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ABSTRACT

Open and shared work environments such as activity-based offices, multi-space offices and co-
working spaces have become more popular in recent years. This paper reports the results of a 
qualitative case study of community and collaboration in a multi-space office shared by six publicly 
owned companies in Finland. Using interviews (n = 29) and participant observation, the study 
examines how collaboration and community are understood in the six companies, and how they 
change during an intervention process. We argue that even though a sense of community, collabo-
ration and synergies are expected to arise from sharing an office space, they do not necessarily 
emerge spontaneously without effort on the part of management.

KEYWORDS

Activity-based office / collaboration / community / coworking / multi-space office / multi-tenant 
office / shared office

Introduction

This article presents the results of a case study of a shared office in one of Finland’s 
major cities. The background of this research is related to two current discussions: 
that on coworking spaces as facilitators of collaboration, knowledge-sharing and 

serendipitous encounters, and that on workspace changes from cellular offices to open-
plan and/or activity-based offices. 

At its simplest, coworking means independent professionals sharing a workspace. 
Coworking spaces are shared offices or other workspaces dedicated to serving these 
professionals. They offer desk space for a fee, but they also often boast an attractive 
working environment, valuable social contacts, collaboration with other professionals, 
basic office amenities, ‘good coffee and cool parties’ (DeGuzman & Tang 2011; Spinuzzi 
2012; Capdevila 2015; Gandini 2015; Moriset 2017). Coworking has increased world-
wide after the financial crisis of 2008 and is linked to the precarious condition of 
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self-employed creative professionals and knowledge workers (Gandini 2015; Moriset 
2017). This increase has taken place in the Nordic countries, too. One perspective to this 
may be that people seek new opportunities to experience feelings of belonging, because 
working life is fragmented and unsafe. In Finland, for example, the proportions of part-
time workers and the self-employed have grown during the 2000s (Sutela & Pärnänen 
2018, pp. 15–17). One important influence in the transition of working life has been the 
experienced lack of togetherness (Sennett 2012). Coworking spaces may offer one way 
of fulfilling this need.

Office environments have also changed in the corporate world and public orga-
nizations. Changes in office spaces during the last decade are mostly due to the rapid 
development of portable tools such as laptop computers and mobile phones (De Paoli 
et al. 2013, pp. 181–182; Morrison & Macky 2017, p. 103). Another driver affect-
ing the transformation of office environments is the pressure to reduce property costs. 
Adopting an open-plan design reduces the amount of space per workstation, whereas 
an activity-based office with a policy of desk-sharing (or hotdesking) increases the num-
ber of employees using a single workstation (Kim et al. 2016, pp. 203–204.) Sirola 
et al. note that in the research literature, activity-based office often refers to an office 
without assigned desks, whereas multi-space office refers to a similar office in which 
each employee has a desk of their own. However, many office environments combine 
different design styles, and do not represent one ‘pure’ type. Sometimes the concept of 
combi office is used of workspaces that provide both single rooms and shared work-
spaces (Sirola et al. 2017, p. 5). All variants of these flexible office spaces have special 
areas for teamwork, formal meetings, casual encounters, and work that requires intense 
concentration.

Sankari (2019) uses the term multi-tenant office of offices in which space, facilities 
and services are offered to multiple tenants. Huwart et al. (2012) distinguish coworking 
from other types of office-sharing on four principles: 1) Coworking spaces mainly host 
individuals, not organizations, 2) In coworking spaces, coworkers are not always the 
same people, 3) Coworking is not only about sharing space but about making people 
interact, and thus, 4) The objective of coworking is to establish a community, in which 
people can enjoy synergies. There are several different kinds of coworking spaces; Kojo 
and Nenonen (2016, pp. 308–309) classify Finnish coworking spaces according to busi-
ness model (non-profit or for-profit) and level of access for users (public, semi-public or 
private). However, establishing community and creating synergies between coworkers 
remain a central aim. (On Finnish coworking spaces, see also Houni & Ansio 2015; 
Sankari 2019.) 

Jensen (2008) studied relations between market and gift economies in an ‘office 
hotel’ in Stockholm and in Copenhagen. Back then, the term coworking was not widely 
used. Jensen labels the office hotel as a ‘social and business experiment’. What was then 
experimental has now been normalized: the idea that freely giving knowledge and ideas 
will eventually return as business assets is a basic assumption about the benefits of shar-
ing workspace. This idea of coworking is also adopted by bigger companies that utilize 
shared and open office spaces to facilitate encounters (Saval 2014, pp. 306–307). Even 
so, links to the coworking phenomenon are only rarely recognized in the literature con-
cerning new office spaces. Bouncken et al. (2018) refer to corporate coworking in their 
list of coworking service providers, meaning firms that offer their employees cowork-
ing spaces (see also Bouncken & Reuschl 2018). Jakonen et al. (2017) assert that as a 
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practice, coworking lies ‘at the centre of changing post-industrial work’ and is linked to 
an ‘economy of encounters’, in which social interaction becomes a form of production. 
They analyze the nature of encounters in different kinds of coworking spaces in Finland, 
Sweden and the US, including an activity-based office of a large corporation. Babapour 
et al. (2018) refer to coworking in their Swedish case study of a small organization that 
adopted an activity-based flexible office that accommodated employees from different 
organizations.

Prior research evidence of the characteristics of shared work environments is mixed. 
On the one hand, they are seen to provide social support (Gerdenitch et al. 2016), 
enable learning and innovation (Bouncken & Reuschl 2018; Capdevila 2015) and cre-
ate a sense of community (Garrett et al. 2017). On the other hand, they have proven 
to reduce face-to-face interaction (Bernstein & Turban 2018) and cooperative behavior 
between employees, as well as increase distrust and negative interpersonal relationships 
(Morrison & Macky 2017). The crucial factor in these differences seems to be the nature 
of the workspace (and the form of employment of people working in it): Independent 
professionals in coworking spaces experience social support and community, whereas 
employees in corporate shared offices may experience distractions and distrust. As we 
suggested above, collaboration and exchanging ideas nevertheless also seems to be the 
ideal behind open, flexible office spaces and shared working environments in bigger 
organizations. 

