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CORAL ESRs developed a web-based  
Glossary about key – terms and concepts of 
the project. The glossary marks the end of the 
theoretical phase of the PhDs. From social 
innovation, rural creative class, hybrid CWS 

to social entrepreneurship, precariousness, 
and remote work in rural areas, the glossary 
aspires to help scholars navigate coworking 
studies that cut across a wide variety of disci-
plines and sources.
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Typologies of Collaborative 
Workspaces 

 
Typology or classification is important because, without it, there would 
be no advanced conceptualization, reasoning, language, or data anal-
ysis in any kind of research in the social sciences (Bailey, 1994). There 
are two ways to classify things: ‘unidimensional, or multidimensional’ 
(Ibid). A typology is generally ‘multidimensional and conceptual’ (Ibid). 
Taxonomy, on the other hand, can refer to both the process and the 
final result (Ibid). Simpson’s (1961) definition of taxonomy also refers to 
the “process” including its ‘bases, principles, procedures, and rules’. In 
the end, a taxonomy and a typology are very similar. Many people use 
the two terms the same way; however, a typology is conceptual while a 
taxonomy is empirical, hierarchical, and evolutionary (Bailey, 1994).  

 

There are studies with a generic view of the typologies of Collaborative 
Workspaces (hereafter CWS). For instance, Capdevila (2017) proposes 
four typologies for CWS such as coworking spaces, fablabs, maker/
hackerspaces, living labs and corporate labs based on innovative 
approaches (explorative practices and exploitative goals). Montanari 
(2020) concludes with six different typologies under the terminology of 
‘Collaborative Spaces’ such as corporate collaborative spaces, cowork-
ing spaces, creative or cultural hubs, fablabs and makerspaces, incuba-
tors and accelerators, social spaces (cafes, libraries, etc.) by defining 
four common features for them including variety, flexibility, autonomy, 
and collaborative ethos. Mariotti et al., (2021) propose four types un-
der the umbrella of ‘New Working Spaces’ namely collaborative and 
creative working spaces (coworking spaces and smart work centers), 
makerspaces and other technical spaces (fablabs, open workshops), 
other new working spaces (hackerspaces, living lab, and corporate 
labs), informal new working spaces (cafes and libraries).  

 

On the other hand, there are classifications for specific types such as 
‘innovation and creativity labs’ into grassroots labs, coworking labs, 
firm-driven innovation labs, academic-driven innovation labs, incuba-
tors and accelerators differentiated based on their spatiality, organi-
zational settings, and objectives (Schmidt, Brinks, & Brinkhoff, 2014). In 
the same manner, experimentation labs, working labs, open innovation 
labs, and entrepreneurial labs are among the typologies for ‘open cre-
ative labs’ (Schmidt, 2019). There are also classifications mainly for co-
working spaces such as entrepreneurial-led and community-led (based 
on their organizational layer) (Avdikos & Iliopoulou, 2019) and individ-
ual-proposed (traditional model), creation-proposed, group-proposed 
and startup-proposed (based on what do people do) (Orel & Bennis, 
2021). Most of the mentioned studies regarding typologies for CWS fo-
cus on the urban context. However, CoWorkLand project, named Rural 
Coworking (2020) classifies coworking spaces in rural Germany into, 
coworking classic (the most successful one), commuter port, bottom 
hub, retreat, workation, new village center, housing and work projects 
according to the users, founders, and business models of the spaces.  

 

Overall, sharing (e.g., knowledge, equipment), collaboration, a place 
for social interactions/curation, learning, autonomy, openness, flexibili-
ty, and variety are among the common similarities for most of identified 
CWS types (Capdevila, 2017; Schmidt & Brinks, 2017; Avdikos & Iliop-
oulou, 2019; Montanari et al., 2020). On the other hand, classifying 
and differentiating the CWS varies based on the studies’ discipline 
and the given basic criterion(s) or approach. Avdikos & Merkel (2020) 
propose generic dimensions for classifying coworking spaces namely, 
scope (e.g., ownership, business model, management, governance) and 
functions (from spaces to more services). In addition, ‘spatiality’ plays 
an important role to define the functions and open spaces, since the 
community-led coworking spaces provide more services and they are 
more open to social innovation activities (Avdikos & Merkel, 2020).  
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Hybrid Collaborative Workspaces 

 
When defining hybridization or hybridity, it is possible to take into con-
sideration the combination of two or more components or aspects that 
could describe a specific phenomenon from a particular perspective. 
In general, the concept originating from cultural and political back-
grounds has undergone research from numerous disciplines. Thus, it 
contains several interpretations (Di Marino et al., 2022).  

 

In planning and architecture disciplines, the notion has been explored 
chiefly in the urban context and the research related to the term in 
rural settings is scant. Usually, the term ‘hybrid space’ is used in the 
mentioned disciplines. In cities and urban areas, ‘spatiality’, and 
‘mixedfunctions’ (e.g., ‘living’ and ‘working’ and in some cases ‘leisure’) 
within a building (microscale) or a neighborhood/ district (meso /mac-
ro-scale) play key roles in defining the phenomenon (Cho et al., 2015; 
Uyttebrouck & Teller, 2017; Khatibi, 2022). In addition, the blurring 
separation between the public and private access/use of space or the 
interaction of social and functional aspects (Krasilnikova and Klimov, 
2016) are contributing characteristics of hybrid spaces. In physical 
workplaces (also evident in certain types of Collaborative Workspaces 
(CWS)) where growing socio-spatial interactions happen, new types 
of ‘multifunctionality and flexibility’ are emerging which are increas-
ingly influenced by a significant level of digitalization, especially with 
the evolution of ‘hybrid work’ practices in the postpandemic world (Di 
Marino et al., 2022).  

 

Considering the different typologies of CWS such as coworking spac-
es or makerspaces, there are also hybrid spaces where creative and 
cultural productions happen together, often found in present-day aban-
doned industrial or public buildings with large premises and diverse 
communities (Pacchi, 2017). Waters-Lynch et al. (2016) by introducing 
the coworking phenomenon as a comprehensive social experience 
(since it has been placed under the idea of 

Oldenburg’s (1999) ‘third place’), firstly situate coworking spaces in the 
middle of ‘work, learn, play -discovery’ activity spectrum and second-
ly, highlights that the activities of ‘other spaces’ (later recalling them 
as categories/typologies) can be frequently ‘blended’ and ‘difficult to 
distinguish which can lead them to be in ‘hybrid categories’. This fact is 
also relevant for places that are initially devoted to collaborative work 
in which the living or/and leisure/social conditions were added as an 
extended or new facility. For instance, among the categories listed by 
Waters-Lynch et al. (2016), ‘coliving space’ also exists, and its hybrid 
category can attach ‘living’ to the ‘work, learn, play’ pillars. Morisson’s 
(2018) concept of ‘fourth place’ on the micro-scale also applies here, 
since it refers to the combination of first place (home), second place 
(work), and Oldenburg’s (1999) third place (places for social gather-
ings). Overall, hybridization processes in CWS (micro-scale phenom-
enon) as potential physical spaces for socializing, usually equipped 
with digital features, and in their location (neighborhood, municipality 
scales in rural context) can be understood through the interplay of their 
‘physical, social and digital’ dimensions (see e.g., Di Marino et al., 
2022; Paay et al., 2007).
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Social Infrastructure

When we speak of infrastructure, we normally think of roads, build-
ings, etc., however, there has been an ‘infrastructure turn’ (Amin, 2014) 
where infrastructures are instead understood as sociotechnical tools 
and systems that shape urban social life when sociality is ‘never reduc-
ible to the purely human alone (Amin, 2014: 138). Infrastructure, there-
fore, is ‘a fundamentally relational concept, becoming real infrastruc-
ture in relation to organized practices’ (Star, 1999: 380). In this new 
infrastructural perspective:

“..infrastructure is defined by the movement or patterning of social form. 
It is the living mediation of what organizes life: the lifeworld of structure. 
Roads, bridges, schools, food chains, finance systems, prisons, families, 
districts, norms, all the systems that link ongoing proximity to being in a 
world-sustaining relation.” (Berlant, 2016: 393) 

Regarding this new thinking surrounding infrastructure, the concept of 
social infrastructure was introduced by sociologist Eric Klinenberg. In 
his book “Palaces for the People” he characterizes physical places and 
organisations that shape the ways people interact as social infrastruc-
tures. Klinenberg draws on other concepts such as the ‘third place’ of 
Oldenberg (1989), who speaks of ‘inclusively social’ spaces (like bars, 
cafes and hair salons, etc.), and Putnam’s (2000) ‘civic infrastructure’. 
Klinenerg claims social infrastructure is important for maintaining and 
improving public life because of its practical utility for society, but also 
for building relationships among people, establishing trust, and creat-
ing community.

What Klinenberg describes as social infrastructure is quite broad: 

Public institutions, such as libraries, schools, playgrounds, parks, ath-
letic fields, and swimming pools, are vital parts of the social infrastruc-
ture. So too are sidewalks, courtyards, community gardens, and other 

spaces that invite people into the public realm. Community organiza-
tions, including churches and civic associations, act as social infrastruc-
tures when they have an established physical space where people can 
assemble, as do regularly scheduled markets for food, furniture, cloth-
ing, art, and other consumer goods. Commercial establishments can 
also be important parts of the social infrastructure.

Klinenberg (2018: 17)

Latham & Layton (2019) divide social infrastructure into a non-exhaus-
tive list to highlight its diversity: public institutions (e.g. libraries, art gal-
leries, plazas), commercial (e.g. cafes), recreation (e.g. Sports fields, 
swimming pools), religious (e.g. churches, mosques) and transit (e.g. 
Buses, bike lanes): 

“In short, social infrastructure refers to the networks of spaces, facilities, 
institutions, and groups that create affordances for social connection.” 
(Latham & Layton, 2019: 3)

The importance of social infrastructure for public life, therefore, is to 
develop relationships, build social capital, and enable assembly and 
interaction. CWS have been touted as being potential social infra-
structures for rural areas (e.g. Avdikos & Papageorgiou, 2021; Avdikos 
& Merkel, 2021; Gomer, 2021 - ‘social spaces’). However, for CWS to 
be considered as social infrastructure, it should pertain to the dimen-
sions Latham & Layton (P. 8) set out for successful social infrastructure, 
whereby it must be easily located and convey a sense of functionality, 
be multifunctional, well maintained, accessible to all, responsive to the 
needs and wants of people, and have an ethos of citizens as equals in 
a shared space. 

CWS may function as social infrastructure to benefit two main groups, 
namely its users and the local surrounding community. Users may ben-
efit from the perspective of alleviation of the precarity that may come 
from being a freelancer, for example through increased social interac-
tion or access to services. Moreover, rural CWS have been exhibited as 
offering additional services, such as a post office, cafe, event locations 
for social and/or cultural events, and are embedded within the commu-
nity (Bähr et al., 2020). This is of great importance to people living in 
marginalized rural areas, which may suffer from insufficient infrastruc-
ture, social isolation, and geographical remoteness (Bock, 2016; Kelly 
et al., 2019). 

References

Amin, A. (2014) Lively infrastructure, Theo-
ry, Culture & Society 31(7–8), pp. 137–161.

Avdikos, V. and Merkel, J. (2020) ‘Support-
ing open, shared and collaborative work-
spaces and hubs: recent transformations 
and policy implications’, Urban Research 
& Practice, 13(3), pp. 348–357. Available 
at: https://doi.org/10.1080/17535069.20
19.1674501.

Avdikos, V. and Papageorgiou, A. 
(2022) ‘Public support for collaborative 
workspaces: Dispersed help to a place-
based phenomenon?’, Local Economy, p. 
02690942221074941. Available at: https://
doi.org/10.1177/02690942221074941.

Bähr, U. et al. (2021) Rural Coworking. 
People, Models, Trends. Bertelsmann 
Foundation. Available at: https://www.
bertelsmann-stiftung.de/de/publikationen/
publikation/did/rural-coworking-en#de-
tail-content-7302-4.

Bock, B.B. (2016) ‘Rural Marginalisation 
and the Role of Social Innovation; A Turn 
Towards Nexogenous Development and 
Rural Reconnection: Rural marginalisation 
and the role of social innovation’, Sociolo-
gia Ruralis, 56(4), pp. 552–573. Available 
at: https://doi.org/10.1111/soru.12119.

