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1 Introduction

The world counts more than 14 thousand coworking spaces and 35 thousand flexible workspaces
whose primary function is to offer dedicated spaces for collaborative activities in order to trigger
higher creative performances with new ways of working (Leesman, 2015). Why are collabora-
tive spaces so relevant in contemporary society? Collaborative spaces (CS) are defined as places
whose codes, atmosphere, and times and values of use favour horizontal interactions (De Vaujany
et al., 2018). Among these spaces, mainly pertaining to the work realm, we recognize collabora-
tive workplaces in corporate offices, coworking spaces, hacker- and maker-spaces, fablabs and
also multifunctional spaces inside universities (Botsman & Rogers, 2011; Gandini, 2015; Tem-
ple, 2019). Collaborative workplaces are not only those areas specifically designed for planned
collaboration, such as team and meeting rooms, but also the office locations where more casual
collaboration and impromptu interactions happen among workers, such as service and amenity-
related spaces, including printing and copy areas, breakout areas and so on (Hua et al., 2011).
Collaborative spaces are based on the possible sharing of knowledge, either planned or unplanned
(Moriset, 2014; Mitev et al., 2018), that takes place thanks to the flexibility of their forms and
functions, to users’ inclusion and to their spatial and managerial fragmentation (Friedman, 2014;
Schmidt, 2019).

However, a clear taxonomy of CS and their impacts on users are not well-established due to
(i) the constantly evolving scenario of workplaces and work practices, mainly determined by the
increased availability of technologies, and (ii) the extensive role that knowledge sharing plays as
a key production factor in modern cities and economic systems. While rigid separation of places to
live, work, have fun or produce is blurring, many places are becoming ‘hybrid’ through a process
that has been even accelerated by recent emergencies – as the pandemic we are currently facing
worldwide. Aided by technological and digital innovation, nearly any place can accommodate
temporary and multiple functions, including collaborative practices. Literature suggests defining
CS as “fourth places” (Morrison, 2018), because they integrate some of the characteristics of three
categories of place: the place for living (first place); the place for work (second place); and the place
for relationships and leisure time or "third place" (Oldenburg & Brisset, 1989; Oldenburg, 1982).
By implying the hybridisation of these three levels, CS enable practices and social encounters
that are not found elsewhere, especially not at home nor at other workplaces (Yang et al., 2018;
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Oldenburg 1989; Moriset, 2013; Simões Aelbrecht, 2016). Thus, CS can take place in different
environments and can affect a variety of users.

Literature on CS is scattered across multiple disciplines. It includes conceptual and empir-
ical studies mainly within social sciences (e.g. Spreitzer, 2017), architecture (e.g. Simões Ael-
brecht, 2016), real estate management (e.g. Yang, 2019), facility management (e.g. Weijs-Perrée,
2018), organization and management (e.g. De Vaujany, 2018) and human resource management
(e.g. Boutellier, 2008). However, most studies adopt a single-discipline perspective, while a more
transversal and inter-disciplinary stance is desirable to understand the interplay of CS in differ-
ent environments and their impact on users. It is necessary to systematise the existing literature
through a comprehensive taxonomy of collaborative spaces (Ciaramella et al., 2018). Therefore,
this research proposes a wide-ranging analysis that considers the multiple dimensions of CS
based on a cross-disciplinary approach. The aim is to understand which dimensions of collabora-
tive spaces have an impact on their users, and what outcomes can be expected i.e. on innovation,
entrepreneurship, creativity, and value generation (Colpaert, et al. 2014; Corvo & Pastore, 2018;
Putnam, 2000).

2 Framework for a multidisciplinary investigation

A thorough literature review allowed to acknowledge, on one hand the spatial, organizational
and relational dimensions – according to the spatial triad of Lefebvre (1991) – that can impact
CS’ users and, on the other hand, users’ expected outcomes.

The spatial dimension of CS can have both positive and negative impacts on workers. Orel
and Almeida (2019) recognize furniture’s flexibility, brightness of workspace, temperature range,
air quality, and the presence of greenery as supportive factors to trigger relationships and well-
being among coworkers. The same features can facilitate cross-fertilization and lateral thinking,
which are important factors for creativity and innovation (Dul, Ceylan and Jaspers, 2011). Multi-
space layout can both favour or hamper face-to-face interactions (Boutellier et al., 2008; Stryker
et al. 2012; Weijs-Perrée et al., 2018; Von Krogh and Geilinger, 2014). However, spatial design
alone does not suffice to trigger positive relational outcomes but needs to blend well with other
factors, such as organizational culture and organization of work activities (Becker, 2007; Von
Krogh and Geilinger, 2014). Among the organizational dimensions of CS, Spreitzer et al. (2017)
state the relevance of flexibility in terms of relationships, time and location. Outcomes of these
varied levels of flexibility include (i) ‘geographic proximity’ between workers that refers to the
physical vicinity of two entities to each other, and (ii) ‘perceived proximity’ (Wilson et al., 2008)
that is the inherent closeness of two entities, despite their physical distance. This unique com-
bination of both types of proximity with a values-based orientation distinguishes collaborative
spaces from traditional office environments (Yang et al., 2019; Kojo and Nenonen, 2014).

Among the relational dimensions, CS can be defined as ‘serendipity machines’ that favour im-
promptu interactions among their users (Olma, 2013) while enhancing social capital (Waxman,
2004), supporting innovation and entrepreneurship processes (Boutellier et al., 2008; Coradi et
al., 2015; Stryker et al., 2012) or spreading tacit knowledge (Polanyi, 2009). Moreover, Wasser-
man and Frenkel (2015), following Bourdieu’s (1984) discourse, report the relevance of CS’ dis-
tinctive factor of peer-interactions to redefine and transform stereotyped performative habitus.

This analysis shows that the existing knowledge on CS can be systematised into an inter-
pretive framework, consisting of two main components. On one hand, spatial, organizational
and relational dimensions can be recognized as determinants of CS’ impacts on users. On the
other hand, users can expect multiple outcomes from the fruition of CS. Further studies on the
relations between these two main components will allow to define a taxonomy of CS.
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3 Conclusions and future development of the research

This literature review built a complete interpretive scheme of collaborative spaces (CS), that
acknowledges specific dimensions of CS and their expected outcomes on users. The complexity of
CS’ multiple features, their latent hybridisation, and the multiplicity of potential outcomes were
captured by embracing a cross-disciplinary perspective. These findings constitute a fundamental
basis to develop a more elaborated taxonomy of CS, which will be useful to investigate them in
future systematic studies. In particular, new research areas can be envisioned, among which:
how the recent pandemic is affecting CS dimensions and outcomes; what input variables are
specifically included in each dimensions and determine specific outcomes; and what categories of
CS users can be identified.

This first exploration might be of interest not only for researchers, but also for executives,
human resources managers, and managers in charge of corporate social responsibility who are
increasingly called to implement inclusive, innovative and creative work practices to boost per-
formances and job satisfaction of workers and other workplace users. Also, these results can
support policymaking to diffuse CS throughout urbanized and peripheral environments, as well
as can support the evolution of university campuses into more engaging environments for aca-
demic personnel, students, and the society at large.
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