The aim of our study is to contribute to understanding how coworking ideals 
emerge in multi-tenant work environments of larger public-sector organizations. Our 
study aims at bridging the gap between coworking research that is often targeted at 
self-employers and small businesses, and the research of flexible office environments, 
which mostly concerns bigger organizations. Our study examines how community and 
collaboration are understood, strived for and constructed in the speech and actions of 
a work community of six publicly owned companies that share a multi-space office. 
What do employees working in a shared office think about sharing an office space? 
What is their conception of the impact of the shared office on collaboration and 
 community?

Theoretical frame

The most important theoretical concepts of this research are collaboration and com-
munity. Spinuzzi et al. (2019) argue that both are at the center of most academic and 
popular coworking literature: a common claim is that ‘coworking is about commu-
nity, specifically, the collaboration that takes place within communities’. (Spinuzzi  
et al. 2019, p. 114.) They argue that despite this, both community and collaboration 
as concepts remain underdefined in the current coworking literature. Spinuzzi et al. 
apply and adapt Adler and Heckscher’s (2006) typology, which builds upon Tön-
nies’s distinction between Gemeinschaft (relationships based on blood relations and 
personal bonds of loyalty, such as in medieval towns), and Gesellschaft (an artificial 
construction of an aggregate of individuals who act rationally to maximize their own 
benefit). Adler and Heckscher add a third form, the ‘collaborative community’ or 
Genossenschaft, which emerges when collectives aim for a common object in a coop-
erative, interdependent way (Adler & Heckscher 2006; see also Adler 2015). Spinuzzi 
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et al. specifically point out that the concept of collaboration is used inconsistently 
in the coworking literature; its use does not refer to ‘incidents in which people cola-
bor on a shared project objective’ (Spinuzzi et al. 2019, p. 118). Based on empirical 
research on coworking spaces, they suggest that actual collaboration on common 
projects is relatively rare, even in coworking spaces that explicitly proclaim their 
openness to collaboration.

Most classical sociological writers, such as Durkheim, Weber, Tönnies and  Simmel 
have used the word ‘community’ to describe a certain togetherness. Anthropologist 
Anthony P. Cohen (1985) proposed that the word implies two related suggestions: 
1) that the members of a group of people have something in common with each 
other, and that this 2) significantly distinguishes them from members of other groups. 
‘Community’ thus implies both similarity and difference. Cohen focuses on what he 
sees as an essential ‘element which embodies this sense of discrimination’; the idea 
of a boundary. The consciousness of a community is captured in the perception of 
its boundaries, which are largely constituted by people in interaction (Cohen 1985,  
pp. 11–13).

Sankari (2019, p. 3) claims that ‘fostering a sense of community is one of the main 
objectives of many co-working spaces’. According to McMillan and Chavis’s (1986) 
influential theory, a (psychological) sense of community consists of four elements: 
membership, influence, integration and emotional connection. Membership means a 
feeling of belonging or a sense of relatedness. Influence is about a bidirectional sense 
of making a difference to a group, and a group mattering to its members. Integration 
is characterized by a fulfilment of needs in a way that the individual-group asso-
ciation is rewarding to its members. Finally, an emotional connection is based on a 
shared history with which the group members identify, and which develops through 
interaction. 

In a context of a work community sharing a new office, we also find it important 
to consider the sense of individual and collective psychological ownership of the space. 
Psychological ownership refers to the frame of mind in which a person feels that a 
property, or part of it, is their own (Pierce et al. 2001). Pierce and Jussila suggest that 
psychological ownership can also emerge as a group-level phenomenon: Collective psy-
chological ownership means a collective feeling that the target such as an idea, a project 
or a work space, is collectively ours (Pierce & Jussila 2010). Psychological ownership 
is socially constructed and has significant effects on behavior and feelings (Pierce & 
Jussila 2010; Pierce et al. 2001). We discuss how the realization of this ‘our-ness’ – or 
lack of it – might influence on building community and collaboration in a multi-tenant 
office space.

Description of the research

The research at hand was a qualitative case study (Gerring 2007; Yin 2018). Several 
case studies concerning the work communities that use shared and flexible offices have 
already been done, also in the Nordic countries (e.g. Jensen 2008; De Paoli et al. 2013; 
Babapour et al. 2018; Våland & Georg 2018). However, references to the coworking 
literature are rare in the existing case study research of activity-based and multi-space 
offices, and vice versa.
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The office in which the study took place was shared by six municipality-owned 
companies. The selection of the case organizations was done already in the preparatory 
phase of the research (see Yin 2018, p. 105). The organizations had moved into the 
shared office a year before the research activities began. They did knowledge-oriented 
and service work in the fields of regional development, regional planning, transporta-
tion, welfare services, infrastructure, and trade and innovation. When the research and 
development activities started, the smallest organization had six employees, while the 
largest had approximately 70.

The office was in an old industrial building in the center of a large Finnish city. 
The milieu had connotations to the industrial history of the city, because the building 
had formerly been the main factory of a major employer in the region. The office space 
had been renovated for the purposes of knowledge-oriented work. Basically, it was an 
activity-based or a multi-space office. It was divided by glass walls so that two of the 
organizations had separate areas, one of which was behind an inner door. Three of the 
organizations shared a large open-plan space (though divisions had also been made using 
glass walls). In addition to this were silent spaces, phone booths and cubicles for small 
meetings, a large recreation area and a conference center. Some organizations practiced 
hot-desking, while others had fixed desks for each employee.