Görmar, F. (2021) ‘Collaborative work-
spaces in small towns and rural areas. 
The COVID‐19 crisis as driver of new work 
models and an opportunity for sustainable 
regional development?’, p. 26.

Kelly, D. et al. (2019) ‘Filling a void? The 
role of social enterprise in addressing 
social isolation and loneliness in rural 
communities’, Journal of Rural Studies, 
70, pp. 225–236. doi:10.1016/j.jrur-
stud.2019.01.024.

Klinenberg, E. (2018). Palaces for the 
people: How social infrastructure can 
help fight inequality, polarization, and the 
decline of civic life. London: Penguin.

Oldenburg, R. (1989) The great good 
place: cafés, coffee shops, bookstores, 
bars, hair salons, and other hangouts 
at the heart of a community. New York: 
Paragon House.

Star, S. L. (1999) The ethnography of infra-
structure, American Behavioral Scientist 
43(3), pp. 377–391

Wilson, A., 2016. The infrastructure of inti-
macy. Signs: Journal of Women in Culture 
and Society, 41(2), pp.247-280.

https://www.bertelsmann-stiftung.de/de/publikationen/publikation/did/rural-coworking-en#detail-content-7302-4
https://www.bertelsmann-stiftung.de/de/publikationen/publikation/did/rural-coworking-en#detail-content-7302-4
https://www.bertelsmann-stiftung.de/de/publikationen/publikation/did/rural-coworking-en#detail-content-7302-4
https://www.bertelsmann-stiftung.de/de/publikationen/publikation/did/rural-coworking-en#detail-content-7302-4


Colm  
Stockdale
ESR2

References:

Akhavan, M., Mariotti, I., Astolfi, L. and 
Canevari, A., 2018. Coworking spaces and 
new social relations: A focus on the social 
streets in Italy. Urban Science, 3(1), p.2.

Bock, B. (2012) ‘Social innovation and 
sustainability; how to disentangle the 
buzzword and its application in the field 
of agriculture and rural development’, 
Studies in Agricultural Economics, 114(2), 
pp. 57–63. 

Bosworth, G., Rizzo, F., Marquardt, D., 
Strijker, D., Haartsen, T. and Aagaard 
Thuesen, A., 2016. Identifying social inno-
vations in European local rural develop-
ment initiatives. Innovation: The European 
Journal of Social Science Research, 29(4), 
pp.442-461.

Chatzichristos, Georgios and Henneb-
ry, Barraí. (2021) ‘Social innovation in 
rural governance: A comparative case 
study across the marginalised rural 
EU’, Journal of Rural Studies [Preprint]. 
Available at: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
jrurstud.2021.06.004.

Dias, R. and Smith, A. (2018) ‘Making 
in Brazil: can we make it work for social 
inclusion?’ Available at: https://core.ac.uk/
reader/160276300 (Accessed: 24 January 
2022).

Gandini, A. and Cossu, A. (2021) ‘The 
third wave of coworking: “Neo-corporate” 
model versus “resilient” practice’, Euro-
pean Journal of Cultural Studies, 24(2), 
pp. 430–447. Available at: https://doi.
org/10.1177/1367549419886060.

Gibson-Graham, J.K. and Roelvink, G., 
2016. Social innovation for community 
economies. In Social innovation and territo-
rial development (pp. 41-54). Routledge.

Moulaert, F. and Ailenei, O. (2005) ‘Social 
Economy, Third Sector and Solidarity 
Relations: A Conceptual Synthesis from 
History to Present’, Urban Studies, 42(11), 
pp. 2037–2053. Available at: https://doi.
org/10.1080/00420980500279794.

Moulaert, F. and MacCallum, D. (2019) 
Advanced Introduction to Social Innovation. 
Edward Elgar Publishing.

Moulaert, F. and Mehmood, A. (2020) ‘To-
wards a social innovation (SI) based epis-
temology in local development analysis: 
lessons from twenty years of EU research’, 
European Planning Studies, 28(3), pp. 
434–453. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1
080/09654313.2019.1639401.

Vercher, N., Barlagne, C., Hewitt, R., Ni-
jnik, M. and Esparcia, J., 2021. Whose Nar-
rative is it Anyway? Narratives of Social 
Innovation in Rural Areas–A Comparative 
Analysis of Community‐Led Initiatives in 
Scotland and Spain. Sociologia Ruralis, 
61(1), pp.163-189. 

Social Innovation

Social innovation (SI) is a contested term and has many connotations, 
interpretations, and implications – from domains such as innovation 
studies, management studies, workplace well-being, and sustainable 
and territorial development to name a few. The ‘fuzziness’ of the term 
has been described as both a help and a hindrance to understanding 
the concept (Bock, 2012; Moulaert & MacCallum, 2019).

Interpretations can vary from organizational and ethical economic in-
novations to social movements initiated by civil society, while the variety 
of actors involved in a SI initiative meanders between the market, civil 
society, and the state, which can lead to some confusion regarding 
what is SI (Moulaert & MacCallum, 2019). Despite this wide range of 
applications, most SI’s share the characteristic of being a critique of 
existing systems and their inherent failures, in terms of serving society 
and addressing social justice and the public good (Bock, 2012). 

Interpretations of SI vary, however, Moulaert & MacCallum (2019) 
divide the literature into two sides on a continuum. One side represents 
a ‘practical organizational’ stream, where social entrepreneurship is 
prioritized as a driver of innovation and value creation, while the other, 
‘critical’ stream is rooted in territorial development, and regards SI as 
a concept to meet human needs and aspirations, but also as a means 
of political mobilization among vulnerable and marginalized communi-
ties. Moreover, Moulaert & MacCallum (2019) pertain SI has three cen-
tral and interlinked features - addressing social needs, changing social 
relations, and the collective empowerment of individuals and groups. 
Thus, SI is both a practice (collective satisfaction of human needs) and 
a process (changes in social relations, empowering governance rela-
tions) (Moulaert and Mehmood 2019). We may define SI as ‘innovation 
in social relations’ (Moulaert et al., 2013). 

Many references are made throughout the literature regarding CWS 
on the potential of CWS to promote and engage in SI but little is said 

about how this actually occurs.  On one hand, regarding the practical 
stream, CWS may involve themselves in SI by acting as incubators for 
social entrepreneurs by aiding them through the SI process, in a very 
similar fashion to other business incubators by offering them not just 
space to operate, but networking opportunities, mentoring and ac-
cess to finance. This is quite apparent in the Impact Hub network. In 
contrast, aspects of the critical stream are reflected in the ‘resilient’, or 
‘third wave’ of coworking identified by Gandini & Cossu (2019), such 
spaces differ from the ‘neo-corporate’ CWS through a greater connec-
tion to the social economy and offering more of a community-based 
approach with a focus on improving social relations and collective 
empowerment often within its local context. Such SI is demonstrated 
by Dias & Smith (2018), who present a makerspace in an impoverished 
neighbourhood of Brazil, which offers space for social inclusion where 
community groups can use the space for DIY solutions to the local in-
frastructure - from urban gardening to devices that can collect rainwa-
ter to store for drinking water. Another example is provided regarding 
the ‘Social Streets’ movement in Italy (Akhavan et al., 2018). Within our 
network, Otelo may be considered within this interpretation of SI. 

Moreover, in rural areas it is this SI that is more apparent, the main 
reason being the lack of agglomeration economies that rural and 
peripheral areas possess to have a critical mass of social entrepre-
neurs. Rural areas also face different social challenges to urban areas, 
meaning we find quite different SI initiatives. Such challenges include 
geographical remoteness, insufficient infrastructure, economic and de-
mographic transition, rising unemployment, and out-migration of eco-
nomically active groups) which feeds into a ‘vicious circle of decline’ 
(Bock, 2016). Despite such difficulties, however, rural areas often have 
greater social cohesion than urban areas (Bosworth et al., 2016) which 
makes them more favourable environments for SI and SI governance 
to occur (Chatzikristos & Hennebry, 2021). Vercher et al. (2021) suggest 
that rural marginalization, the natural environment, and community 
activation are central concepts in SI initiatives in rural areas. 

SI relates to the social and solidarity economy by assisting its growth 
and development in response to the failures of the many crises of the 
‘capitalist’ economy, and in the proliferation of bottom-up, commu-
nity-based approaches to creating resilient and diverse communities 
(Gibson-Graham & Roelvink, 2016). 
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Resilience
  
 

Over the past decade, the concept of resilience has become a main-
stream buzzword employed in different contexts, and it is commonly 
associated with the capacity to restore processes and functions during 
episodes of adversity that require the ability to transform and adapt. 
With its beginnings in the field of psychology (Werner, 1993), research 
in resilience has been conducted over a wide array of disciplines fol-
lowing a trajectory of systems preservation and continuity. For instance, 
some of the most notable resilience studies have been predominant in 
the field of social-ecology with a distinct evolution which has influenced 
research across disciplines. For example, the progression of resilience 
in social-ecological studies can be summarized as follows: resilience 
adaptation, transformability and the dynamics of the system (Walker et 
al., 2004); resilience as a complex adaptive system that can solve wick-
ed problems (Fisher-Kowalski and Rotmans, 2009); resilience thinking 
framework (Folke et al., 2010); resilience adaptation, transformability 
and innovation (Olsson et al., 2014); resilience as a context based 
emergent property (Quinlan et al., 2016); resilience as part of systems 
thinking (Williams et al., 2017); and resilience as a dynamic capability 
and adaptive capacity (Wiig and Fahlbruch eds., 2019). Nevertheless, 
in spite of the vast number of publications addressing the subject across 
fields, resilience remains a malleable term amongst the scientific com-
munity, and its application and meaning is largely context based. Still, 
there are common characteristics and definitions that have dominated 
the work of scholars over time. For example, Walker et al. (2004), clas-
sify resilience as the ability of a system to absorb disturbance and reor-
ganize while undergoing change in which, adaptability is the capacity 
of actors in a system to influence resilience, whereas transformability is 
the capability to create a fundamentally new system when ecological, 
economic, or social (including political) conditions make the existing 
system untenable. 

 

Williams et al., 2017, call for specific attention to systems thinking in or-
ganizational and management studies seeking to explore sustainability 
and resilience. Their specific recommendation is for future studies to ex-
plicitly recognize social-ecological embeddedness beyond the bound-
aries of the firm, industry, and product/process level, as well as the 
interconnections across multi-level, nested social-ecological systems. 
Also, with the understanding about the impossibility of establishing a 
unified concept of resilience across fields, Wiig & Fahlbruch, (2019), 
highlight as one of the key challenges in the body of knowledge of re-
silience studies, the fact that is too generalized and abstract. A recent 
systematic review demonstrates that some scientific efforts have been 
made to develop constructs and models that present relationships; 
however, these cannot be characterized as sufficient for theory build-
ing (ibid). Within the context rural and peripheral Collaborative Work-
ing Spaces (CWS), the theoretical conceptualization of resilience can 
be supported by the existing literature in the fields of organizational 
(Kahn et al., 2018; Linnenluecke, 2015) and territorial (Morrison et al., 
2017; Bristow, 2010) resilience. Recent publications of organizational 
and territorial resilience advocate for models of adaptation that are 
not only proactive but can also foster innovation stemming from col-
lective knowledge sharing and strategic capacity building (Gilly et al., 
2014; De Oliveira 

& Werther, 2013; Sabatino 2015). This is a noteworthy turn from earlier 
works on resilience that categorized it as a reactive state or process 
aimed at restoring prior functioning conditions. As an example, Wil-
liams et al.,(2017), offer a model to integrate important aspects of both 
crisis and resilience outlining the mechanisms through which organiza-
tions anticipate, prepare for, and respond to adversity.  

