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Abstract 

Coworking spaces – the most prevalent form of collaborative workplaces – are said to offer the 

ideal solution for a new generation of creative knowledge workers, balancing flexibility and 

independence with structure and community. Recent studies, however, highlight deficiencies as 

they relate to the promise of ‘community’ made by most coworking spaces. This work reports 16 

barriers that impede the process of human connectivity in coworking spaces that emerged from in-

depth interviews with 26 coworkers. Suggestions are made for how these barriers might inform 

more effective workplace design. 
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1. Introduction 

Since the turn of the century, a combination of organisational, social, technological and economic factors 

have radically transformed the way many people work. One of the most noticeable transformations is the 

rise of collaborative workplaces, particularly of the most common form, the coworking space (Kojo and 

Nenonen, 2017). Coworking spaces are seen to offer the ideal workplace solution for a new generation of 

creative knowledge workers seeking to balance flexibility and independence with structure and community 

(Fost, 2008; Uda, 2013). However, recent studies highlight deficiencies in community creation, with many 

coworkers – the users of these spaces – report feeling socially isolated (Spinuzzi et al., 2018). This suggests 

that traditional office concepts do not provide settings conducive to this new mode of work. Therefore, the 

design of office spaces for new collaborative modes of work, such as coworking, requires fundamentally 

rethinking interactions within the space as well as the factors that enhance or inhibit such interactions. 

Explaining this phenomenon is the focus of this paper. Specifically, this study sought to identify, 

articulate and categorise the barriers to human connectivity within coworking spaces, where human 

connectivity is considered as both a process (the act of connecting) and an outcome (being connected) 

(Mandeno and Baxter, 2019). With a better understanding of the barriers to human connectivity in 

coworking spaces it should be possible to (re)design coworking spaces to account for these barriers 

and minimise their impact. The main contribution of this paper is the identification and articulation of 

16 barriers that impede the process of human connectivity in coworking spaces. Suggestions are made 

regarding how acknowledging these barriers might inform the design of coworking spaces where 

human connectivity occurs more readily and ultimately collaboration increases. 

Following an overview of relevant literature on coworking and human connectivity in the workplace 

the methodology of the study is presented. The paper concludes with the presentation and discussion 
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of results along with suggestions regarding where design efforts may be focused in order to improve 

human connectivity outcomes. 

1.1. Coworking – background and coworker motivations 

The concept of sharing a workplace with others – generally for economic or social reasons – is not new. 

Studies that chart the evolution of coworking in its current form typically begin in the era of ‘teleworking’ 

in the 1960s and progress in a series of steps to the coworking solutions offered today (e.g. Kojo and 

Nenonen, 2017; Leclercq-Vandelannoitte and Isaac, 2016). Coining of the term ‘coworking’ as it is used 

today is widely attributed to entrepreneur Brad Neuberg who, in 2005, rented an office space that was too 

large for his personal needs and offered individual desks to others (Fost, 2008). This concept of “working 

alongside one another in flexible, shared work settings where desks can be rented on a daily, weekly or 

monthly basis” (Merkel, 2015, p. 122) took off. There are currently hundreds of thousands of coworkers 

working in thousands of coworking spaces in hundreds of cities worldwide (Spinuzzi et al., 2018). 

Coworking’s popularity seems to be the result of a combination of facilitating and motivating factors. 

Facilitating factors are those that make the current solution a viable alternative. For example, while 

early telecommunications technologies made it possible for people to work in a location other than 

their usual place of business, advances in digital technologies in the past two decades have made a 

much larger segment of workers completely mobile. Smartphone penetration is nearing 100% in many 

parts of the world meaning that a person is always reachable. As desktop computers are replaced by 

equally powerful laptops or tablets and cloud storage solutions become increasingly affordable and 

fast, it has become possible to work from anywhere that has an internet signal. 