Data and methods

As is typical in case studies, we utilized several sources of evidence (Yin 2018,  
pp.  113 –138). A timeline of the data collection is presented in Table 1. The project 
began with short, half-structured interviews of employees and managing directors  
(n = 29) on the themes of changed work environment, social interaction, collaboration 
and community. The interviews were conducted one year after the organizations moved 
into the shared office. The shortest interview was 15 minutes long, while the longest 
lasted 1 hour. The interviews were voluntary for the participants. The duration of the 
interviewees’ employment at the organizations at the time of the interview ranged from 
17 years to a few months. The interviewee’s ages varied between 25 and 61. All the 
directors were interviewed. Two of the organizations had the same CEO (one company 
being a subsidiary of the other). In one organization, the director was soon to move to 
another assignment, and the deputy director was taking her place. We interviewed these 
directors together in a dyadic interview. All the interviews are listed on Table 2 and they 
form the first data set used in this article.

Table 1 Timeline of data collection and intervention workshops.

Collection of 
research  
material

Research interviews by Authors 1 and 2
October 2017–February 2018

Observation of the evaluation 
workshop by Author 1
September 2018

Intervention 
workshops

Workshop to support  
well-being and networking, 
facilitated by a psychodramatist
4 times in February–May 
2018

Coaching workshops for 
managing directors,  
facilitated by a coach
5 times in February–August 
2018

Evaluation workshop, 
facilitated by Author 2 
September 2018
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Table 2 Interviewees (data set 1) and participants of the evaluation workshop (data set 2).

ID Gender Organization 
(1, 2, 3, 4, 5 

or 6)

Director = 1
Employee 

= 2

Participation in 
the interview 
(data set 1)

Participation in 
evaluation  workshop 

(data set 2)

1 M O3 2 X X

2 M O3 2 X X

3 M O4 1 X

4 F O4 2 X

5 F O4 2 X

6 F O4 2 X

7 F O4 2 X

8 F O4 2 X

9 F O4 2 X X

10 F O2 1 X

11 F O2 2 X X

12 F O2 2 X

13 M O2 2 X

14 M O2 2 X

15 F O2 2 X X

16 M O2 2 X X

17 F O2 2 X

18 F O2 2 X

19 F O1 2 X

20 F O6 2 X X

21 M O5 2 X X

22 F O5 2 X

23 F O5 2 X

24 M O4 2 X X

25 F O5 2 X X

26 M O2 1 X

27 M O3 & O6 1 X

28 & 
29

F&M O1 1 (current & 
upcoming)

X

30 F O1 2 X

31 F O2 2 X

32 M O3 2 X

33 F O2 2 X

34 M O4 2 X

35 F O3 2 X

36 F O5 2 X

37 M O2 2 X

38 F O2 2 X

39 M O2 2 X
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After the initial interviews, two professional facilitators (a psychodramatist and a 
coach) led two series of intervention workshops (see Table 1). Their content was based 
on the hopes and needs of the employees and managers of the participating organiza-
tions. The workshops were voluntary for the employees and directors. All were allowed 
to use work time for participation. 

The two series of intervention workshops were evaluated in an evaluation work-
shop. The evaluation was based on a new method, which integrates 1) a multi-criteria 
evaluation framework to evaluate multiple impacts of solutions, and 2) the idea of 
developmental evaluation to support multi-voiced evaluation and continuous learning. 
Six dimensions are used to evaluate the impacts of the service innovation (in our study, 
the impact of the interventions): impacts on the citizen, the employee and the popula-
tion; and impacts on reputation, integration of technology and services, and economy 
(Hyytinen et al. 2017; see Figure 1). We used a slightly modified version of the evalua-
tion framework to better capture the situation of the research subjects; for example, we 
replaced ‘the population’ dimension by ‘the whole work community’.

Figure 1 Impact dimensions of the evaluation tool (Hyytinen et al. 2017, p. 311).

The evaluation workshop started with prepared speeches by pre-selected and instructed 
participants of the intervention workshops. After this, the participants discussed and 
evaluated the success of the interventions. The first part of the evaluation workshop was 
devoted to discussion on the well-being and networking intervention. The second part of 
the evaluation workshop dealt with the intervention that aimed to develop management 
and leadership. In total, 20 people attended the evaluation workshop. Table 2 includes 
the list of participants.

Two of the researchers and authors of this article were present in the evaluation 
workshop – Author 2 as facilitator, Author 1 as a participant observer (with an emphasis 
on observation; see O’Reilly 2005, pp. 101–104). The second data set used in this article 
comprises voice-recorded and transcribed discussion data and observation notes from 
the evaluation workshop. 

In this article, we use the two data sets together to understand how collaboration 
and community in the office space were conceived in the initial interviews, compared 
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to their understanding in the evaluation workshop. The interviews, the discussion 
data and the observation notes were analyzed using qualitative content analysis. We 
approached the data in an abductive way, combining a data-driven and concept-driven 
approach (Graneheim et al. 2017, pp. 30–31). In the first phase of the analysis, we 
carefully read through the entire interview material. We arranged the transcribed 
material into tables according to the manifest content of the interviews, condensing 
the verbal material and including several short citations from the transcriptions. This 
phase was conducted by the first two authors. We used the categories formed by the 
tables to further read the material and to make combinations and interpretations to 
access the latent content. Then, we explored the interview transcriptions considering 
the research topics (relation to the changed workspace, interaction, collaboration, 
community). (On the process of content analysis, see Bengtsson 2016; Erlingsson & 
Brysiewizc 2017; Graneheim et al. 2017). All the authors took part in the latter phase 
of the analysis, sharing and discussing the findings to further elaborate the interviews’ 
underlying themes.