 

Moreover, Morais-Storz et al., (2018), describe strategic resilience as 
an emergent and dynamic characteristic of organizations that can be 
defined in terms of the rate and consistency in which innovation leads 
to (value creating) strategic metamorphoses. Other scholars (Leng-
nick-Hall and Beck, 2016) view resilience as a capacity which can be 
managed and developed. Lengnick-Hall and Beck, (2016), describe 
resilience as an antecedent to strategic agility and the organization’s 
ability to respond to disruptions by developing the three dimensions 
of resilience: cognitive, behavioral and contextual. This approach is a 
contribution to the earlier theory formulated by Sutcliffe and Vogus, 
(2003), which called for the utilization of accumulated cognitive, emo-
tional and relational resources instead of conserving them (threat-rigid-
ity) to foster effectiveness. By using the perspective of organizational 
resilience, research can explore the factors within collaborative spaces 
that can help build resilient CWS. Whereas the perspective of territori-
al resilience can provide an understanding about the impact of CWS 
on regional development. 
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Business Models
  
 

Despite a noticeable lack of consensus regarding definition or taxon-
omy, the business model is a useful conceptual and communicative 
device for both research and practice, and can even serve as a new 
unit of analysis (Zott et al., 2011). According to Holm et al. (2013), a 
business model is understood as a conceptual device that helps ar-
ticulate which business processes account for actual value creation 
and capture. For example, new innovative business models are often 
considered a competitive advantage, since competitors will likely find 
it more difficult to imitate or replicate an entirely new business model 
than an innovative product or service (Amit and Zott, 2012). Similar to 
the concept of resilience, business model innovation is context depen-
dent and requires a certain degree of adaptation and constant learn-
ing and discovery in a particular environment. A business model can-
not be assessed in the abstract; its suitability can only be determined 
against a particular business environment or context (Teece, 2010). In 
addition, research in business model innovation is not without its chal-
lenges. Given the increasing interest in business model innovation, it 
is not surprising that the concept has become ubiquitous over the past 
decade. Both academics and practitioners use it, and it would be hard 
to find a startup that has not made a “revolutionary” (or “disruptive”) 
business model the crux of its elevator pitch (Rayna & Striukova, 2016). 
Research on business model innovation has primarily focused on Fab 
Labs, but it can be applicable to Collaborative Working Spaces (CWS) 
and other third places.  

 

Nevertheless, according to Rayna & Striukova (2016), since researchers 
use different frameworks, finding a consensus or a measurable ap-
proach to key drivers is difficult. Consequently, academic researchers 
face a more complex landscape. Partly because each study has a dif-
ferent focus, researchers often consider only some aspects of business 
models (typically value creation and value capture), while leaving out 
others that are not relevant to their work but are nonetheless essential. 
There is also a lack of consensus in academic literature around the 
primary components of a business model (ibid). As a response, Rayna 
& Striukova (2016), developed the concept of ‘360° Business Model 
Framework’ to provide a standard measure of business model innova-
tion key components: value creation; value proposition; value capture; 
value delivery; and value communication. This framework could result 
useful to assess the business models of CWS in rural and peripheral 
areas. 
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Community of practice
 

Community of practice is initially proposed by Lave & Wenger in Sit-
uated Learning: Legitimate Peripheral  Participation (Lave & Wenger, 
1991) and expanded in Wenger’s later book Communities of Practice 
(Wenger, 2011). In short, it refers to “groups of people who share a con-
cern or a passion for something they do and  learn how to do it better 
as they interact regularly”(Wenger, 2011, p. 1). The domain of shared 
interest, the community, and the practice compose three crucial char-
acteristics of communities of practice. The concept is applied to several 
fields, such as organizations, associations, governments, and the web 
(Wenger, 2011)

Communities of practice exist in any situation where human beings are 
learning together. The novelty of this concept is that it questions the 
master-student relationship as the premise of learning. Instead, it em-
phasizes apprenticeship studies and the complex set of social relation-
ships that unfold. Therefore,  firstly, it focuses on work practice from the 
learners, especially how new-comers become old-timers. This aspect 
is further elaborated in the invisible concept of “legitimate peripheral 
participation”  in Situated Learning, stressing the social dynamics of 
learning, the new-comers’ access to physical and social resources, and 
their possibilities to contribute and grow (Lave & Wenger, 1991).

Community of practice does not refer to neither entities, nor places. It 
is instead an “intrinsic condition for the existence of knowledge” (Lave 
& Wenger, 1991; Schmidt & Brinks, 2017) and the condition refers to  
“sites of conflict, difference, and change in ways that still seem sensi-
ble” (Amin & Roberts, 2008, p. 307).  However, a community of prac-
tice is too often read as a closed, conflict-free, homogenous social life.  
This view of the concept limits the research in the managerial precept 
and fails to understand the core of learning through engagement in 
practice. Another consequence is that the research remains silent in 
conflictual aspects such as social and ethnicity in shaping a community 
of practice, and in later development, associates it with creativity and 
innovation in a somewhat optimistic manner (Amin & Roberts, 2008; 
Brinks, 2016)

It is essential to focus on the heterogeneity, complexity, and conflicts 
in communities of practice,  especially when applying this concept 
in contexts pre-conditioned with inequality. For example,  coworking 
spaces in rural and peripheral areas inherently embody the urban-rural 
relationship in  urbanization and the mobilization of urban practices 
to non-urban areas. Different spaces are equipped with various social 
and material resources from the region and the stakeholders; within 
one space there are different forms and levels of participation. There-
fore, they are never conflict-free, and the choices under conflicts – sen-
sible or not, reflect the “conditions for the existence of knowledge (Lave 
& Wenger, 1991, p. 98)”. 
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Habitual urbanity

 
Habitual urbanity is derived from Bourdieu’s term of habitus, which 
refers to “products of the social conditioning associated with the corre-
sponding conditions” (Bourdieu, 1996, p. 14), retranslating “the intrinsic 
and relational characteristics of a position into a unitary life-style” 
(Bourdieu, 1996, p. 15), namely dispositions. It is represented by struc-
tured structures, generative principles of and through practices.  Butler 
and Robson firstly applied this framework to understand the middle 
class in global cities, their sense of nuance and diversity constructed by 
their lifestyles, dispositions and educational practices (Butler & Robson, 
2003). Urbanity is therefore defined as the contingencies of a city, 
manifested by dwellers’ “cognitive ability to cope with contingency” 
brought up by urbanization and gentrification in rural regions, espe-
cially the ability to perceive “strangeness” as “potentiality” (Dirksmeier, 
2006, 2012).  

Reading urbanity beyond locality into certain abilities characterized by 
dwellers provides an opportunity to apply and investigate such concept 
in the transformational processes in non-urban regions. Urbanity can 
be further understood through the concept of planetary urbanization 
by Brenner and Schmidt, defining three stages of urbanization: con-
centrated urbanization in metropolitan areas, extended urbanization 
outsides of concentrated agglomerations, and differential urbaniza-
tion, referring to creative destruction of socio spatial configurations in 
relation to the development of modern capitalism (Brenner & Schmid, 
2011, 2015). The stage of differential urbanization can, therefore, be 
investigated through the practices of dwellers, via the potential of them 

to adapt to changing social and economic conditions of the inhabited 
contexts.  Such adaptation does not guarantee only positive outcomes, 
such as social cohesion, economic dynamics, or sense of community, as 
people would often expect. It could also induce conflicts and lengthy 
negotiation that further challenges the cognitive abilities of practi-
tioners, making visible what is potentially inherited from the “structured 
structure” – in this case, the persisting rural and urban division, often 
sustained by existing power relations.  

To contextualize this discussion on coworking spaces in non-urban 
areas, although many coworking spaces advertise themselves with an 
idyllic “rural” life, what coworkers with alternative work and life con-
cepts yearn for is access to both cosmopolitan and idyllic rural life. It 
is to practice a dreamed urban communal life in the vastness of the 
“rural” (CoWorkLand, 2020). Not all coworkers have the necessity and 
motivation to connect locally, and it remains vague how local environ-
ment interact with the coworking  practices. At this stage, what we can 
witness is that the motivation for coworking in non-urban still funda-
mentally consists of access to urban resources that have become scarce 
in large agglomerations and the collective power to produce and trans-
form them (Brenner & Schmid, 2015). However, to answer to whether 
coworking spaces in non-urban spaces would bring out more socially 
equitable, democratically managed and environmentally sane forms of 
urbanization (Brenner & Schmid, 2015), we need to invite more critical 
observation on them.  
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Community management

 
Community management refers to the set of activities and resources 
oriented towards facilitating the interactions and the transmission of 
knowledge among the members of a  CWS. 

The simultaneous physical proximity of coworkers by itself is not enough 
to build a sense of community and a trust-based environment and may 
just result in community members working alone alongside each other 
without much interaction or cross-fertilisation (Spinuzzi, 2012). There-
fore, facilitation tools (Cabral, 2021), hosting (Merkel, 2015) or com-
munity facilitation (Füzi, 2015) have proved to be of key importance 
for CWSs, characterized not only by the existence of a shared working 
space but also a community of members. 

Hosting the community of a CWS includes the provision of attendant 
services that facilitate a good work environment and a comfortable use 
of the premises, but more importantly, it encompasses the “visionary” 
approach,  which is concerned with the generation of a nurturing en-
vironment for the community. Community management activities com-
prise social events and meetings to introduce members of a CWS to 
one another, including physical or virtual interventions such as member 
boards or newsletters profiling new members, although they might also 
involve people that are not regular users of the space (expanded com-
munity). Other types of facilitative events and activities might include 
educational events such as courses or peer-to-peer learning groups 
catering to coworkers’ interests and needs, or professional networking 
events to generate connections among members and with other rele-
vant stakeholders from outside the space. 

Depending on the size and characteristics of the CWS, the organi-
zation of these activities and the more informal approach of talking, 
connecting, recommending, and caring in their daily work for the 
community, is taken by CWS managers or founders themselves, or by a 
dedicated member (or members) of the staff. In some cases, it can also 
be assumed by a coworker as part of an agreement, collectively by the 
members of the CWS in the case of bottom-up CWS, or by a volunteer. 

Community management generates positive outcomes for the communi-
ty at different levels (Brown, 2017; Capdevila, 2015; Cowie et al., 2013; 
Füzi, 2015; Mariotti and Akhavan, 2020; Parrino, 2015). It increases 
the levels of organizational and social proximity, which facilitate the 
transmission of knowledge and interactive learning among members, 
strengthening innovation dynamics. By helping to identify potential 
partnerships and complementary resources, community managers can 
generate new client relationships or business partnerships. Furthermore, 
the positive effects on trust levels among coworkers have enabled new 
forms of solidarity and cooperation and positively affect their well-be-
ing (see well-being entry).

However, the community management of a CWS also poses a series 
of challenges. Spaces need to find time and resources to dedicate to 
these functions and they are not always available. People in charge of 
this activity are often responsible for many other tasks or might lack the 
personal skills, motivation or adequate training and knowledge to per-
form adequately these functions. Conversely, very close-knit communi-
ties may need to actively implement strategies to ensure the circulation 
of new workers and knowledge flows. In these cases, altering communi-
ty dynamics without jeopardizing a favourable environment for cowork-
er interactions is potentially challenging.
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Counter-urban migration: 

Counter-urban migration refers to the demographic and social process 
whereby people move from urban to rural areas. This phenomenon is 
also known as counterurbanization or deurbanization.

These practices take place in rural and peripheral areas in parallel 
to out-migration processes towards urban centres, particularly of the 
young population looking for qualified jobs and economic opportuni-
ties. Counter-urban migration can also mitigate the adverse effects of 
rural depopulation, particularly if incoming migrants are economically 
active individuals moving with their families.

New diverse forms of work organisation and flexibilization driven by 
changes in ICTs, and the digitalization of the economy, have facilitat-
ed the relocation of workers and entrepreneurs outside large urban 
centres. Lifestyle motivations and the search for the “rural idyll” (Thrift, 
1987) lay behind the decision of the majority of people to relocate to 
rural and peripheral areas. It often responds to a combination of push 
and pull factors such as high housing prices, higher levels of stress re-
lated to urban life, family needs or a desire to be closer to nature. The 
recent COVID-19 pandemic has also accelerated this transformation 
by mainstreaming mobile working, making companies more prone to 
higher levels of remote working for their employees. 

CWS in rural and peripheral areas may offer a range of services that 
incoming migrants often demand, generating positive effects that 
contribute to attracting and retaining them. On one hand, many em-
ployed workers are moving into the peripheries of urban centres, driv-
ing the emergence of CWS in these suburban areas (Mariotti et al., 
2021). On the other hand, a new rural creative class (Herslund, 2012) 
often demands the services of a CS, not only to have access to a good 
technical infrastructure but also in the hope of finding a community of 
like-minded people, inspiration, networking and a sense of “rurbanity”, 
that is, a cosmopolitan urban flavour within the rural context (innova-
tive, multicultural, alternative, etc.).

Indeed, self-employment is often the most effective available mecha-
nism for supporting the lifestyle objectives of this group of people and 
many migrants decide to start a business or a freelancing activity when 
relocating to rural areas. As lifestyle entrepreneurs, their main driver to 
start up a business is not their financial gain, but rather the satisfaction 
of creating a specific business that guarantees the entrepreneurs’ liveli-
hood and aligns with their views about the world around them, namely, 
hobbies, family time, art, nature and/or personal passions.