Motivating factors are specific to the individual and influence the choice of one workplace over 

another. A number of studies have explored the factors that motivate coworkers to pay to become 

members of coworking spaces (e.g. Brown, 2017; Kojo and Nenonen, 2017; Spinuzzi, 2012). While 

the specific motives identified may vary between studies, one motive identified consistently is the 

coworkers’ desire to become part of a community of likeminded others. As many people who join 

coworking spaces are independent professionals, they do not have ready access to a community of 

colleagues as they might if they were part of a typical organisation. Although some studies have 

rightly challenged this notion of community as ill defined (e.g. Spinuzzi et al., 2018), it is clear from a 

review of coworking space websites that offering ‘a sense of community’ is a critical part of value 

proposition of most, if not all, coworking spaces. From the 1990s, some promise was seen in so-called 

‘third places’ (Oldenburg, 1999) such as coffeeshops and libraries that offered a place to sit, internet 

access and a community of like minds. However, these did not provide the ‘professionalisation’ 

sought by many workers (Brown, 2017). Coworking spaces seek to fill this gap by offering a 

professional ‘third place’ but often fall short of fulfilling their socio-emotional promises to coworkers, 

particularly as they relate to offering a sense of community. 

1.2. Human connectivity and workplace design 

Feeling connected to others is generally understood to be a fundamental human need (Baumeister and 

Leary, 1995). The social and physiological benefits of being better connected to others, as well as the 

detrimental effects of being poorly connected, are vast and well documented (e.g. Holt-Lunstad et al., 

2015). Early studies that explored the effects of good or poor human connectivity typically focused on 

the personal lives of individuals. In more recent decades, researchers have increasingly considered 

organisational settings and their results point to equally alarming levels of social isolation in the 

workplace (Murthy, 2017). 

Beyond purely socio-emotional outcomes of human connectivity, cognitive and functional outcomes 

(Mandeno and Baxter, 2019) make the case for being better-connected in the workplace all the more 

compelling. For example, better-connected people have more successful careers (Useem and Karabel, 

1986), are more effective at completing tasks (Kadushin, 2004), have better access to valuable 

information (Inkpen and Tsang, 2005), are included in better opportunities, and are better able to exert 

influence over others (Burt, 2000). Better-connected people are not only happier and healthier at work, 

they are also more effective and successful. 
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Although the benefits of human connectivity are well understood, developing a workplace where 

strong human connectivity occurs is a continuing issue for coworking spaces (Spinuzzi, 2012). In part, 

this is because those in the space come from many different domains, backgrounds and life-stages and 

so lack touchpoints, norms and shared identities common within traditional workplaces. Because of 

this, it is not enough to simply collocate people under one roof and expect them to connect. The way 

people interact with the space, and ultimately each other, has to be rethought while simultaneously 

taking account of the diversity of their needs and expectations. The complexity of this task also 

highlights the opportunity within design. The redesign of a space for collaboration, such as a 

coworking space, means that services will need to be implemented, products made for multiple uses, 

infrastructure that enables connection while maintaining privacy introduced, and experiences created 

that provide common touchpoints between workers and many more. In this work, we adopt a human-

centric view of the barriers to human connectivity within the coworking context as a first step towards 

designing spaces where people develop more quality connections. In doing so, people will reap the 

benefits of improved human connectivity and increase their potential for collaboration. 

2. Methodology 

This study sought to understand the subjective experience of coworkers and, more specifically, identify 

the barriers that impede the process of human connectivity in coworking settings. A qualitative inductive 

approach was employed with data collected by way of in-depth semi-structured interviews. 

The interview script began with open questions about the general experience of coworking and 

progressed to include more specific questions relating to the experience of human connectivity. 

Participants were asked to think specifically about the barriers they had experienced in each of the 5 

phases of human connectivity (Mandeno and Baxter, forthcoming). 

In order to achieve a broad perspective from individuals who cowork, the selected sample was 

intentionally diverse (Creswell, 2007). In total, 26 participants (18 female) were recruited for the 

study. Their ages ranged from 27 to 52 years and they were located in 14 cities (10 countries). 17 

participants had hotdesk memberships, four had permanent desks and five had private offices. The 

duration of their memberships ranged from three months to 15.5 years and their company sizes ranged 

from sole proprietors (e.g. lone freelancers) to several thousand person multinational organisations. 