The evaluation data were analyzed in the following manner. Author 2 read the 
observation notes (written by Author 1) and discussion transcription side by side. She 
coded and categorized the discussion data according to the research topics and themes 
that also emerged in the interviews. She moved between the observation notes and the 
discussion transcript, comparing them and focusing the analysis accordingly. During this 
process, she also paid attention to the ways in which the discussions proceeded. After 
this phase, we discussed the analysis in the same manner as we had discussed with the 
interview material.

Finally, we identified temporal phases in the whole data and gave them descrip-
tive names to illustrate the changes in collaboration and community. The phases are 1) 
Preparation and expectations, 2) Adaptation and 3) Towards working together. The next 
chapter presents the results in this temporal order. 

Results

Preparation and expectations   – why did these organizations create a 
shared office?

The first phase consists of interview material that is retrospective in nature; it depicts 
the expectations and ideals of collaboration and community that influenced the move 
to the multi-tenant office. The phase includes the justifications for the existence of the 
shared office. 

In the initial interviews, the managing directors were unanimous in their reasons 
for the move to the shared office. All the companies had the same shareholders: the 
municipalities of the region. The directors saw that it was in the owners’ interests that 
they worked closely together. This was not a forced move, and for some organizations 
(Organization 1 and Organization 3), the reason for the move had not even been 
to find a better place. Pressures to leave the old premises or renovation needs were 
also reasons in some cases (Organization 2 and Organization 5). Some organizations 
gained financial benefits, especially the smallest one (Organization 5). According to 
the interviewees working in the smallest organization, they now enjoyed high- quality 
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infrastructure, which they could not have afforded alone as a small organization. 
One of the organizations was looking for better premises due to indoor air problems 
(Organization 4). 

The directors acknowledged that they also sought their own benefits, and that meet-
ing the shareholders’ wishes had not been their only aim. Their own hopes were to 
gain new perspectives, pleasure and energy from a new shared office. Their expectations 
were directed at increasing interaction, collaboration and synergy benefits between the 
 organizations. 

According to our interpretation, the directors’ hopes and expectations are based on 
two commonly shared ideas of open and flexible workspaces. First, they are related to 
a fundamental understanding of physical proximity leading to more social interaction, 
which indeed has strong support in sociological research (Bernstein & Turban 2018, 
pp. 1–2). This idea of closeness predicting interaction and even cooperation emerges, 
for example, in one director’s description of straightforward communication between 
the organizations: ‘experts of specific substance areas sit next to each other, regardless 
of employer’ (Interviewee 26). Second, the directors’ ideas that a shared office may lead 
to new perspectives on work, new kinds of collaboration and even unexpected syn-
ergy benefits, are common conceptions of the advantages of coworking (and of open-
plan offices) found in both research literature and media texts. The perceived value of 
coworking stems from serendipitous encounters, which open and flexible spaces enable 
(Jakonen et al. 2017, p. 236). Thus, the management shared the presumption than once 
a shared work environment was established, a new kind of community and new forms 
of collaboration would emerge spontaneously.

One theme that emerged from the interview material was ownership. Some of the 
directors expressed psychological ownership of the office space, which originated from 
the planning period of the office: ‘In my opinion I am the owner of these premises 
because I designed them in the working group’ (Interviewee 29). The director of Organi-
zation 2 saw himself as the founder of the shared office space solution. He talked about 
approaching the mayor and asking: ‘if it would be reasonable to put these organizations 
owned by the municipalities into the same “sports center”, without any walls even’ 
(Interviewee 26). The directors of Organization 1 and Organization 2 talked about the 
office space metaphorically as their own ‘lands’. One of the directors pointed out that 
the transfer should have taken place many years earlier and justified his opinion claim-
ing true collaboration between the organizations: 

Our organization enables and implements projects in this network. We should have always 
worked in a shared office with these project partners. Trends have changed in terms of 
workspaces. Earlier, working in a shared office or open-plan office would have been 
unheard of. In my genuine opinion, we should have done this many years ago. It could 
have accelerated certain things and reduced challenges. (Interviewee 3)

Instead, the director of Organizations 3 and 6 had started working in his position after 
the decisions of the multi-tenant office had already been made. His approach to sharing 
an office with these partners was more reserved. He saw sharing an office space with the 
other organizations mainly as a good solution: ‘It probably benefits planning work and 
is useful because of spontaneous encounters’. However, he was also slightly more critical 
than the directors who were directly involved in the planning period:
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We could also have been located in an office building where the real enterprises and the 
government organs [for the financing of enterprises] are. That would have been another 
natural place for us. But in principle this arrangement works ok for us. (Interviewee 27)

According to the directors of Organization 1 and Organization 2, the employees were 
trained and prepared for the move to the shared office in advance. A planning group 
was established, and some employees were involved in the design. As Babapour et al. 
note, ‘involving employees, especially in early phases of planning [activity-based flexible 
offices], can lead to a collective sense of ownership and therefore may minimize rejec-
tion of the new system’ (Babapour et al. 2018, p. 90). However, some employees we 
interviewed felt that their voices had not been heard in the process of designing the office 
space. There had also been fears regarding the shared office, especially of not being able 
to concentrate on demanding tasks in an open environment. Some employees, especially 
those who had previously worked in a corridor office, had been suspicious towards the 
open-plan design at the outset. These employees seemed to lack a sense of psychologi-
cal ownership of the space, and some lacked any sense of belonging at all. Some of the 
employees also stated that the management pushed the change through stubbornly. One 
of them explicitly expressed the opinion that the new office was their managing direc-
tor’s private project, in which the organization’s image issues were the primary concern 
and employee well-being or the fluency of work arrangements secondary. 