Counter-urban migrants can become a pillar of regional development 
in rural and peripheral areas. They tend to have a higher average 
income than the native population and contribute to the local economy 
through their consumption of local products and services. Moreover, 
counter-urban migrants represent for the region an important influx of 
human capital. Migrants tend to have higher education and skill levels 
and more managerial experience than the native populations, char-
acteristics often lacking in rural areas (Kalantaridis and Bika, 2006). 
More importantly, their higher level of entrepreneurship compared to 
the native population has many positive effects. New enterprises gen-
erate jobs for the local population, particularly in innovative sectors 
where young people tend to have more difficulty finding opportunities 
and contribute to expanding the national and international orientation 
of the economy. Entrepreneurs relocating to rural areas provide new 
connections to knowledge networks in urban areas, helping peripheral 
areas to bridge structural holes and build their social capital, an aspect 
particularly important in these areas, characterised by strong ties and 
tight social networks, which limit the capacity for innovation and a new 
path development for the economy.  

CS, by acting as an ‘anchor’ that helps increase the local embedded-
ness and regional orientation of these businesses, may serve as an 
infrastructure for entrepreneurship that contributes to localising the 
positive effects of the entrepreneurial activity of migrants. Moreover, 
they are spaces where local and migrant workers and entrepreneurs 
can meet, share knowledge and generate serendipities. 

However, counter-urban demographic flows present also certain po-
tential challenges. An increase in housing demand from migrants 
with higher incomes can lead to an increase in housing prices and a 
displacement of the locally-born population outside their settlements. 
Moreover, the changes in the population have a risk of dividing the 
local society and weakening social cohesion, and unfulfilled dreams of 
counter-urban migrants can generate new conflicts.
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Gender dynamics in CWS 

Research on gender dynamics in collaborative workspaces (henceforth 
CWS) is extremely scarce, and a lack of empirical, ethnographic stud-
ies can be identified. Quantitative data from surveys such as the global 
coworking survey (Deskmag, 2018) shows an increase of women in 
CWS but a leadership gap can be identified.  

Qualitative studies reveal that despite being considered open and 
egalitarian workplaces, gender inequalities persist in CWS. Research-
ers observed gendered undertones of workplace practices such as 
encouraging traditional masculine norms of entrepreneurial behaviour 
(e.g. Wright et al. 2021; Papageorgiou 2018) and forms of gendered 
exclusions in male-dominated teams (e.g. Gill 2002, 2007; Harrison 
et al. 2020; Wright et al. 2021). Some studies also report gendered 
experience of space at the workplace (e.g. Wasserman 2012, Tyler & 
Cohen 2010). Although the open-space plan of most CWS suggests a 
flat organizational hierarchy (de Peuter et al. 2017) and is intended to 
enhance communication and create closeness (Wasserman 2012), this 
spatial arrangement often exacerbates, rather than mitigates gendered 
experience of space. Moreover, female entrepreneurs encounter ac-
cess difficulties to more competitive and prominent CWS that require a 
selection procedure; are not being treated as decision-makers but as if 
needing help with their businesses, resulting in segregation and oth-
ering of female entrepreneurship; and instances of sexual harassment 
(Luo & Chan 2021).  

The occurrence of feminist hackerspaces and more recently, fe-
male-centred or womenonly CWS can be seen as a response to above 

mentioned gender inequalities at the workplace. Feminist hackerspaces 
emerged because online and offline communities of hackers, makers 
and geeks identified issues of sexism in the tech world and saw a need 
for a physical space where they would not encounter patriarchal be-
haviours and focus on feminist projects and ideas without distraction 
(Toupin 2014). Female-centred and women-only CWS first occurred in 
the USA and are now experiencing increased popularity in Europe. 
Poussier (2020) identified six types of European women-focussed CWS 
in Europe: parent friendly, clubs, women-first, women-only, work col-
lectives, and diversity promoters. Both country-specific welfare policies 
and cultural backgrounds regarding gender roles are crucial factors 
determining the type of female-oriented CWS, such as whether it of-
fers childcare service (Akhavan et al. 2022). According to one study, 
female-oriented CWS “attract female workers and entrepreneurs be-
cause of their flexibility, professional environment, and support provid-
ed” and most CWS managers are optimistic about the post-pandemic 
future of and need for such spaces (Akhavan et al. 2022: 236). When 
it comes to gender inequality at the workplace, while women-only 
initiatives are important and can provide support for female entrepre-
neurship as well as help empower women to enter the world of busi-
ness, CWS should above all be inclusive workspaces (Akhavan et al. 
2022, my emphasis).  

Increasingly, initiatives, NGOs and networks within the CWS movement 
(e.g. Coworking Idea Project) have formed to tackle issues of inclusivity, 
diversity and access within CWS. They organize (online) events inform-
ing and educating, as well as inviting owners, founders and managers 
of CWS in particular, to assess the inclusivity of their space, and pro-
vide resources for improvement.  
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Rural Creative Class  

 

A growing body of literature on creative work in the rural context has 
developed over the past decade. Summarizing this debate, Duxbury 
(2021) states that culture-based and creative work in rural and remote 
areas has been studied through three lenses: Through the first, creative 
and cultural work is seen as a resource for community development 
and for cultural vitality in the area. In the second stream, scholars 
argue for a “Rural Creative Class” (Herslund 2012) in reference to 
Richard Florida’s (2002) urban-centric Creative Class theory1, which 
has recently also been linked to rural innovation. Finally, a number of 
scholars have examined rural creative economies and creative entre-
preneurship in rural and remote areas (e.g. Bell & Jayne 2010).  

While creative work has previously mostly been studied in an urban 
context, scholars argue that a rising number of creative workers are 
moving outside cities, establishing ruralbased “creative clusters” (Har-
vey et al. 2012). The Rural Creative Class is said to be made up of 
knowledge workers and creatives who are settling and establishing 
businesses in the countryside, become self-employed and work from 
their country homes, or are commuting to larger cities in the vicinity 
(Herslund 2012). They are fleeing high rents in urban settings in the 
hope of finding small rural communities offering a higher quality of 
life. Several media reports and public polls indicate that the Covid-19 
pandemic might have inspired more people to follow this example 
(Duxbury 2021). Scholars also highlight the importance of broadband 
internet availability and capability (e.g. Roberts & Townsend 2016). 

1	  According to Florida, the Creative Class “consists of people who add economic value through their creativity” and who 
share similar social and cultural preferences as well as buying and consumption habits (2002: 68). It is made up of two components: the 
Creative Core, consisting of scientists and engineers, but also artists and the thought leadership such as writers; and creative profession-
als, who are knowledge workers, professional and technical workers (ibid. 68-9). 

Using the term “creative ruralities”, Woods (2012) contests that research 
needs to move beyond the urban-centric understanding of creativity 
and the creative city model. Whereas the Creative Class in cities is seen 
as a catalyst for economic development, rural creativity contributes 
less to wealth creation. Woods maintains that what distinguishes urban 
creativity from its rural counterpart is that the first is collective and the 
latter is individual. However, feminist scholars in particular have called 
this into question and argue that an individualized working culture 
prevails in the Cultural and Creative Industries in general, and previ-
ous studies on urban collaborative workspaces (CWS), despite using 
labels such as “collective”, “collaborative” or “communal”, have prov-
en this criticism as justified. It could be argued that CWS make good 
gathering spots for creatives in rural areas, but those spaces would 
be less profit-driven than such in urban areas. Creative and cultur-
al entrepreneurs as well as artists living in rural areas are said to be 
focussing more on providing a livelihood for themselves (Bell & Jayne 
2010, Herslund 2012). Nevertheless, an economic potential in creative 
ruralities lies for instance in converting old local heritage sites into 
tourist attractions, offering specialized services such as writer’s retreats 
or experimenting with new agri-food products such as micro-brewing 
or artisan cheese-making (Woods 2012). The increased occurrence of 
CWS, co-living spaces and “workation” retreats in rural and peripheral 
areas over the past few years is an example thereof.  
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Wellbeing at work

Wellbeing is a widely debated concept in the literature as it can refer 
to different units of analysis, such as the individual and the collective 
(Atkinson et al., 2020), and has been studied for its objective or sub-
jective aspects. While the objective version corresponds more or less to 
health, the subjective one refers more specifically to the feelings and 
perceptions of an individual and is usually operationalised into satis-
faction. Subjective wellbeing has been classically framed as hedonic 
or eudemonic. The first refers to short-term enjoyment while, in contrast, 
the eudemonic version looks at wellbeing as a long-term goal, translat-
ing into a search for meaning (Ryan & Deci, 2001). Finally, wellbeing 
can be examined in the context of different domains (Taris & Schaufeli, 
2018), one of which is work. 

Wellbeing at work can be thought of as a comprehensive concept 
referring to the quality of the working life of individuals. This includes 
health and safety aspects connected to the work environment and to 
the organisation of work, but also how people feel about their work 
(Schulte & Vainio, 2010). Workers’ wellbeing – or better ill-being – has 
been studied especially in terms of stress and mental strain. One of 
the most used analytical frameworks is the job demand and control 
model by Karasek (1979), which links the level of mental strain with 
the interaction between the level of external demands at work and 
the job decision latitude; the latter referring to how much control and 
decisional power workers have over their work. Since then, there have 
been further elaborations of the model, including the job-demand-con-
trol-support model (Johnson & Hall, 1988) which focuses on the posi-
tive role of social support at work in alleviating mental strain; the job 
demands and resources model (Demerouti, Bakker, Nachreiner, & 
Schaufeli, 2001) that also takes into account psychosocial, physical and 

organisational aspects related to the job in defining mental strain; the 
effort–reward imbalance model by Siegrist (1996) which considers both 
job-related efforts and rewards to predict workers’ stress.

Workers’ wellbeing has also been the focus of more sociological ap-
proaches studying job quality, as well as of the quality of working life. 
Indeed, the definition of quality of working life is based on the effects 
that certain working conditions have on workers’ wellbeing (Lawler, 
1982). Thus, work is considered bad when it undermines workers’ well-
being (Warhurst & Knox, 2022). The debate around wellbeing at work, 
especially from the 90s onwards, has been pervaded by the idea of 
productivity, considering that healthy and happy workers are also more 
productive (Schulte & Vainio, 2010; Sointu, 2005). In contrast to this 
instrumentalist view of wellbeing, the quality of working life movement 
of the late 60s pushed to consider workers’ wellbeing as an important 
goal in itself (Grote & Guest, 2017). Post-90s discourses of wellbeing 
suggest also that workers’ wellbeing is conceived increasingly as an 
individual responsibility, in contrast to the 60s, when the focus was on 
collective measures to reach collective, rather than isolated, wellbeing 
(Grote & Guest, 2017; Sointu, 2005). This shift appears to be in line 
with the rise in relevance and complexity of non-standard employment 
forms (Stanford, 2017), and the concomitant individualisation of risk in 
the work sphere and beyond (Beck, 2000). In this sense, an interesting 
and recent proposal comes from Grote and Guest (2017) who suggest 
to mix these approaches, evidencing the importance of both individual 
and collective actions for emancipation and increased wellbeing. In 
line with Grote and Guest’s suggestions, researchers and policymakers 
in this field should therefore be committed to understand and identify 
ways to enhance workers’ wellbeing, rather than considering it as a 
mere side-effect of interventions to improve companies and organisa-
tions’ performance. Moreover, these ways forward workers’ emancipa-
tion should not just take into account what the individual worker could 
and should do to feel better, but also, and possibly more prominently, 
the role that organisations and governments can play to systematically 
improve workers’ lives.
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Remote work in rural areas

The introduction of widespread use of digital technologies brought to 
long-lasting changes in the world of work, including the virtualisation 
of work processes and workplaces, with a consequent rise in portions 
of work that can be conducted anytime, anywhere (Eurofound & In-
ternational Labour Office, 2017). In general, when work is conducted 
outside of the default place of work, we can talk of remote work (ILO, 
2020), which includes both standard and non-standard forms of em-
ployment. The prevalent sectors in teleworkable jobs are financial 
services, information and communication, real estate, professional, 
scientific and technical activities, education, and public administration 
(Sostero et al., 2020). Organisations in these sectors tend to be locat-
ed in areas where they can profit from agglomeration benefits, namely 
large urban centres. At the moment, available data does not seem to 
suggest this is going to change significantly any time soon (Braesemann 
et al., 2022) in favour of more peripheral areas. However, the progres-
sive detachment of work from location may still increase opportunities, 
compared to decades ago, for digital work to be carried out, at least 
partly, also in rural and more remote areas.