Participants were recruited through a LinkedIn advertisement and subsequent snowball sampling. All 

were required to be 18 years or older and have worked at a coworking space for 3 months or more. 

Interviews were conducted face-to-face when possible and otherwise via Skype with data collection 

taking place between August 2018 and January 2019. The average interview duration was 43 minutes. 

Interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim and subsequently coded. 

Data were analysed inductively following the 6-phases of reflexive thematic analysis (Braun et al., 2019). 

Initially, interview transcripts were read in order to familiarize the authors with their contents and make 

initial notes. Next, codes were generated that began to organise the data into chunks. Transcribed 

interviews were coded using NVivo 12 for Mac software. Codes were then combined into themes that 

grouped the codes. Themes were critically analysed relative to the data and the research question in a 

process of further revision and definition. Once satisfied with the resulting themes, definitions were 

constructed for each theme together with contextually-relevant explanations, examples and considerations. 

3. Results and discussion 

Most coworking spaces make the promise of becoming part of a thriving community of likeminded 

individuals yet the experience of coworkers seems to be quite different, as stated rather bluntly by one 

participant (P25) of this study. When asked to comment on the claim made on the website of the 

coworking space of which he was a member – ‘make new connections and build your career as part of 

a thriving community of mobile, flexible professions’– he replied, “Yeah, it’s bullshit, yeah”. This 

was the overwhelming sentiment of participants interviewed for this study. It seems that although 

coworking spaces believe they are creating and offering access to thriving communities, the reality of 

the coworker experience is quite the opposite. These results reveal many factors that are to blame. 
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Analysis of the data resulted in 16 distinct barriers (Figure 1) organised into two broad categories 

(situational and individual), and subsequently divided into sub-categories (group, setting, contact and 

connector). 

 
Figure 1. Barriers to human connectivity in coworking spaces including categories and sub- 

categories 

Situational barriers include the overall group of individuals (all members of a coworking space) within 

which a person is seeking to connect and the setting in which the connecting is intended to take place. 

Individual barriers include those that are a function of the dyad, namely the contact (the target of 

connectivity efforts) and the connector (the person seeking to connect). Here, each barrier is explained in 

more detail. Suggestions are provided for a human-centric design approach to addressing each barrier. 

Three group-related barriers were identified, referring to the group to which the contact and connector 

belong (all members of their coworking space) – namely: awareness, availability and abundance. 

1. Awareness refers to the connector being unaware of which contacts are utilising the 

coworking space and what value each contact might represent. This was described by one 

participant (P06): “But it’s not clear from the outside who’s doing what and who might be the 

one you are looking for.” Lack of awareness appeared to be a function of two key factors. 

Firstly, because of the member-diversity common to most coworking spaces, it was difficult 

for members to predict who else they are sharing the space with. Unlike a traditional office 

space where everyone belongs to the same company or industry, many coworking spaces 

attract members from a variety of different industries, and it is not clear who does what. 

Secondly, as the general trend of increased job mobility continues (Culpin et al., 2015), it is 

likely that a contact’s current role does not represent their entire career. In their 2017 global 

survey, Deskmag noted the average age of coworkers was over 36 years (Foertsch, 2017), 

close to the average of 40 years in the current study. Participants commented they were had 

considerable experience that was unrelated to their current venture (e.g. P10: corporate 

strategist currently in personal development). In summary, these two factors make it difficult 

to for connectors to know all of the relevant information about the contacts they share the 

space with. Addressing this barrier will require the design of services that provide more 

complete coworker profiles. These may be passive, requiring effort on the part of connectors 

to search for example, or active in which they play a more effective match-making role. 