Like the directors, the employees also acknowledged that presumed synergies 
between the organizations owned by the municipalities had been reasons for moving 
to the shared office. However, their perceptions of the justifications for the multi-tenant 
office was somewhat more externalized than that of the directors: ‘That we would have 
synergies, we would collaborate, that is the justification I’m now starting to learn’ (Inter-
viewee 21). The employees had also been told that a shared office would be more cost 
effective due to, for example, shared meeting rooms. When talking about the reasons 
for moving to the new office, they spoke more of the explanations given to them, not 
of something that they really related to. One of the employees, who had only recently 
started in her job, said that at first, she had not known that so many different organiza-
tions would be sharing the office. 

I don’t know why [the organizations share the office]. I suppose it’s because all these orga-
nizations work in the same region, and co-operate more or less, so it’s easy being under the 
same roof. Perhaps that’s the reason. This is only a guess. (Interviewee 11) 

For many, the reasons behind sharing an office space seemed artificial, and this may 
have affected their attitudes towards collaboration and networking in the newly-formed 
work community. 

Adaptation – Employees’ coping with the new office space  
and community

This chapter brings together the interview data that describes the situation at the time 
of the initial interviews; the ‘here and now’ of the interviewees. We first consider the 
parts of the interview material that depict positive reception of the office and enhanced 



 Nordic journal of working life studies Volume 10  ❚  Number 3  ❚  September 2020 73

possibilities for collaboration. After that, we turn to the parts of data that reflect more 
negative thoughts on collaboration and community in the shared office.

Positive responses of the office space, collaboration and community

At the time of the interviews, many employees and managing directors had positive 
emotions towards the new shared office and the whole building. Besides its accessible 
location in the city, the office building was seen as part of the cultural heritage and the 
national landscape. The directors felt proud of it and saw it as having brand value. Even 
though the employees of the organizations had no shared history upon which to build a 
sense of community (see McMillan & Chavis 1986), the history of the building provided 
a shared frame of reference; the building had a symbolic value for the work community. 
The design and atmosphere of the new office were depicted as ‘awesome’ and ‘a stroke 
of luck’: ‘to think that we have the opportunity to be here, in an old factory in the heart 
of [the city], instead of working in some sterile cubicles’ (Interviewee 4). 

The interviews depicted overall satisfaction with the new office environment, and 
most had adapted quickly. Positive comments regarding the workspace and community 
related to both emotions and performing work tasks. The interviewees described a posi-
tive buzz at work, ease in contacting others due to the shared office and enhanced com-
munication: ‘There were also fears at the outset, but now we are closer to our partners 
and get information efficiently. We can discuss things without having to schedule a meet-
ing two weeks ahead. We see the gains and benefits daily’ (Interviewee 3).

Some employees embraced the opportunities for easy interaction in the shared 
office. Two special hubs for community building and networking were highlighted in 
the interviews: the shared conference center, and the recreational space. The conference 
center was considered a good place for networking: When meetings start and end at the 
same time, people are on the move, and encounters occur naturally. In addition to this, 
the interviewees were especially proud of the large recreational space with large win-
dows and beautiful scenery. Employees could use the recreational space for coffee and 
lunch breaks as well as for informal meetings. One employee described the atmosphere 
and design of the space as ‘breathtaking’. 

Some employees felt that they had built a closer relationship with workmates sit-
ting nearby. Some emphasized that every employee should adopt an active stance: make 
acquaintances and network unprompted. ‘It’s all about attitude. If you always sit in the 
same cubicle, [a shared office] makes no difference. But I am social by nature, I need 
people, I always talk to people, say hello. This [office environment] suits my character’ 
(Interviewee 2).

Critical thoughts about the office, collaboration and community

In the interviews, it was nevertheless clear that the newly renovated and centrally located 
office building was not enough to create collaboration or a sense of community. Despite the 
overall satisfaction with the office, some employees were discontent with the experience 
of noise and lack of privacy. The interviewees reported very different experiences of noise 
in the office. Some felt that the office was peaceful, while others working in a similar 
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environment said that they had to use hearing protectors to be able to concentrate. Longing 
for single rooms was a recurrent motif in the latter employees’ interviews. They justified 
this longing with the nature of their work: Their work required intense concentration, and 
some also needed large computer screens and materials on paper. 

At least one team had developed a strict policy of not disturbing each other by 
speaking unless it was absolutely necessary. The ethos of silence had become important 
for the team members. The newest employee in the team was somewhat confused: ‘I 
feel it’s a bit too much if you have to be really quiet. It’s an open-plan office after all’ 
(Interviewee 19). The silence policy had led the employees to communicate by email 
with people sitting next to them. This finding is in line with Bernstein and Turban’s study 
of increasing electronic communication in open work environments (2018). Some of 
the employees in our study complained that they now had no place to go if they had to 
speak privately with someone – previously they had visited the other person’s own office, 
but now they could not have conversations by each other’s desks, because they worried 
about disturbing others. They felt that the open-plan design had destroyed informal 
interaction among colleagues. This result is consistent with previous studies that have 
shown that employees in open-plan offices report high levels of uncooperative behaviors 
(Morrison & Macky 2017; Irving et al. 2019). 

In previous research, the ‘openness’ of space has marked a prerequisite for a lively 
coworking community: Jakonen et al. (2017, p. 238) describe how long corridors posed 
a challenge to interaction in a coworking space located in a traditional corridor office, 
but glass windows made the rooms feel more open in a positive sense. Irving et al. 
(2019, 5) describe how the architect of a ‘collaborative building’ wanted a ‘building 
without walls’, using glass walls to maintain visual connections across the building. One 
employee in our data described how ‘openness’ had become a central metaphor in the 
design of the new office and the atmosphere it was meant to create. Some employees 
were critical of the metaphors of openness that the management used to describe the 
office space. To them, an open space with glass walls and low screens between desks 
did not really promote the communication and collaboration presented to them as its 
purpose. Våland and Georg’s case study of organizational and architectural change in a 
municipal administration in Denmark shows a similar case of glass walls signaling ‘an 
open, transparent and modern organization’ but compromising confidentiality (Våland 
& Georg 2018, p. 198).