The attractiveness of rural areas as working sites can be linked to im-
proved access to green space and therapeutic landscapes that seem to 
have positive effects on individual wellbeing (Finlay et al., 2015; Mer-
rell et al., 2022). Moreover, a reduced living cost, and the presence of 
touristic amenities may also play a role in the choice of a rural or more 
remote area as a place of work. Nevertheless, the presence of fast 
broadband, which is an important prerequisite to enable remote work, 
is not equally distributed across rural and peripheral areas and may 
make the adoption of this work modality quite challenging.

In the last years, remote work and the establishment of remote working 
hubs has been considered by different local and wider policy strategies 
among the possible means to bridge the urban-rural gap by revital-
ising and favouring the repopulation of shrinking regions (Avdikos & 
Merkel, 2020; Loi 2021). The implementation of remote work in rural 
areas may have different territorial impacts based on the different 
categories of workers involved. Indeed, besides being already resident 

in the area, remote workers may be just passing by, as in the case of 
workation and digital nomadism; they may establish their residence 
or they may have been already resident in the area, as in the case of 
return migrations and amenity migration; or they may live or work from 
these areas only for a limited period per week, month or year, as in the 
case of multi-local workers.

Counter-urban migration may have different rationales (see also 
counterurban migration). In particular, for returnees, a greater prox-
imity to family and other social networks (Baylina et al., 2017) and 
a feeling of place attachment and territorial belonging (Gustafson, 
2009) are among the most discussed pull factors. As for new incomers, 
counter-urban migration may be motivated by lifestyle-related reasons 
(Benson & O’Reilly, 2009). Other movements are more temporary in 
nature, and, for this reason, are framed as mobilities rather than migra-
tions. Digital nomadism can be understood as a form of lifestyle mo-
bility (Cohen et al., 2015). At the basis of this type of mobility there is 
the desire to escape the 9-5 office routine, by visiting places for several 
days, weeks or months, that are able to offer amenities, outdoor activ-
ities, and, at the same time, a good internet connection and possibly a 
community of like-minded travellers, often embodied in collaborative 
workspaces (Thompson, 2019; Mancinelli, 2020; Chevtaeva & Deniz-
ci-Guillet, 2021).

Surely, remote work in rural and remote areas carries potential for 
these places’ development. The possibility of working remotely in rural 
areas may enable incoming migration but also, to some extent, prevent 
brain drain from these areas. However, this is unlikely to happen with-
out more consistent investments in terms of essential services, such as 
education, which would allow to build human capital at the local level. 
Alternatively, the relation of these workers with the hosting community 
and environment may simply take the shape of temporary consumption 
and exploitation. In particular, a potentially higher purchasing power 
of these knowledge workers may actually contribute to gentrification 
processes (McElroy, 2020) – see also rural gentrification. As for tempo-
rary work-related mobilities, these could foster the deseasonalisation 
and a diversification of the touristic offer, especially in mountain and 
seaside locations where the tourist flows are highly dependent on the 
period of the year. In addition, these mobilities may contribute to the 
reactivation of local economies and may represent an opportunity es-
pecially for local accommodation, retailing and food services. Natural-
ly, a risk could be to increase tourism in already over-touristified areas 
and to contribute to the promotion of a commodified, and somewhat 
idealised, view of rural and remote areas (i.e. in the form of rural idyll, 
see Bell, 2006). In conclusion, to understand if remote work in rural 
areas can contribute and in which ways to local development, more 
research is needed. In-depth longitudinal approaches may help to in-
vestigate the processes and changes - even if minor - that the presence 
of remote workers, possibly encouraged by a specific policy or inter-
vention, may activate at the local level.
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Rural Gentrification

Early studies of gentrification described the phenomenon in question 
as merely an influx of middle-class workers in working-class residential 
areas (e.g., Hamnett, 1973), which in turn led to an increased value of 
the built environment as a capital asset. Even though such approaches 
are still predominant, already by the early 1990’s it was suggested that 
processes of gentrification are performed in a social milieu beyond this 
class polarisation, on basis of the rather intra- than inter-class charac-
teristics of social antagonisms taking place within both the urban and 
the rural (Phillips, 1993). First works on gentrification had the urban 
environment as their starting point of inquiry, whereas research on 
gentrification in the rural followed. Despite that, rural gentrification 
should not be seen either as a condition mirroring its urban counterpart 
processes or as a uniform process that encompasses the same charac-
teristics in all rural areas (Phillips, 1993). 

Gentrification is driven by several factors, both in the urban and the 
rural. Through a productionist approach, rural gentrification is under-
stood as driven by the uneven circulation of capital, where the built 
environment is seen as an opportunity for capital investment. In that 
sense, ‘occupier developers’ are considered embodiments of capital 
(Smith, 1985). In rural areas, the gentrifiers may be i) people coming 
from both lower- and middle-income social groups, who invest capital 
and/or labour on their properties, and ii) firms identifying exploitable 
rent gaps in former areas of production now characterised by disinvest-
ment (Nelson & Hines, 2018). A second driver refers to the consumption 
of a certain desired lifestyle, which commodifies the rural under the 

‘rural idyll’ (rural leisure activities, rural tourism, sense of community, 
etc.) and renders it a ‘positional good’. In this second case, gentrifica-
tion is seen as a phenomenon driven merely by a lifestyle consumption 
associated with the ‘middle class’, which though ignores the possibilities 
of becoming a gentrifier out of need (‘marginal gentrifiers’, Rose, 1984). 
Another noteworthy driver is the gendered class asymmetry: whereas 
class symmetry (households consisted of two working members) is con-
sidered a factor for urban gentrification, asymmetrical positions with-
in the household (persistence of patriarchal relations) may stimulate 
gentrification in the rural, where it is partly based on the upbringing of 
families, which in turn is based on non-remunerated care work under-
taken by females (Phillips, 1993). 

Rural gentrification is closely associated with counterurbanisation 
(see also Counter-urban migration). As a term and an area of study 
though, rural gentrification is considered more critical and politically 
charged than counterurbanisation (Phillips, 2010), in that it also refers 
to the deprivation and exclusion of actors within the rural, may it be 
exclusion from employment, service provision and/or from affective 
relations (Phillips et al., 2021). Already existing counter-urban migration 
processes are further stimulated by the Covid-19 pandemic and the 
subsequent rise in telework; middle-class households increasingly move 
from the urban to the rural in search for a more attractive residential 
milieu, which in turn raises rental prices, gentrifying the rural (Mießner 
& Naumann, 2021). The spread of collaborative workspaces in the rural 
are not irrelevant. These spaces accommodate the so-called ‘creative 
workers’ who seek opportunities for a better living practicing telework 
on the parallel. Workers of this type retain an urban salary that renders 
rental prices in rural areas affordable for them, while a lack of social 
diversity among like-minded CWS’ users stimulates social segregation 
(Flipo et al., 2022). Both the influx of middle-class creative workers and 
the investment in CWS’ infrastructure are expected to raise rental prices 
and augment marginalisation under the ‘rural renewal dynamic’. 
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Rural Precariousness

Precariousness draws increasing attention in scholarly, political, and 
social movements’ debates. Its definitions vary; it originally gained 
attention within discourses initiated by the ILO describing the structural 
rise of insecure forms of employment (e.g., part-time work, zero-hours 
contracts, fixed-term employment) (Frade & Darmon, 2005). This ap-
proach, which contains the phenomenon to a neoliberal economy, 
has been extended by critical voices which drew on the work of Judith 
Butler (2004) bringing the ontological and subjective dimensions of 
the phenomenon to the fore (e.g., feelings of meaninglessness and/or 
disdain, the inability to plan and predict one’s life). Standing’s (2011) in-
fluential approach identified precarious workers as lacking seven forms 
of labour security (namely: labour market, employment, job, work, 
skill, income, and representation security). Others enriched the debate 
applying an intersectional approach (Clement et al., 2009), raising, 
among others, the gendered aspects of precariousness (Fantone, 
2007), its unequal distribution in space (Bhattacharya & Kesar, 2020) 
and the consequences that the experience of precariousness has for 
human agency (Strauss, 2020). These critical voices, instead of consid-
ering precariousness as limited to a neoliberal, flexible labour market, 
argue that precariousness has always been the norm while (security 
under) Fordism has been the exception (Neilson & Rossiter, 2008). 
Considering the social wage (which encompasses access to low or zero 
cost, public services for example) rather than containing the analysis to 
job characteristics, was suggested as a better tool for assessing precar-
iousness (MacDonald, 2009).   

Rural precariousness is an ever more recent term in literature. It points 
to the spatial distribution of precariousness at the intra-national and 
the rural/urban levels of analysis. The rural/urban divide is also char-

acteristic of the uneven distribution of precariousness: in rural areas, 
entitlements to income security protection seem to be less safeguarded, 
upward income mobility is less probable, occupational health risks and 
the need for spatial mobility in search for a better job might be higher 
(MacDonald, 2009). Both labour mobility and immobility are decisive 
factors for rural precariousness. Immobile workers may be tied to rural 
precarious jobs, while mobile workers may increase the labour supply, 
fostering further flexibility in local labour markets and thus increasing 
precarious jobs. Moreover, precariousness is gendered, something also 
reflected in space: precariousness as a ‘choice’ for female creative 
workers in a developed urban milieu radically differs to precariousness 
as ‘the only possibility’ for (less mobile) women in a provincial context 
(Fantone, 2007). What is more, rural precariousness offers a re-exam-
ination of what counts as ‘precarious’ between the urban and the rural, 
uncovering an urban bias in the construction of the term. For example, 
while seasonality is considered a core indicator of precarious employ-
ment in general, seasonal work in the rural areas tends to be continu-
ous and predictable, offering security to seasonal workers (e.g., union-
isation, social benefits) (MacDonald, 2009). Beyond the downsides of 
precariousness in rural areas, the term opens the discussion about the 
capacities of the rural areas; research uncovered that networks of sup-
port (family, community, etc.) which cushion precariousness are promi-
nent in these areas (MacDonald, 2009; Reynès, 2018). 

Collaborative Workspaces (CWS) in rural and peripheral areas play 
a role in empowering their users against precariousness. These spaces 
function as ‘mutual survival platforms for precarious employment’ (Av-
dikos & Merkel, 2020, p. 349), facilitating trial-and-error procedures 
that are generally absent in these areas (COWORKMed, 2018, p. 30), 
thus enhancing the employability of the spaces’ users. Moreover, rural 
and peripheral CWS may function as community hubs which foster 
the development and the regeneration of the social fabric (Avdikos & 
Merkel, 2020), enhancing the relations between actors partaking in 
grassroots movements and the local communities (Gandini & Cossu, 
2021), allegedly providing the locals with affordable access to services. 
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Rural Social Entrepreneurship

In rural areas, entrepreneurial development within a community may 
require social entrepreneurship since it has community-related missions 
(Roundy, 2017). Social entrepreneurship that emphasises the social 
attributes of an enterprise can better embed the local entrepreneurial 
ecosystem, meet the local need and contribute to the local community 
(Budd, 2003).

Social entrepreneurship is a process of forming a formal organisation 
that sees solving social problems with entrepreneurial approaches as 
missions, and the social impact of activities is prioritised to an equal or 
greater extent than making a profit (Vincze et al., 2014). Social entre-
preneurship mixes and overlaps the ‘hard’ business and ‘softer’ social 
interests and builds social capital with local communities (Huggins, 
2000). It runs activities to provide services or goods, employs workers 
and takes economic risks (Defourny & Nyssens, 2008). The social mis-
sion includes an explicit normative aim to benefit the community and 
serve social responsibility, a collective initiative launched by a group 
of people or a community, and a limited profit distribution (Defourny & 
Nyssens, 2012).