2. Availability refers to the contact being physically unavailable to the connector, or vice versa, 

and comes down to “they not being there or me not being there” (P15). Lack of availability 

arose not only from who was using the space but how they use it. A key factor that amplified 

this barrier was that most coworkers are not beholden to company norms such as workday 
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start and end times or the number and timing of breaks they take throughout the day. Because 

of this, the likelihood of the connector and the contact being in the same place at the same 

time diminishes, subsequently reducing their ability to connect. Addressing this barrier 

requires devising ways to align the schedules of coworkers within a coworking space or create 

touchpoints (e.g. activities) through which the probability of seeing someone increases. 

3. Abundance refers to the connector being overwhelmed by the number of contacts with whom 

they may potentially connect or wish to stay connected. This barrier was most apparent in 

large coworking spaces. The average membership base of the coworking spaces occupied by 

participants of this study was 383 members. While such a large potential pool of contacts may 

provide many potential connections, several participants mentioned that they were simply 

overwhelmed. They were either confused regarding where to start or guilty that they knew too 

many people but did not have time to keep in touch with them all. This is not surprising when 

the extant literature suggests limits to the number of connections a person can effectively 

manage (Dunbar, 1998). Another explanation is provided by Schwartz (2004) who refers the 

‘paradox of choice’ where too much choice can have negative consequences, even leading to 

anxiety and depression. As most coworking spaces are commercial enterprises and voluntary 

reduction of member numbers is unlikely, addressing this barrier is challenging. Relevant 

solutions may help coworkers to focus on more manageable subsets of the entire population 

within a coworking space. Additionally, services or activities that reduce a coworker’s 

cognitive load (remaining connected to existing contacts) would likely prove beneficial. 

Three setting-related barriers were identified. These barriers related to the overall coworking setting in 

which human connectivity was taking place – namely: atmosphere, appropriateness and assistance. 

4. Atmosphere is an all-encompassing barrier that refers to aspects of the physical space that 

may hinder the process of connecting. Participants mentioned everything from seating to 

lighting (P20) to the coffee space (P03) to spaces feeling cheap (P07), claustrophobic (P11) 

and lacking privacy (P12). Such barriers are well documented in the literature in studies that 

highlight how human connectivity may be impeded by the lack of: proximity (Allen, 2007); 

privacy (Bernstein and Turban, 2018); comfort (Fayard and Weeks, 2007); and even by the 

physical design of objects in the space (Blumenthal, 2007). There is clearly great scope for 

addressing the range of issues highlighted by this barrier. As well as the basic requirements of 

comfort and safety, balance must be struck between creating spaces in which coworkers 

naturally bump into each other and that also afford privacy and intimacy. Because of the 

diversity of members occupying most coworking spaces, designers should be cautious of 

applying the same rules that guide the design of traditional office spaces. 

5. Appropriateness refers to the connector being unsure about what behaviours are appropriate 

when it comes to engaging with contacts. This is about “what is alright to do, what’s 

permissible behaviour” (P15). Coworking member bases are typically diverse in terms of 

members’ cultural background as well as their industry or domain. For example, of the 

participants interviewed in this study, almost half (44%) were not working in their country of 

origin. Additionally, coworking spaces are increasingly attracting corporate members who 

have very different priorities from the traditional coworking population of independent 

knowledge workers. Acceptable behaviour in one culture or sector is often unacceptable in 

another. This can lead to anxiety (‘what is the right approach?’) and may prevent a connector 

from seeking to connect. Although some coworking spaces offer social events to help their 

members to find common ground, these are not always appealing to all members and can also 

result in segmentation. Coworking space owners or hosts often default to what they personally 

prefer and expect their members to think or want the same when in fact the coworkers they 

host can be quite different to themselves (Spinuzzi, 2012). Design solutions to address 

appropriateness must combine a better understanding of the expectations of all members with 

clearer communication regarding what is acceptable behaviour. 