The structures of networking actualized in the face-to-face encounters in the office 
space. According to the interviewees, the recreational space was slightly underutilized 
and perhaps even undervalued: ‘Unfortunately my schedules don’t permit me to spend 
time there’ (Interviewee 27). Many employees did not take coffee breaks at all, and if 
they did, they did so with their closest colleagues. Many noticed that this was undesirable 
and hoped for a change towards a more social working culture. The recreational space 
was recognized as both a place for recovery during the working day and a good place 
for networking, but its potential was not fully realized. One of the directors summed this 
up: ‘It’s a fantastic, attractive space, but the idea of collaboration between organizations 
has not been realized there as expected. People from each organization clearly sit among 
their own folk during coffee breaks’ (Interviewee 10). This kind of reinforcement of 
group boundaries is one of the strategies to avoid new collaborations that Irving et al. 
(2019, p. 12) also found in their study of an office space that was designed to promote 
collaboration.
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Some employees noted that people from different organizations did not even greet 
each other in the office: 

It’s a bit awkward to say hello to someone when you’re not sure if they’ll greet you back. 
Then you end up hoping that no one will appear, so that you don’t have to wonder whether 
or not to start a conversation. (Interviewee 21) 

The experience of non-encounter challenges the possibilities for building a sense of com-
munity or fostering collaboration. Irving et al. (2019, pp. 13–14) found that one strategy 
which employees use to avoid new collaborations is to minimize social interaction. This 
is done by bodily signals such as avoiding eye contact, wearing headphones or adopt-
ing postures that signal unwillingness to interact. In our case, the structure and design 
of the space isolated some workers into their own little ‘nests’ in which they aimed to 
protect themselves against disturbances. This territorial withdrawal can be seen as a 
coping strategy comparable to those measured by Kaarlela-Tuomaala et al. (2009), for 
example, working overtime or working more slowly. Personalizing specific desks and 
refusing to share office space can also be individual strategies to claim ownership of a 
small corner of the environment (cf. Pierce & Jussila 2010). One of the employees com-
pared the office to a city street, in which people pass each other by anonymously, not 
really encountering, not collaborating, not even knowing each other. This is a completely 
different metaphor to the director’s image of the office as his own land, where he strolls 
around as he wishes.

Despite expectations, the interaction between the managing directors had not inten-
sified in the shared office. From the beginning, each director had focused on managing 
their own organization with no common vision. The directors’ meetings had come to a 
halt after a few attempts. The directors were happy to meet informally, but they recog-
nized that these occasional encounters were, first of all, quite rare, and second, insuf-
ficient for strategic planning. 

Similarly, the employees had not started co-operating more. One interviewee made 
an ironic point when asked about collaboration between organizations: ‘Last week  
the fire alarm went off, so we all went out of the building together’ (Interviewee 21) – 
the interviewee could not think of any other example of collaboration. Some employees 
repeatedly stated that ‘others’ may benefit from the opportunity for closer collaboration 
among the organizations, but that these opportunities had no effect on their own work. 
In practice, a few of the interviewed employees co-operated concretely with the employ-
ees of the other organizations in the same office, but most of them did not collaborate 
with other organizations at all. Nevertheless, the majority longed for more community 
spirit and contacts between employees of different organizations. The structuring of a 
new work community from above (the owners’ side) had not led to a sense of commu-
nity among the employees of different organizations. The interviews included a great 
deal of discourse on what ought to be done to develop this state of affairs: there should 
be events that are open to all; people should communicate and interact more; people 
should collaborate on thematic matters; overall, they should collaborate more.

The reasons for the lack of collaboration and sense of community seem to be 
practical, on the one hand: The interviewees felt they did not have enough time for 
anything other than their own work tasks; there was no one to manage collective activities 
or co-operation; and this led to employees simply not knowing each other. On the other 
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hand, the interviewees blamed the different working cultures of each organization. Many 
of them revealed an attitude that opposed cooperation or building a deeper connection 
with employers of other organizations. In these views, the organizations and the work 
tasks differed from each other to such an extent that collaboration was unnecessary: 
‘We’re all responsible for special issues. So, we don’t have much need for networking 
and interaction here’ (Interviewee 15). One of the directors mentioned that the existing 
workload was a concrete obstacle to community-building events or communication 
between organizations: ‘Our people are up to their ears in work, and they travel a lot 
too. I don’t think they’re very responsive to massive new things’ (Interviewee 27). The 
director’s viewpoint seems to partly be a value judgment regarding ‘real’ work on the 
one hand and socializing on the other hand. 

Some people think that they should know everything possible, whereas I think that mostly 
people should concentrate on their own work. [...] If our employees have time to attend 
[many common events] in the long run, I say something is wrong. (Interviewee 27)

We described above how some employees felt that an open and shared working environ-
ment suits them because of their personal characteristics. In a similar way, employees 
who did not collaborate very much with others in the shared office said this was due to 
personal traits such as ‘introversion’. An important finding was that in the interviews, 
collaboration and networking were mostly seen as being dependent on employees’ per-
sonal characteristics; these practices were not managed in any way.