Some social entrepreneurship is merged into the socially-oriented 
collaborative working spaces trend in rural regions since these spaces 
are naturally linked to social and community practices regarding the 
unmet local needs and community solidary (Kojo & Nenonen, 2017). 
These spaces see social entrepreneurship as an integrated local devel-
opment tool (Barraket et al., 2019). Collaborative working spaces make 
local and trans-local resources more visible and accessible for social 
entrepreneurs. The emergence of collaborative working spaces could 
better promote social entrepreneurship to offer public and commercial 
services and strengthen the vibrant and development potential of the 
rural regions.
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Entrepreneurial Ecosystems  
in Rural Areas

Entrepreneurial ecosystems can be defined as combinations of social, 
political, economic and cultural elements of a territory, interconnected 
sets of actors that combine formally and informally to support entre-
preneurs in the development and growth of startups; entrepreneurial 
ecosystems also moderate the impact of entrepreneurial activities on 
economic growth (Bruns et al., 2017; Cohen, 2006; Mason & Brown, 
2014; Spigel, 2017). The key aspects are the supportive actors’ systems, 
new business ventures and territory.

An entrepreneurial ecosystem contains two bodies of knowledge (Kue-
bart & Ibert, 2019). (1) The first part of the main elements includes a 
culture that supports entrepreneurship (including role models), social 
components (investment, employees, policies, and mutual learning 
between companies) and material components (universities, incubators, 
and other infrastructure such as telecommunications; Spigel & Harrison, 
2018). (2) The interactions between these elements are the base of bot-
tom-up entrepreneurship and sources of entrepreneurial chances, and 
the tasks for entrepreneurs are to seize these opportunities (Isenberg, 
2011; Malecki, 2018; Spigel & Harrison, 2018).

Social entrepreneurial ecosystems are the interacted social, political, 
economic, and cultural elements that support social startups and the 
local economy. More special components and interactions are promi-
nent. Capacity to self-organize, visibility and recognition are essential 
to the rural social entrepreneurial ecosystem (Borzaga et al., 2020), as 
well as openness and porosity since it assumes social responsibility and 
pays attention to the characteristics of community microeconomic initia-
tives (Avdikos & Pettas, 2021). The rural social entrepreneurial ecosys-
tem cares about the social service field outside urban agglomeration 
and a community logic that focuses on community needs, development, 
prosperity, trust and cooperation (Marquis et al., 2011; Thornton et al., 
2012). Besides, entrepreneurs locate in a community with identifiable 
cohesion that holds a territorial border based on the personal connec-
tions of the entrepreneurs. This border defines the translocality of social 
entrepreneurial ecosystems. The dynamic components’ interactions in 
entrepreneurship combine commercial and social aspects under ex-
ternal social movement connections and local and trans-local environ-
ments (Avdikos & Pettas, 2021; Lange & Bürkner, 2018). 
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Buen Vivir 

The recent rise of collaborative workspaces in urban and non- urban 
areas, has attracted the interest of researchers from a wide range of 
disciplines and from different perspectives. A lot of research has been 
emphasizing in the ways collaborative workspaces can be beneficial 
for their users by improving their well- being (e.g. Mariotti and Akha-
van 2020). There is a strong emphasis on the ways the users of collab-
orative workspaces can improve their quality of life (e.g. Lee 2019) and 
create a social, welcoming, collaborative atmosphere (Waters-Lynch 
and Duff 2019). Usually the improvement of well-being though the use 
of collaborative workspaces is connected with issues as the community 
(de Peuter et al. 2017), the communal atmosphere (Waters-Lynch and 
Duff 2019) and social belonging (Merkel 2019). Nevertheless, there are 
also critical perspectives that highlight the possible negative psycholog-
ical effects that the use of collaborative workspaces may have on the 
individuals, when the personal wellbeing is so much celebrated that it 
does not allow failure, critique or lack of confidence (Lee 2019, p. 78). 
As a result, it is beneficial for the collaborative workspace research to 
reflect on what well-being is and the ways it can be connected to is-
sues as the community and social belonging. For that purpose, an intro-
duction to the concept of Buen Vivir, as a different cultural perspective 
to well-being, could be beneficial.   

Buen Vivir is a notion discussed broadly in Ecuador and Bolivia the last 
decades. After a period of criticizing the dominant western develop-
mental model which was followed by progressive governments in both 
countries, the idea of Buen Vivir as the foundation of a new develop-
mental model was incorporated in the constitutions of the countries 
(Gudynas 2011, p. 442). The new constitutions, approved in 2008 in Ec-
uador and 2009 in Bolivia (Gudynas 2011, p. 442) have raised a lot of 

interest from academics and activists. As Fatheuer writes paraphrasing 
Beau Breslin, “they are documents that create new worlds with words” 
(Fatheuer 2011, p. 15), as they acknowledge the importance of “good 
life” but in a very different way than the concept of western prosper-
ity. Both the constitutions are extensive and go in depth in describing 
what good life is and how it can be a practically implemented concept 
policy wise. The notion of Buen Vivir describes the citizens’ rights and 
is based in concrete principles inspired by the indigenous traditions of 
Latin America. More specifically, article 275 states: “Buen Vivir requires 
that individuals, communities, peoples and nations are in actual pos-
session of their rights and exercise their responsibilities in the context 
of interculturalism, respect for diversity and of harmonious coexistence 
with nature.” (Fatheuer 2011, p. 16). As it seems, the principle of Buen 
Vivir is not targeting prosperity, growth and having more, but is rather 
attempting to promote a “state of equilibrium”, a harmonious cohabi-
tation, based on the concept of community and the respect of nature 
(Fatheuer 2011, p. 16). Buen Vivir is social and ecological, but has also 
a strong affective character (Gudynas 2011, p. 445-446). 

As a result, Buen Vivir can be described through the experience of 
people, their feelings and the ways they share them. The concept is 
based on the cohabitation of people and nature, which means that is is 
a plural concept, it can take “many different interpretations depending 
on cultural, historical and ecological setting” (Gudynas 2011, p. 441). 
According to Gudynas it is vain to try to apply the concept as it is to 
other regions and cultures, as they have to “explore and build their 
own Buen Vivir” (Gudynas 2011, p. 444). Nevertheless, Fischer argues 
that although such concepts as the “good life” are culturally specific, 
there is a common core in different cultures and historical moments. 
This is, as he argues, the “concern with values (what is really important 
in life) and an orientation toward the future that is not necessarily, or at 
least not easily, quantifiable” (Fischer 2014, p. 12). This openness to the 
future is a basic element of the “good life” as the concept is genuinely 
plural and “under construction” (Gudynas 2011, Fatheuer 2011). 
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Post-development 

The diverse research on the rise and the dynamics of collaborative 
workspaces has analyzed a lot of the dimensions of the phenomenon 
from various disciplines and perspectives. Among the lines of thought, 
many scholars have focused on the ways collaborative workspaces can 
contribute to a region’s development (e.g. Capdevila 2013). Research-
ers as well as policy makers have considered collaborative workspaces 
as an important “subject of local and regional economic development 
policies” (Avdikos and Merkel 2019, p. 1) and have discussed the ways 
they can change the dynamics in a place. Especially in rural and pe-
ripheral areas that are often depicted as lacking of social networks’ 
linkages in comparison to the “center” (Murdoch 2006, p. 172), collab-
orative workspaces are considered to be able to contribute to a “poly-
centric spatial development” logic (Avdikos and Merkel 2019, p. 5). 
Nevertheless, there is also a growing literature attempting to question 
the kind of development collaborative workspaces aim to foster. In that 
line of thought, scholars have been connecting collaborative work-
spaces with the challenging of “neoliberal politics of individualization” 
(Merkel 2019, p. 531), the encouragement of “sustainable livelihoods 
and alternative economies” (de Peuter et al. 2017, p. 17), the com-
mons and the commoning practices (e.g. Avdikos and Iliopoulou 2019, 
Merkel 2015, WatersLynch and Duff 2019, Avdikos and Pettas 2021), 
and the fostering of “new economy”, and diverse economic activities 
that can challenge capitalocentrism – as Gibson- Graham (2006) de-
scribes it (Vidaillet and Bousalham 2018). Following this line of thought, 
engaging with literatures that question traditional development and 
its goals, can be beneficial in rethinking in which ways collaborative 
workspaces can – and aim to - change the dynamics of a place. For 
this purpose, hereby follows an introduction to the concept of post-de-
velopment.  

The concept of post development, has its background in poststructural-
ist thinking, and starts from the deconstruction of the concept of ‘devel-
opment’. Based on the acknowledgment of the Eurocentric character of  
development, the post-development scholars imagine an era “in which 
development would no longer  be the central organizing principle of 
social life” (Escobar 2007, p. 20), or development would not be  im-
plemented only “under Western eyes” (Mohanty 1991 in Escobar 2007, 
p. 20). Escobar – as one of the most important representatives of the 
post development concept – is highlighting its strong connections with 
other concepts, such as post-capitalism and post-growth, or degrowth 
(Escobar 2014, p. 29). Post-capitalism is an alternative approach to the 
economy which challenges its capitalocentric perspective and unravels 
all the diverse and invisible economic practices that support contempo-
rary  societies and prove that capitalism is not the only practice imple-
mented. Degrowth and post-growth are centered on the challenge of 
growth as the main objective of contemporary societies, and they call 
for a restructuring of economic and political relationships on a differ-
ent basis. These concepts were mainly developed in the Global North, 
while on the other hand, post-development is mainly developed by 
scholars in the Global South.   

Post-development scholars claim that development has been used in 
order to label Western countries as “developed” and Africa, Asia and 
Latin America as “underdeveloped” and in that way promote one soci-
ety as “constituting an ideal norm”, while the others are “imperfect de-
viations from this norm, as inferior versions of the self, which are, how-
ever, in the process of approaching the norm – although they will never 
reach it” (Ziai 2007). They unravel that development and its objectives 
fail due to the ways in which “development practice and ideology are 
embedded in a western neo-colonial discourse perpetuating unequal 
power relations between the North and South” (Lie 2007, p. 53). Es-
cobar  describes the main elements of the post-development school of 
thought, among which are the need  to reimagine development outside 
its current ideological construct, enhance knowledge production in  the 
South, so that the “objects” of development can become “subjects”, and 
learn from local cultures  but also grassroots movements from all over 
the world (Escobar 2007, p. 20-21, Ziai 2007). As Ziai (2007) argues, 
the post development scholars find the alternatives to development in 
those localized grassroots movements, as well as in the communities 
and the informal sector. They describe an era that traditional develop-
ment is not dominant anymore, by unraveling those radical initiatives 
and by “generating new and experimental discourses and practices of 
development” (GibsonGraham 2010, p. 1).   
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Infrastructuring  

Whereas the common sense defines infrastructures as «essentially any 
important, widely shared,  human-constructed resource» (Edwards 
2003: 187), the concept ‘infrastructuring’ highlights those  socioeco-
nomic groups that shape their relations with their environments imply-
ing those «activities of  organizing, managing, and knowing heteroge-
neous relations, at once natural and cultural, material  and social, and 
scientific and political» (Blok et al. 2016: 3);  

‘Infrastructuring’ regards collaborative spaces to the extent that the 
latter ones are phenomena related to emerging organisations of work 
(Merkel 2015) combined with the innovations of information and com-
munication technologies (Gandini 2015). In other words, collaborative 
spaces, especially those in peripheral areas, raise new challenges re-
garding the tension between mobility (Mariotti et al. 2017) and connec-
tivity (Williams et al. 2016)).  Given those venues are also attributable 
to the broad paradigm of the knowledge-based economy, collabora-
tive spaces have been infrastructures to produce and distribute infor-
mation within a so-called ‘space of flows’(Castells 2000). Therefore, 
collaborative spaces highlight thecomplex relationships between those 
visible andinvisible infrastructuresthat create simultaneous connections 
among people without any (theoretical)  spatial or organisational limit 
(Larkin 2013; Orel 2019; Sutherland and Jarrahi 2017) 

Scholars have previously linked the concept of collaborative spaces 
with the notion of infrastructure  (Bouncken et al. 2021; Gerdenitsch 
et al. 2016; Merkel 2015) as «platforms’ for action and coordination, 
describing them as ‘complex combinations of objects, spaces, persons, 
and practices» (Simone 2004: 408). Therefore, through the extension 
of the concept of infrastructure, here conceived also a condition for 
activity, the process of infrastructuring becomes relevant to understand 
how organisations improve based on the participation of the actors 
involved, such as stakeholders of collaborative spaces (Karasti 2014).  