6. Assistance refers to the people running a coworking space and the role they fail to play in 

helping members of their coworking space to connect. This is often about the perceived 

priorities of coworking space owners or host where “they’re focusing too much on being a 
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real estate company versus a community-creator” (P07). The majority of coworking spaces 

mention joining their thriving community (of coworkers) as a key part of their value 

proposition. However, most participants of the current study believed that this was mostly 

sales-speak and the reality was much different. Coworking spaces seemed very attentive to 

prospective members but as soon as they had signed their membership contracts, spaces were 

only interested in their recurring monthly fee. In spaces where assistance was given, it often 

came down to a lone individual (e.g. front-desk host) taking it upon themselves to connect 

members. Addressing this barrier requires that coworking space owners make ‘connecting 

others’ a more integral and purposeful part of their culture beyond the moment of a new 

coworker signing up. Hosts who are present day-to-day should receive the appropriate 

resources (e.g. time, training) and tools to fulfil this role most effectively. 

Five contact-related barriers were identified. These barriers relate to the target of connection – 

namely: affect, applicability, ambiguity, authenticity and asymmetry. 

7. Affect refers to a connector disliking a potential contact, even if they could be valuable. Several 

participants were very explicit about this being a critical deciding factor, exemplified by P07 

who said “basically I try to never work with assholes to any degree”.  Affect and competence 

are recognised in the literature to offer the best indication of the extent to which a person will 

choose to connect with another (Fiske et al., 2007). In any encounter, the connector is asking 

‘are you a good person?’ (affect) and ‘can you do what you say?’ (competence). Casciaro & 

Lobo (2008) suggest that likeability will always trump competence. That is, regardless of how 

competent a contact is, if the connector does not like them, the likelihood of a successful 

connection is very low. An important consideration for coworking spaces is the cultural 

diversity of their members. Culturally diverse people may bring different social norms and 

behaviours (McCrae and Terracciano, 2005) so common measures of likeability are not always 

as reliable. Addressing the barrier of affect directly will be challenging (you can’t make one 

person like another). Solutions may instead focus on creating opportunities for coworkers to 

learn more about each other, and appreciate their differences as positive, not negative. 

8. Applicability refers to a connector believing a contact is not relevant to them. This barrier 

generally resulted in some form of judgement that deemed the other person to be irrelevant. 

Participants reported lack of applicability in several forms, including: moral applicability – 

e.g.”I’m talking more about like profound solutions to the problems in the world and they 

were making an app so you can buy more hats” (P07); transactional applicability – e.g. “the 

connections I need tend to be in big cities, not here” (P13); and applicability of character – 

e.g. “If their [LinkedIn] profile is kind of incomplete or dodgy then you know that this person 

has some other issues” (P18). In situations where a connector considers the contact to be an 

outgroup member, the connector will be strongly biased against the contact (Castano et al., 

2002) and is less likely to trust them (Wu et al., 2011). Design solutions to overcome this 

barrier should focus on services and activities that help coworkers to discover what they have 

in common to overcome immediate judgements based on their differences. 

9. Ambiguity refers to a connector being unsure how to leverage the apparent value inherent in a 

connection. This is articulated by P16 as: “They might be useful or they might not, and sometimes 

it’s really hard to know”. This sentiment was most common for creative knowledge workers in the 

sample who found potential in many others. This creates an interesting paradox. The more open a 

person is to all types of others, the more likely they are to amass ambiguous connections where the 

value inherent in the connection is unclear. Research suggests that there are limits to the number of 

connections a person can maintain (Dunbar, 2011) so such people run the risk of wasting cognitive 

and emotional energy on potentially irrelevant connections. Addressing this barrier will require 

helping people to more quickly and effectively identify the value inherent in a connection and 

manage increasingly large collections of potentially useful contacts. 

10. Authenticity refers to the connector believing the contact is not genuine or has ulterior motives. 

Lack of authenticity manifest in a variety of ways as reported by participants of this study with 

inauthentic people being described as “creepy and manipulative” (P20), “transactional” (P22) 

and “not genuine” (P17) for example. Authenticity helps to build trust which is a critical 
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component of quality human connections (Stephens et al., 2012). Again, because of the inherent 

diversity within the membership of coworking spaces, diversity of values and behaviours can 

also be expected. While some contacts may indeed be inauthentic, connectors run the risk of 

ruling someone out simply because their behaviour is unfamiliar. In addressing this barrier, 

attention might be placed on helping coworkers to be curious about their cultural differences and 

be open to connections that may be valuable in ways other than first thought. 