Towards working together

In this chapter, we present the results of the analysis of the data collected in the 
evaluation workshop: transcribed discussion and observation notes. In our tempo-
ral framework, these data have an emphasis on change; they consist of evaluation 
of the recent past and visions for future. As a general observation of these data, we 
first highlight a few points regarding the progression of the evaluation discussion. 
Regardless of what concepts were given in the evaluation framework, participants 
spoke about things that were important to them at that specific moment (such as 
the perceived lack of directors’ support or the reasons for non- participation in the 
development workshops). They did not always stick to the given framework but uti-
lized the evaluation workshop to resolve concrete issues such as organizing upcoming 
events. It seemed that in the work community, employees had no organized discussion 
forums for shared matters. The evaluation framework includes a part in which par-
ticipants should present concrete suggestions for future development and decide who 
promotes each action (Hyytinen et al. 2017, p. 314). In this case, such suggestions of 
future actions were missing. We interpret that this was because the group simply had 
none. In addition, there was not enough knowledge regarding who could be entrusted 
with the responsibility of advancing the plans. This is both a research finding related 
to the situation of the studied work community, and a methodological observation 
concerning the evaluation framework.

According to our analysis of the data collected in the evaluation workshop, things 
had changed to some extent. In the evaluation workshop, one of the directors – the only 
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one who attended this workshop – crystallized the desire for a new basis for the shared 
office’s existence: 

From the management’s point of view, when the idea [of a shared office for these organiza-
tions] first came out, the common denominators were the owners and cost efficiency. They 
were the drivers. Then the idea evaporated, everyone was just happy about the new office. 
But during this project, a new idea has emerged, to search for a new common denominator 
for our collaboration. To find a new point for being here, now that common ownership 
alone is not enough. (Interviewee 10)

On the practical level, the employees and directors had developed several new forms of 
facilitating community and collaboration. A ‘Well-being Group’ had been established, 
the tasks of which were to organize bottom-up activities to enhance work-related well-
being and generate more collaboration between organizations. The Well-being Group 
consisted of voluntary employees from each organization. By the time of the evalua-
tion workshop, the Well-Being group had organized sports and after work events and 
decided to start a series of pitch talks open to all organizations. A series of open lectures 
had also been initiated, in which each organization, one after the other, invited an out-
side expert to lecture on a topical issue. A monthly walking event had been introduced: 
All employees could join an afternoon walk on a specific day to get acquainted with new 
people and discuss current topics. The managers had also decided to return to holding 
organized meetings at regular intervals.

The participants of the evaluation workshop thought that the intervention work-
shops had been important moments in the middle of everyday hustle and bustle. Yet, 
the discussion highlighted that only a small proportion of the employees – 16 people – 
had participated in the workshops aimed at promoting work-related well-being and 
networking. This was not many, considering that the organizations employed over 180 
people at the beginning of the workshops. However, the participants came from all but 
one organization. In the directors’ coaching workshops, it was agreed at the outset that 
if any of the directors were unable to participate, a deputy would take their place. This 
arrangement was meant to ensure continuity. Eventually, all the directors attended at 
least one workshop, but none engaged in all of them. 

A great topic of discussion in the evaluation workshop was the small number of par-
ticipants of the well-being and networking workshops. The active participants thought 
that the reasons for others’ non-participation were a shortage of time and heavy work-
loads. The main reason that the participants gave for non-participants’ weak involve-
ment, however, was the perceived lack of managerial support. The employees interpreted 
this as directors’ lack of commitment to the strategic development of the community of 
all the six organizations. The employees felt that promoting collaboration and commu-
nity had been left to them. This feeling was further supported by the fact that only two 
of the directors had participated in the well-being and networking workshops, and that 
only one of them was present in the evaluation workshop.

The discussion in the evaluation workshop revealed a struggle over what was con-
sidered important in the work community. Taking part in well-being and networking 
workshops may seem lightweight compared with ‘concentrating on one’s own work’, 
to use the expression of one of the directors in the interviews. During the evaluation 
workshop, active participants of the intervention workshops strived to legitimize their 



78 Community and Collaboration in a Shared Multi-space Office Heli Ansio et al.

community-building activities as a profitable use of work time. In the participants’ dis-
course, the community and social interaction emerged as a resource. They emphasized 
that they had received good tips from other organizations and learned a lot from others 
in the workshops. These tips and learning from others are, according to our interpreta-
tion, parts of coworking economy; commodities and gifts that coworkers exchange in 
interaction (Jensen 2008; Jakonen et al. 2017). In the evaluation workshop, the partici-
pants presented the idea that not only the centrally located beautiful building but also 
the sense of community and the ‘positive buzz’ could build a mutual brand of the six 
organizations. The evaluation framework also guides this kind of thinking using con-
cepts such as ‘economy’ and ‘reputation’. 

The evaluation discussion highlighted that some improvements had taken place in 
collaboration during the intervention period. One of the participants summed up the 
improved sense of community: ‘Before this [intervention] process, I didn’t feel like we 
were all work mates, but now it feels like that. At least to me, because I became inten-
sively engaged in the collective activities’. Interaction had started to lead to emotional 
connections with the employees of the coworking organizations, as McMillan and Cha-
vis’s (1986) theory presupposes. However, cooperation between different organizations 
was not yet considered sufficiently close. The conversation ended with the participants’ 
conclusion that at the moment, people were collaborating, but the organizations were 
not. The employees wished for more strategic and management-led cooperation.

The evaluation workshop revealed a shared concern regarding how the improved 
community and collaboration would continue. The employees encouraged the directors 
to carry the responsibility for the strategic planning of common affairs. In addition, an 
idea that the organizations should report to their boards on the realization of collabora-
tion and synergies emerged, as the owners’ presumption was that a shared office would 
produce this. One of the final thoughts in the evaluation workshop came from one of 
the employees: ‘We need a community manager here’. The only director present at the 
evaluation workshop supported the idea: 

Those [coworking spaces] and platforms, they have such a facilitator. They try to maintain 
a community and organize things. But we don’t have anything like that. We only rent the 
same facilities. There’s no common denominator. What if all the organizations dug into 
their pockets, so that we could take on such a facilitator? 

Sankari reviews many studies that have found community management techniques 
and trained staff important in providing coworking space users access to each others’ 
skills and improving the community (Sankari 2019, pp. 3–4). The evaluation workshop 
helped the participants recognize that facilitating collaboration was a task in itself, and 
that a sense of community does not germinate spontaneously.