Since social groups locate where the infrastructural resources are avail-
able, extant literature focusing on infrastructuring also highlights the 
«work of creating socio-technical resources that  intentionally enable 
adoption and appropriation beyond the initial scope of the design, a 
process that might include participants not present during the initial de-
sign» (Le Dantec and DiSalvo 2013: 247). In doing so, Pipek and Wulf 
(2009) refers  to “the points of infrastructure” when the users become 
aware of the existing resources to make improvements. Lastly, given the 
availability of infrastructures  (such as transportation nodes and ICTs, in 
the case of collaborative spaces) infrastructuring may emerge as a way 
to «advance the overarching community interests and integrate with 
local communities’  ongoing activities» (Karasti 2014: 3) 
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Meta-organisation  

The concept of meta-organisation describes relationships among inde-
pendent organisations or individuals to collaborate on complex prob-
lems while keeping their autonomy. .  

there is no shared agreement about the definition of meta-organisation 
among scholars. From one side, the “European School” of meta-organ-
isations (Berkowitz and Bor 2018) takes inspiration from the pioneering 
works of Ahrne and Brunsson (2005, 2008)  who defined the phenom-
enon of meta-organisations as «formal organisations organising other 
formal organisations» (Berkowitz et al., 2022, p. 1) Moreover, there 
is another school of thought following Gulati’s interpretation  (Gulati 
et al. 2012)  that introduced meta-organisations as collective actions  
– taken not only by organisations themselves but also by individuals – 
without any formal authority aiming to a system-level goals. Put simply, 
whereas the European School define meta-organisations as organisa-
tions coming together to create new formal decision-making structures; 
the other scholars do not necessitate structures to define meta-organi-
sation because only the collective action is crucial.

Even if the extant literature regarding meta-organisations is relatively 
recent, they are not a new phenomenon as they also include renowned 
examples such as transnational governmental organisations (such as 
the European Union), industrial or trade associations, labour unions, 
and so on. By applying the loose definition based on collective action, 
meta-organisations would also encompass platforms, entrepreneurial 
ecosystems, or inter-organisational relations (Kretschmer et al. 2022; 
Roundy and Bayer 2019) 

Regarding the role third spaces can play for the constitution of orga-
nizations, «different spaces can “belong” more or less to an organi-
zation, representing a gradient of organizational property (Wilhoit 
Larson 2020: 3). Moreover, those micro-clusters (Capdevila 2013) «are 
increasingly perceived as “managed” entities or “meta-organisations” 
representing a new form of a “decided social order”» (Lupova-Hen-
ry et al. 2021: 90). Since collaborative spaces can be understood as 
results of «conscious efforts of the key innovation actors, rather than 
spontaneous agglomerations of organisations» (ibid. : 89), coworking 
managers play as architects (Gulati et al. 2012) or powerful members 
(Ahrne and Brunsson 2005) who coordinate the relationships among 
the members involved.

Framing collaborative spaces as meta-organisations raises questions 
regarding their selection processes and engagement of participants 
(Bosch-Sijtsema and Bosch 2015). The aggregation of such heteroge-
neous stakeholders around collaborative spaces lead to decision-mak-
ing processes that highlight hierarchies, bargaining powers, and crite-
ria for membership that may conflict with the ideal alignment among 
members of the same meta-organisation (Berkowitz et al. 2022). 

Alike members of meta-organisation, stakeholders of collaborative 
spaces balance between their autonomy and delegation (Gay and 
L. Szostak 2020) while being part of the same association voluntarily  
(Gulati et al. 2012). In other words, members of collaborative spaces 
may be involved into the organisational ecosystem orchestrated by the 
managers (Bosch-Sijtsema and Bosch 2015; Bouncken et al. 2020) as 
well as part of broader ways of aggregation such as firms or their own 
networks (Bosch-Sijtsema and Bosch 2015; Jakonen et al. 2017).  

Lastly, collaborative can also be meta-organisation may be applied to 
the extent that those venues are organisational spaces for their partic-
ipants: in other words, not all the shared workspaces can be associat-
ed to organisations (Wilhoit Larson 2020) but only those that clearly 
aggregate different members around a systm level goal (Gulati et al. 
2012). 



Lorenzo  
Marmo
ESR13

References  

1.	 Alomoto, W., Niñerola, A., & 
Pié, L. (2021). Social Impact Assessment: A

Systematic Review of Literature. Social 
Indicators Research, 1-26.

2.	 Parsons, J., Gokey, C., & 
Thornton, M. (2013). Indicators of inputs, 
activities, outputs, outcomes and impacts in 
security and justice programming. Vera

Institute of  Justice.

3.	 OECD (2010). Glossary of Key 
Terms in Evaluations and Results Based

Management. OECD, 2002, re-printed in 
2010.

4.	 Khandker, S. R., Koolwal, G. 
B., & Samad, H. A. (2009). Handbook on 
impact evaluation: quantitative methods 
and practices. World Bank Publications.

5.	 Yu, R., Burke, M., & Raad, N. 
(2019). Exploring impact of future flexible 
working model evolution on urban environ-
ment, economy and planning.

Journal of Urban  Management, 8(3), 
447-457.

6.	 Vogl, T., & Akhavan, M. 
(2022). A systematic literature review of 
the effects of coworking spaces on the 
socio-cultural and economic conditions 
in peripheral and  rural areas. Journal of 
Property Investment & Finance, (ahead-of-
print).

Impact of CWS   

The term ‘impact’ has been extensively applied by institutions, agencies 
and organisations from both the private and public sphere to describe 
the ultimate higher-level changes and effects resulting from their activi-
ties (Alomoto et al., 2022). It can be distinguished from the terms ‘Out-
put’ and ‘Outcome’. The former indicates all tangible and intangible 
products and services created, offered or facilitated by an institution, 
agency or organisation; while the latter describes all short-medium 
term effects and changes derived from their activities (Parsons et al., 
2013). These actors usually set beforehand the desired strategic goals 
they wish to attain through their actions and interventions. Neverthe-
less, as suggested by the Organization for Economic Co operation and 
Development (2010, p.24), ‘impact’ is an umbrella term which includes: 
“Positive and negative, primary and secondary long-term effects pro-
duced by a development intervention, directly or indirectly, intended 
or unintended”. Therefore, parts of the impacts that result from a cer-
tain intervention are beyond the control of the implementers. It is thus 
fundamental to consider all the lasting and significant consequences 
and changes resulting from a specific treatment or intervention on the  
surrounding local context and beyond.

The concept of impact has also been applied to account for the chang-
es and effects resulting from the presence of Collaborative Workspaces 
(CWS). For instance, two studies describe and determine consequences 
on the urban environment, economy and planning (Yu et al., 2019), as 
well as on the regional and socio-cultural factors, and the effects on 
the users (Vogl & Akhavan, 2022). In this respect, job satisfaction, pro-

ductivity, reduced fixed costs and enhanced well-being, due to proxim-
ity to nature and a better work-life balance, are identified as amongst 
the main direct effects of CWS on its users. From a socio-economic per-
spective, CWS facilitate social interaction and knowledge exchange, 
creating the ideal conditions for collaboration and innovation to un-
fold. Whilst indirectly, especially in rural and peripheral areas, CWS 
may increase regional job offers, support and incentivise entrepreneur-
ship, and lead to a higher demand for product and services offered by 
local businesses. Thus, CWS have the potential to contribute to socially 
and economically revitalise peripheral areas. Furthermore, CWS are 
influencing public transportation and urban infrastructure planning. 
Many studies include pollution reduction among the environmental 
impacts of CWS, resulting from reduced traffic and commuting time, as 
well as lower office energy consumption. Finally, it is worth mentioning 
some potential risks and negative effects due to the presence of CWS, 
such as gentrification dynamics in urban contexts, and failure due to 
the lack of demand for space and lack of coworker networks in  pe-
ripheral areas.

Current literature on the impact of CWS in rural areas is still limited 
and there is a need for further investigation on the matter. Future stud-
ies should attempt to shed light on the environmental, economic and 
social impacts using both quantitative and qualitative methodologies, 
as well as accounting for geographical differences with respect to the 
urban counterparts.	
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EU policies and CWS 

The EU Cohesion Policy aims to prevail imbalances between countries 
and regions and strengthening economic, social, and territorial cohe-
sion in the EU. Under the 2021-2027 period key priorities are focusing 
on a more competitive, smarter, greener, more connected, and more 
social Europe. Means to achieve this are innovation and support to 
small and medium sized businesses (SMEs) as well as digitalization 
and digital connectivity. Furthermore, mobility should be enhanced, 
and effective and inclusive employment supported as well as educa-
tion skills, social inclusion, equal access to healthcare and enhancing 
the role of culture and sustainable tourism. It also aims to be closer to 
citizens by supporting locally led development and sustainable urban 
development across the EU. Additionally, with the NextGeneration EU 
the Recovery Plan aims to contribute to bring regions back on track 
while avoiding uneven recovery between regions. To achieve these 
goals specific funds are used. The funds can be divided into European 
Social Fund+ (ESF+), European Regional Development Fund (ERDF), 
the Cohesion Fund (CF), as well as Just Transition Fund (JTF) and in 
respect to the Next Generation EU Recovery and Resilience Facility 
(RRF). These funds are managed between the Member States (MS) and 
EU Commission (EC) in shared management. Together they agree upon 
specific key priorities for the respective MS that are in line with the 
overall EU CP aims. The final partnership agreements and each oper-
ational program are negotiated between the EC and each MS. While 
operational programs must meet the objectives of the EU CP, national 
plans under the Recovery and Resilience must at least meet climate and 
digital targets to receive payments (European Commission n.d.; n.d.; 
n.d.). 

Within this many CWS in non-core areas and their needs seem not 
be directly approached, but rather diffusely funded under the existing 
EU CP thereby focusing on the thematic concentration by the EU and 
the respective operational programs outlined and agreed between 
MS and EC. Especially as CWS consist of and often combine differ-

ent attributes in respect to the ‘field of work, business model, services, 
hosted community, nature and mode of operation ‘ (Fuzi 2015, 464), 
diverse objectives are targeted by using CWS as means. For example 
they can range from being spaces for CCI, makers, tinkers, start-up-
pers, freelancers and more, serve as a socio-economic infrastructure in 
non-core areas (Avdikos and Merkel 2020), range from entrepreneurial 
to community based spaces (Avdikos and Iliopoulou 2019), contribute 
to collective learning and knowledge sharing (Capdevila 2018; Bednář, 
Danko, and Smékalová 2021) and can have the tendency in mid-sized 
cities to regenerate places in downtown (Jamal 2018). Nevertheless, 
the phenomenon does not seem to be fully unpacked so far, but rath-
er single aspects are used to achieve specific objectives. Also other 
sources come to a similar conclusion on the local and regional level. 
CWS seem to be only indirectly supported through local development 
policies targeting topics like youth, entrepreneurship, urban regener-
ation, and social cohesion (Avdikos and Papageorgiou 2021; Pacchi, 
Dotti, and Barzotto 2021). Through the Recovery plan CWS do also 
not seem to be considered neither in general nor through approaching 
new forms of working spaces (Pacchi, Dotti, and Barzotto 2021). These 
circumstances on an EU level seem to be especially important for CWS 
in non-core areas function rather hybrid and deliver multiple services 
(Avdikos and Merkel 2020; Bähr et al. 2021). As the EU currently only 
funds them indirectly, other networks – even though currently only 
sparsely existent on a European level – try to connect existing CWS all 
over Europe. Here the NPO coworking assembly can be mentioned as 
one example a¬¬¬¬¬s it promotes and supports coworking, its values 
and its benefits across the continent. Building upon membership in each 
has a say in deciding the direction to invest in the sector is horizontal-
ly decided, whereas every type of CWS is welcomed, if they actively 
participate in creating and developing the coworking assembly. While 
acknowledging CWS as contributing to the improvement of Europe 
in an open, collaborative, and horizontal way, they also try to relate 
individual entrepreneurs with an ecosystem in which it finds itself, by 
using technology to support projects, forming partnerships and alli-
ances based on their goals and values, arranging communication, and 
exploring best business form in which to achieve their common goals 
(European Coworking Assembly n.d.). Hence CWS so far still rely on 
diffused help from different sites rather than coherent streams or have 
to find help in self-created networks. 
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Place-based approach  

Under the revision of European Cohesion Policy (CP) in 2009 a place-
based approach to regional policies was introduced by the Barca re-
port (2009) to overcome the perceived ineffectiveness of the CP (Bock, 
Jongerden, and Roep 2022). It was argued that existing inequalities 
between region are inefficient as first resources in certain regions are 
not idly utilized, second migration and depopulation of places of 
origin is stimulated and third populism is fertilized which has negative 
effects for nations and the EU (Rodriguez-Pose 2020; Petrakos et al. 
2021). Hence it was proposed to tackle social exclusion and achieve 
overall national economic growth by leveraging underutilized potential 
in regions through external interventions and multilevel governance 
(Barca 2009, vii). Within this a place-based approach was proposed in 
order to overcome a people-based approach to regional policies that 
led to agglomerations in core areas. The effectiveness of Top-down 
strategies to address local specificities and challenges adequately is 
perceived as limited and it is argued that development should be led 
by local stakeholders as they can mobilize local resources from below 
through coalition building (Barca, McCann, and Rodriguez-Pose 2012). 
Likewise the state will support local development by providing incen-
tives through funding and establishing a flexible framework (Bentley 
and Pugalis 2014). A place-based approach thus combines the local 
development and community empowerment paradigm from the early 
2000s with external state interventions in order to promote citizens’ 
right of equal access to opportunities regardless of their place of origin 
(Bock, Jongerden, and Roep 2022). This is operationalized in Integrat-
ed Territorial Investment (ITI) and community-led local Development 
(CLLD) programs.

