, shaped by a diverse social net-
work, less dependent on community building activities 
as the desire to share their resources and networks with 
each other (Kenline, 2012) is much more evident. Thus, 
the Community Building type tends to be more linked 
to enhancing an individual action for the collective and 
to enhancing a creative field. 

This simplified representation of four dimensions – and 
their underlying factors – reflects the meaning and chal-
lenges of collaboration. These challenges are mainly ex-
pressions of the mutual adjustments being made by the 
main stakeholders: founders, community managers, 
and users, in order to deal with a highly complex social 
context. Mutual adjustments are necessary to keep a 
balance between conflicting mental models of sharing, 
privacy, and friendship, and needing and being needed, 
all within a space that is supposed to enact a more so-
cially oriented approach as well as providing an expres-
sion for more privacy-oriented tasks. As the interview 
subjects indicated in this study, conflicting mental 
models drive a “stolen idea” culture, a mindset that pre-
vents sharing (P22) as well as a culture of “being a 
friend of anyone” in clash with a culture of “do not talk 
to strangers” (P15). That explains the importance of the 
community builder role as a dialogue initiator (P4). A 
traditional organizational culture is replaced by the 
challenge of cultivating a sense of equals together with 

Figure 2. Prevalence of collaboration factors considering the Convenience Sharing and Community Building approaches



Technology Innovation Management Review December 2017 (Volume 7, Issue 12)

41timreview.ca

About the Authors

Carlos O. Quandt is a Professor at the Business 
School of Pontificia Universidade Católica do 
Paraná (PUCPR) in Curitiba, Brazil. He received his 
PhD in Urban and Regional Planning from the Uni-
versity of California, Los Angeles (UCLA) in the 
United States. His research and consulting work in-
clude projects for the Institute of the Americas, the 
International Research and Development Centre 
(Canada), the Center for North American Integra-
tion and Development, the New Vision Business 
Council of Southern California, the Lewis Center for 
Regional Policy Studies (USA). His key areas of in-
terest and experience are in the fields of innovation 
and knowledge management, innovativeness, 
clusters and networks, and regional development.

Marcelo F. Castilho is a PhD student at the Business 
School of Pontificia Universidade Católica do 
Paraná (PUCPR) in Curitiba, Brazil. He holds a Mas-
ter of Arts in Automotive Design from Coventry Uni-
versity in the United Kingdom. His professional 
background includes a 22-year career dealing with 
product innovation, first as an expert and later as a 
design manager in the commercial vehicle sector. 
His research and consulting work includes organiza-
tions in search for collaboration capabilities and 
design thinking methods to achieve results, consid-
ering aspects of creativity, innovation, sustainabil-
ity, and individual wellbeing and inner balance.

Collaborative Capability in Coworking Spaces: Convenience Sharing or 
Community Building?  Marcelo F. Castilho and Carlos O. Quandt

a sense of diversity (P10; P14). These mutual adjust-
ments reflect a polarity between concentration and 
sharing in a space where there is a double role of doing 
business as well as being a contributor to this larger 
“business” that is dependent on the way interaction 
happens among the members (P14) who are not con-
vinced of the value of collaboration (P14). 

Conclusion

This exploratory study proposed a set of dimensions 
linked to collaborative capabilities in coworking spaces 
in order to help strategic decision making among 
coworking founders and community managers. It sug-
gests that collaborative capability in coworking spaces 
depends on four interconnected dimensions that relate 
to various extents to two different types of coworking 
spaces, where collaboration capabilities foster such 
spaces as enabling contexts to reconfigure organiza-
tional resources through knowledge sharing, enhancing 
a creative field, supporting individual actions for col-
lective results, and supporting collective action towards 
an effective execution. This study also proposes that 
Convenience Sharing coworking spaces are mostly re-
lated to knowledge sharing and supporting a collective 
action towards an effective execution, whereas Com-
munity Building coworking spaces are more related to 
enhancing a creative field and enhancing an individual 
action for the collective.

The study was conducted only in Asian countries in a 
relatively limited sample of spaces. Possibly, the results 
would be different if the interviews were conducted in a 
different cultural setting. Additionally, there are several 
political, cultural, and social aspects that might reveal 
differences between developing countries and de-
veloped countries within Asia regarding collaboration 
in coworking spaces. Nevertheless, this study can con-
tribute to the coworkers’ perspective, helping them to 
decide whether a particular co-working space will be 
more aligned with their particular needs for collabora-
tion. In a broader perspective, this research may also 
contribute to an evaluation of the level of collaborative 
capability that can be supported by different types of 
coworking spaces. This would also support decision-
making processes linked to the configuration of cowork-
ing space strategies and their capability to promote col-
laboration among participants. Further studies could 
involve the application of the resulting model of two 
types, four dimensions, and underlying factors to 
coworking spaces in other regions to verify model valid-
ation and potential adaptations.
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