Discussion

Our aim in this case study was to examine how community and collaboration were 
understood, strived for and constructed in speech and action within a work community 
of six publicly owned companies that shared a multi-space office in a major Finnish city. 
We approached the shared office from the viewpoint of coworking ideals – community, 



 Nordic journal of working life studies Volume 10  ❚  Number 3  ❚  September 2020 79

collaboration, encounters and sharing competence – claiming that these ideals also influ-
ence discourses on office spaces in bigger organizations. 

Our study provides insights into the reasons why work organizations adopt shared 
work environments. In our case, the owners of the companies had encouraged a move 
to a shared office for practical reasons. The directors also strived to increase collabora-
tion and synergy benefits that they believed would arise from the physical proximity of 
employees. According to earlier research, however, the impact of proximity on employ-
ees’ communication and collaboration is ambiguous (Coradi et al. 2015, pp. 58–59; 
Irving et al. 2019, pp. 3–4). Our research setting resembles greatly that of Irving et al. 
(2019), who studied government employees from different organizations having been 
co-located in a new office environment. The vision had been quite the same as in our 
case: that an open environment would produce new collaborative partnerships. Irving 
et al. found that collaboration was rare, and identified several strategies that employees 
used to avoid new collaborations. An important point is that according to Irving et al. 
(2019), not proximity itself but employees’ responses to proximity facilitates or inhibits 
collaboration.

In terms of collaboration and sense of community, the shared office had not deliv-
ered on its promises by the start of our research and development project. Networks had 
not developed between the organizations as effectively as had been hoped. Our empiri-
cal data demonstrated tensions in daily practices. The shared recreational room brought 
enjoyment and energy to many. In a way, it was a symbol for a boundaryless way of 
organizing – a space in which organizational boundaries were challenged. However, at 
the same time, it made them visible and showed that they remained (cf. Cohen’s ideas 
on the significance of boundaries for communities); immediate interaction and unstruc-
tured communication did not spread to the work done in the office. It was evident that 
some employees had developed a mutual understanding of a ‘good’ office space that 
suited the type of work they did. A peaceful, silent environment was their shared value, 
and they tried to achieve this by mimicking the conditions of a cellular office, even when 
this was dysfunctional for their daily communication. 

As we presented at the beginning of this article, research shows that coworking has 
several benefits for independent professionals: it can increase social support and enhance 
a sense of community (Gerdenitch et al. 2016; Garrett et al. 2017). It is also worth noting 
that popular literature tends to be overtly positive about the benefits of coworking. 
‘Serendipitous encounters’ are supposed to be the essence of coworking. Our research 
supports the findings of Jakonen et al. (2017) that even in coworking spaces that are 
intentionally curated, these encounters do not necessarily take place. Neither do members 
of coworking spaces necessarily collaborate for shared work objectives (Spinuzzi et al. 
2019) more than the employees in our case organizations. To continue Spinuzzi et al.’s 
discussion on the nature of community and collaboration in coworking, we suggest that 
in shared work environments (either coworking spaces of self-employers or multi-tenant 
offices of bigger companies), the ideal of collaboration does not necessarily manifest 
itself as co-laboring in mutual projects. Collaboration can also occur in the forms of 
small gift-giving that Jensen (2008) describes, such as inviting others to interesting events 
or recommending suppliers to each other. These gifts are probably given in the hope of 
getting a return gift, but the nature and time of that return is not easy to specify.

De Paoli et al. (2013) point out that Scandinavian offices often emphasize good 
work environment for employees; for example, they tend to be less dense and smaller 



80 Community and Collaboration in a Shared Multi-space Office Heli Ansio et al.

than their counterparts in Central Europe or Anglo-American countries. According 
to a Swedish study, an activity-based working environment requires a high level of 
self-leadership, which may become a burden to an individual employee (Bäcklander 
et al. 2019). The office we studied hosted six companies that were ‘traditional work-
places’ with traditional managerial relationships. Based on our results, we suggest 
that shared work environments may mostly benefit self-employed workers and small 
businesses who voluntarily seek contacts with other independent professionals and 
gain potential business assets from networking. For employees of larger and more 
hierarchical organizations, these benefits may be less clear and less relevant to the 
nature of their work. As Bouncken and Reuschl (2018) point out, coworking space 
users have a high level of autonomy in terms of usage of space, communication and 
interaction. They may freely decide ‘to take the opportunity – not the necessity – to 
interact with others on loose terms or very intense, to be open in job-related issues 
and private issues’ and so forth. Coworking enables combinations of task-related and 
leisure targets as well as social and economic targets (Bouncken & Reuschl 2018,  
p. 320). Moriset (2017) also sees coworking as a lifestyle (un style de vie). The char-
acteristics described above do not apply to the work community we studied. Instead, 
in our research case, enabling collaboration and building a sense of community were 
seen as the responsibility of managers. When the managing directors were not active 
in this task, the employees took the initiative in the development workshops and 
established a Well-being group for promoting not only well-being at work but also 
other common interests.

A limitation of the study at hand is that it is based on one case. A more comprehen-
sive study approach with a larger data would complement the findings of case studies 
that have been conducted in shared offices. Another limitation is that the study design 
did not allow follow-up; thus, we have no knowledge whether the newly formed prac-
tices to improve collaboration and community lasted after the project.

Conclusion

Our study of collaboration and community in a multi-space office shared by several 
organizations provides preliminary evidence of the significance of the collaborative 
design of work environments. Furthermore, it highlights the importance of paying atten-
tion to social factors in shared work environments. The research results indicate that a 
shared and open office solution does not lead to interaction and collaboration all by 
itself. If collaboration and community are valued in work organizations, they need to be 
managed and actively supported.
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