This becomes important when thinking about collaborative workspaces 
(CWS) in non-core areas as they seem to act as such a place-based 
actor. These spaces have been recently associated with contributing to 
developing non-core areas thereby differentiating themselves from their 
urban kinsmen. They have been characterized so far as a socio-eco-
nomic infrastructure (Avdikos and Merkel 2020) as they blend entre-
preneurial thinking with social and political participation by offering 

social and cultural programming (Gandini and Cossu 2021). Even more 
they have been considered as a relational space or middle ground 
that interacts between ‘global power structures, regional settings and 
local cultural contexts and daily lived experiences of communities and 
individuals‘ (Jiménez and Zheng 2021, 173). Within these first findings 
regarding their characteristics and functions, CWS seem to hold an 
active stake in contributing to regional development of non-core areas. 
Nevertheless current policies seem to not fully delineate the CWS phe-
nomenon in non-core areas and thus only indirectly approach them as 
a place-based actor (Avdikos and Papageorgiou 2021).

This finding can also be linked to the concerns about how current poli-
cies under the place-based approach is practiced. Here it was pointed 
out that place-based policies are based on a rational, place bounded 
definition rather than a relational space thinking. Thus, they define 
scale solely in a territorial sense which misfits the approach to relation-
al collaborative governance scales. Furthermore often due to prag-
matic factors such as time limitations regional development projects 
are delegated to technocratic experts and to professionals rather than 
dealing with processes of enabling knowledge and expertise of place-
based actors such as CWS as it seems to be more time consuming 
and diffuse (Pugalis and Gray 2016). In addition, place-based policies 
remain to be informed by three economic streams of thought, namely 
new economic geography, endogenous growth and institutional econ-
omies (European Committee of the Regions 2019). Local knowledge, 
innovation and learning, flexible systems of industrial organizations, 
local clustering and global networking and facilitating strong institu-
tions are highlighted (Petrakos et al. 2021). It also builds upon non-eco-
nomic factors such as trust and a cooperative culture (Barca, McCann, 
and Rodriguez-Pose 2012). It hence lacks a wider perspective as it 
ignores uneven relations among successful and unsuccessful places, 
power relations and class structure of societies as well as the influence 
of interregional flows and networks of production and exchange on 
the development of regions (Petrakos et al. 2021). State structure, de-
grees of bureaucratization, centralization and clientelism that regulate 
local actions are not considered instead only the enabling moment of 
the state is highlighted (Keller and Virag 2021). It thus remains a con-
tested approach that can lead in practice to similar negative effects 
for weaker regions than spatially blind policies and hence it remains a 
question in how far CWS as locally embedded actors are adequately 
approached under the current policy practices. 
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Situated learning   

The concept of situated learning originates from the definition given by 
Lave and Wenger in 1991, and it has been researched and understood 
in opposition to cognitive learning. The latter was based on notions 
and knowledge acquired by traditional education models, while the 
concept of situated learning introduced a novel approach that is more 
inductive, starting from the idea of legitimate peripheral participation. 
This kind of learning, also described by the phrase “learning by doing” 
has been used to describe, for example, the learning process happen-
ing in communities of practice (Amin & Roberts, 2008) and it has also 
moved to different aspects of civil society participation in public activi-
ties, as well as to all the education and research environments.

In the perspective of situated learning, social proximity plays an im-
portant role, especially in enhancing interactive processes and allow-
ing knowledge exchange, collective learning and innovation (Bassett et 
al., 2002; Malmberg et al., 2005 in Wijngaarden et al., 2020). More-
over, knowledge exchanged is not normative and cognitive, but also 
tacit and codified (ibid.). The setting is hence the environment where 
local and traditional knowledge is exchanged and transferred through 
passive or active participation and presence in a real (and not simulat-
ed) environment.

With the growth of trans-local relations, the discourse around learning 
englobes also the need for connection and networking among people 
and places: a research stream introduced also networked learning 
as a subgroup of situated learning (Carvalho et al., 2017). In another 
case, the term “knowing in action” wants to overcome the “limits” of 
learning happening through spatial proximity, introducing relational 
proximity (Amin & Roberts, 2008).

Collaborative Working Spaces (CWS) are embedded in this discussion, 
for their capacity of providing a space for fertile and innovative ex-
change, that can produce learning as an indirect outcome of physical 

proximity and collaboration (Wijngaarden et al., 2020). In particular, 
spaces such as Makerspaces and FabLabs are good examples of plac-
es for situated learning, where the role of the community of practice 
has been already researched and their positive externalities highlight-
ed (Carvalho et al., 2017; d’Ovidio, 2021). The so-called Living Lab, is 
rather a (commonly) temporary space of encounter to address some 
local issues through discussions and collaborative work. It is also used 
as a tool for collaborative planning and implies learning based on an 
exchange of facts, stories, and challenges related to a community or a 
territory in order to find common solutions (Mahmoud & Morello 2021). 
Living Labs are defined as “enabling environments” whereas the par-
ticipation focuses on including diverse forms of knowledge generation, 
which is also called co-design. Some scholars particularly grasp ULLs 
(urban Living Labs) as “spatially embedded sites for co-creation of 
knowledge and solutions by conducting local experiments” (Puerari et 
al. 2018: 2 in Mahmoud, Morello 2021). Another interesting type is the 
incubator, as it may be hosting start-ups or rural enterprises that have a 
direct relationship to the region, and they are meanwhile embedded in 
a training program that draws from practitioners’ experience and real 
situations. FabLabs and makers spaces, are characterized by sharing 
of information, open knowledge and mutual help and are a driver of 
innovation related to production and interaction (d’Ovidio, 2021). 

The perspective of situated learning becomes relevant considering the 
need for education and technological innovation in rural areas and 
the potential capacity of CWS to act as a middleground between the 
CWS users (creative class, innovators, entrepreneurs) and the local 
communities. As of now, CWS were mainly looked at as intermediaries 
between creative individuals and innovative firms, playing a role in 
the localized dynamics of innovation (Capdevila, 2015) within certain 
professional communities. The same result is yet to be achieved if we 
consider CWS as middleground between the CWS community and the 
local communities as these exchange dynamic and engagement has to 
be pro-actively developed and it is not happening by chance (Brown, 
2017). Building on the learning dynamics potentially produced by the 
internal and external exchange occurring between CWS users and lo-
cal stakeholders, through activities that prompt situated learning, could 
be a way to enhance their cooperation and act as a driver for the local 
and regional development processes.
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Collaborative Working Practices 
(CWP)   

The practice of coworking, associated with the rise of coworking spac-
es (CWS) has emerged in multiple academic works (Brown, 2017; Cos-
su, Gandini, Merkel, 2019; Schmidt, 2019).

Nevertheless, the concept of collaborative working practice as a dy-
namic independent from the physical configuration of a CWS has not 
been broadly researched in the field of CWS research. Only some 
works explore collaborative spaces as an urban (Merkel, 2019) or a 
creative (Schmidt, 2019) practice and these mainly refer to the practic-
es happening in a defined, and designed environment (the CWS), built 
to enhance and promote collaboration as a practice (Gandini, 2015). 
This process does not happen without contradictory results, for exam-
ple promoting collaborative individualism (Bandinelli & Gandini, 2019) 
or the practice of working together alone (Spinuzzi, 2012). In fact, 
CWS, especially those that work with a variety of actors engaged in 
different projects, tend to perpetuate this kind of dynamic and the col-
laboration is curated by a “community manager” (Brown, 2017) rather 
than spontaneously produced. Some CWS are more inclined in foster-
ing Collaborative Working Practices (CWP). Taking as an example an 
evidently collaborative environment such as FabLabs, they are defined 
as places for learning and innovation and their ideology is based on 
the practice of making tailored objects, with hands and the use of 
technology, in a common environment that provides a fertile ground 
for collaboration. Even if they are places of production and interaction 
(with the exchange of ideas mixed with the building of social cohesion) 
“prevailing norms of competition and individualism within the makers’ 
practices“ (Johns and Hall, 2020 in d‘Ovidio, 2021) are observed. 
These examples describe some practices happening in certain CWS, 
underlying that the close correlation between “coworking” and collab-
oration is not by default. For this reason, it is academically relevant to 
abstract the CWP from the CWS and to go to the root of these Practic-
es, to understand their multiple spatial forms and their role for (rural) 
development. Moreover, this is relevant for finding the correct role to 
CWS depending on their capacity to enhance collaboration.

In rural areas, CWP are visible traditionally in different agricultural, 
gastronomic and artisanship working activities. It can be also said 
that in rural areas a collaborative model prevails over a competitive 
one, and it is rooted in the unity and interconnections among people 
and with their environment (Cloke 2006). Rural dwellers’ way of life 

is characterized by a “cohesive identity based on respect for the envi-
ronmental and behavioural qualities of living as part of an extensive 
landscape” (ibid.). Especially in rural areas but in general, for long-last-
ing and place-based economic sectors (primary sector, creative indus-
tries, craft, and tourism) the tension between tradition and innovation 
and between individual and collaborative practices could be seen 
as a source of value (Rykkja & Hauge, 2022).) and its effect can be 
found in organisations or activities that are based on Collaborative 
Working Practices. Collaboration dynamics are for a long time pres-
ent in marginal, rural, fragile areas as a way to overcome the lack of 
economic resources or institutional presence, for example. Practices of 
“commoning” in agricultural traditions (like the share of machinery, see 
the Scottish Machinery Rings) but also other kinds of exchange (bar-
ter, exchange of goods) also relate to collaborative practices that are 
based not only on market relations but also on producing social values 
and social capital. A contemporary CWP could be crowdfunding, as a 
way in which consumers become creators of symbolic values (ibid.). This 
(digital) collaborative practice has the potential to create value and a 
symbiotic relationship between the user and the producer: this type of 
co-creation of value could be also applied to some collaborative prac-
tices performed in agriculture, such as the GAS (Gruppi di Acquisto 
Solidale) in Italy or the CSA (Community Supported Agriculture).

Collaboration has hence a big role in value creation and sharing of re-
sources and this value has been captured by CWS, and before them by 
a variety of organisations. In work environments, this interactive prac-
tice of collaboration has been studied and often defined as  “a com-
munity of practice” to describe an action taken by a group of people 
working together toward common purposes or similar interests (Wegner 
et al., 2002). A community of practice can increase the level of innova-
tion in a company and bring positive values such as effectiveness, and 
cooperation among disciplines and at the forefront of different working 
sectors (ibid.). This is not the only field where Collaborative Practices 
are investigated. In academic literature, they are present in disciplines 
that explore the role of collaboration in education, especially for par-
ticular needs (deaf education, child with language difficulties) or higher 
education and organizations (teamwork). Moreover, CWP are at the 
basis of many activities promoted by civil society to address spatial 
and environmental needs through co-creation, collaboration pacts 
and other local actions that build bridges between the communities 
and their institutions, like Pacts of collaboration (Caridi, 2018) or more 
broadly collaborative planning (Haley, 1998).

To promote the role of CWS beyond their capacity of boosting workers´ 
individual well-being, growth of economic activities and other individ-
uals’ or niches’ demands will be central to look at CWS as containers 
that have the capacity to host multiple activities that promote collabo-
ration and build upon a variety of CWP. In those circumstances, they 
could contribute to value creation at the local and regional level, also 
providing agency for new CWP to thrive.
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