11. Asymmetry refers to a perceived imbalance in the value exchange in the dyad with the 

connector believing they were “giving a lot while the other side was just kind of taking and not 

giving back” (P23). Asymmetry was most acute for coworkers who were known to possess a 

specific skill that many people valued (e.g. legal or tax experience), or those who were further in 

their entrepreneurial journey and could therefore speak from experience. Those with skills and 

experience were often the target of a disproportionate number of requests from other coworkers 

who wanted free advice. Additionally, several participants reported that asking for help is easier 

for some people than it is for others and that saying ‘no’ is often difficult. Research indeed 

shows that some people are more comfortable saying ‘no’ than others (Flynn and Lake, 2008). 

Together, these factors exacerbated asymmetry, if a person was the target of many requests and 

could not say no. This barrier could be addressed by enabling proportional value, finding new 

forms of value to exchange or introducing policies to protect those in high demand. 

Finally, five connector-related barriers were identified – namely: attitude, apprehension, apathy, 

ability and authority. 

12. Attitude refers to the connector’s mindset getting in the way of a successful connection. 

Attitude was affected by a connector’s personality, often related to their culture – e.g. “the 

prevailing mentality in our culture is just kind of solitary” (P20), or by a person’s general 

mindset toward others – e.g. “I don’t think I’ve ever been that curious about the people here” 

(P19). This is reflected in the literature that suggests openness may be influenced by a person’s 

culture (McCrae and Terracciano, 2005) and is linked to their sense of curiosity (Park et al., 

2004). Because of the diversity of coworkers in most coworking spaces, cultural and personality 

differences should be expected. Although changing personalities and accommodating all cultural 

differences may be difficult, this barrier may be addressed by initiatives that foster more open 

and curious coworking cultures, requiring coworking hosts to lead by example. 

13. Apprehension refers to the connector feeling anxious or generally having second thoughts 

about connecting to others. The cause of participants’ apprehension included: wasted effort – 

e.g. “I probably won’t see him tomorrow so what’s the point?” (P25); confidence and fear of 

rejection – e.g. “It’s about self-esteem and caring what other people think” (P15); and fear of 

burdening someone – e.g. “It might be too much to ask” (P26). Humans are social beings, 

strongly motivated to connect to one another (Baumeister and Leary, 1995). A connector’s fear 

that a prospective contact will reject them can therefore be the source of great anxiety (Downey 

and Feldman, 1996). Interestingly, when the tables were turned, the same participants took the 

opposite view. For example, someone afraid of approaching others would be very open to others 

approaching them. Addressing this barrier may be achieved through initiatives that bolster the 

confidence of coworkers. Positive experiences may appease fears and make coworkers less 

apprehensive. Similarly, interventions that explicitly or implicitly grant permission to engage 

with others are likely to have a positive impact in addressing this barrier. 

14. Apathy refers to a connector not being proactive enough, or “If you don’t go out and make an 

effort you lose out on connections” (P14). Several participants mentioned being aware they 

could (or should) do more than what they were currently doing, A common insight was that 

people made more of an effort when first joining a coworking space – e.g. “we used to speak 

to someone new every week” (P19) –  but their interest and effort waned over time. Two 

reasons provided by this same participant were “you forget when you are caught up in your 

own work”, and “you also want your privacy, so sometimes you don’t want to have to talk to 

everyone”. The responses of participants in the current study suggest that this barrier may be 

explained in terms of capacity (when push comes to shove, work takes priority) and 

motivation (the benefit is unclear, so this is not urgent). As studies from other settings have 
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shown, people can underestimate the benefit derived even from seemingly insignificant social 

exchanges (Epley and Schroeder, 2014; Sandstrom and Dunn, 2014) and are less likely to 

make an effort. Effective design solutions to address this barrier might help coworkers to 

develop ritualised behaviours that help to integrate ‘connecting to others’ into their everyday 

routines rather than seeing it as an additional task. 

15. Ability refers to the connector lacking the skills required to connect effectively to others. One 

participant (P15) referred to connecting to others as a “practiced skill”, which, when lacking, 

led to a connector “not knowing what to say”. Another (P20) likened connecting to the 

“selling of ideas” which was “not always very easy to do”. What is clear from the present 

study, and supported by the literature (e.g. Baker, 2000), is that some people indeed seem 

more skilled than others in social situations. While lack of ability may be real, prior studies 

suggest that in some cases it is merely a person’s perception (Jones, 1986). Perceived or actual 

lack of ability may be exacerbated if we consider the cultural diversity already discussed as 

some cultures tend to fare better in social encounters (McCrae and Terracciano, 2005). Lack 

of ability may be addressed by interventions that improve the overall connectivity skillset of 

coworkers and by creating risk-free space for them to practice. 

16. Authority refers to the connector not being taken seriously by the contact. This was described 

by one participant as “not wielding the power” (P20) necessary to make collaboration happen. 

The age range of participants in the current study was 27 to 52 years which suggests 

significant diversity of seniority. Coworking spaces are increasingly attracting older 

coworkers (Foertsch, 2017), some of whom may bring with them a traditional hierarchical 

mindset, leading them to discredit younger counterparts. As well as age (and related 

experience), gender and cultural differences may also lead to such discrimination in such 

settings (e.g. Burt, 2000). Interestingly, research suggests the reverse may also be true, where 

older coworkers are not taken seriously or perceived as competent by younger colleagues 

(Guillén and Kunze, 2019). Efforts to address lack of authority in either direction will require 

finding ways to dismantle traditional power structures and create opportunities for coworkers 

at each end of the dimensions of authority to recognise their respective value to each other. 

4. Conclusion 

Coworking spaces are said to offer the ideal setting for a new generation of flexible workers, due in 

part to the thriving communities of diverse members who occupy them. However, as previous studies 

have suggested (e.g. Spinuzzi, 2012), coworking spaces are not delivering on their promise of 

community. This study corroborates these findings and goes further to identify 16 specific barriers, 

divided in to four distinct categories, that help to explain why coworkers are failing to effectively 

connect to each other. With this deeper and more specific level of understanding, designers of all 

facets of the coworking experience will be better able to create solutions that lead to improved human 

connectivity, which should, in turn, increase the likelihood of collaboration. 

Three nuances of these findings should be noted. Firstly, while there generally tends to be one dominant 

barrier that can best explain a connector’s failure to connect in a given context, the 16 barriers should not 

be considered to be mutually exclusive. Multiple barriers can be working in unison, amplifying their 

relative effect. Secondly, barriers may have more effect in one phase of the human connectivity process 

than in others (Mandeno and Baxter, 2019). Thirdly, it is critical to note that barriers arise from several 

dimensions of the coworking experience including the setting, the overall group to which a coworker 

belongs, and factors relating to the individuals seeking to connect. The selection of participants and 

workplaces for this study was deliberately diverse. This aided in the compilation of a comprehensive set 

of barriers yet made it difficult to find correlation on the basis of a participant’s culture. Cultural 

difference may influence a barrier’s relative effect. Future research might explore this in more detail. 

The designers of many coworking spaces seem to rely on tacit knowledge gained in traditional offices. 

This study shows that coworking settings are unique and greater effort is required to enable social 

norms and collegiate work to take place, supported by more successful interactions (Buchanan, 2010). 

Writing about workplace settings, Wineman and Barnes (2018) suggest that “the design question 

becomes how to provide the most effective collaborative opportunities given the unique characteristics 
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of an organization” (p.188). What this study shows is that, in the case of designing coworking spaces, 

attention should instead be focused on the unique characteristics of the individuals that occupy them. 
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