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Abstract 
During the last decade, collaborative working spaces have gained increasing 

interest among professionals whose work requires creative problem solving and 
the sharing of diverse knowledge and other resources. Earlier research has 
identified different types of coworking spaces as local platforms for knowledge 
creation. Such places, referred to as ‘coworking clusters’, gather actors from 
different backgrounds to collectively innovate. Thus, the clusters enable new 
opportunities for agile business collaboration between individuals, organizations 
and institutions.  

Relatively few studies have yet examined inter-organizational collaboration 
processes in business-oriented coworking clusters. This thesis addresses the gap 
in current knowledge by studying what factors contribute to the success of inter-
organizational business collaboration among co-located, yet independent actors. 

This thesis consists of a theoretical literature review and an empirical case 
study of an early-stage coworking cluster. Based on the literature review, three 
primary factors affecting the collaboration conditions are identified: Place, 
Community and Coordination. The empirical study examines a joint pilot case of 
two public sector organizations to establish a collaborative working space for 
independent actors in the creative sector. The role and relevance of the three 
factors and their interdependencies are studied through eight thematic 
interviews with different stakeholders in the case cluster.  

The findings of this thesis indicate that the optimal conditions for inter-
organizational collaboration come from the combination of the three factors and 
their dynamics. As a result, a new framework is suggested to explain how the 
factors interact: a shared place enables a self-reinforcing cycle between the 
cluster community and its coordination.  

The thesis advances the existing theoretical understanding and provides a 
novel perspective to creating the spark for collaboration in early-stage coworking 
clusters. Furthermore, new directions are opened up for future research. For 
practitioners, this thesis suggests guidelines for supporting collaboration 
effectively especially in the early phases of localized ecosystems. 
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Tiivistelmä 
Yhteistyötä edistävät työtilat ovat viimeisen vuosikymmenen aikana 

herättäneet kasvavaa kiinnostusta ammattilaisissa, joiden työ edellyttää luovaa 
ongelmanratkaisua sekä monipuolista tiedon ja muiden resurssien jakamista. 
Aikaisempi tutkimus on tunnistanut erilaisia yhteisöllisiä työtiloja, jotka toimivat 
paikallisina alustoina tiedon luomiseen. Tällaiset paikat, joita kutsutaan tässä 
tutkimuksessa ”yhteisöllisiksi toimijakeskittymiksi”, tuovat toimijoita eri 
taustoista yhteen kehittämään uusia ratkaisuja. Siten nämä toimijakeskittymät 
mahdollistavat uudenlaisen, ketterän liiketoimintaan tähtäävän yhteistyön 
yksilöiden, organisaatioiden ja instituutioiden välillä. 

Suhteellisen harvat tutkimukset ovat vielä tarkastelleet organisaatioiden välisiä 
yhteistyöprosesseja liiketoimintalähtöisissä toimijakeskittymissä. Tämä tutkimus 
tarjoaa uutta tietoa tutkimalla millaiset tekijät vaikuttavat organisaatioiden 
välisen liiketoiminnallisen yhteistyön onnistumiseen samassa paikassa 
sijaitsevien, mutta itsenäisten toimijoiden välillä. 

Tutkimus koostuu teoreettisesta kirjallisuuskatsauksesta sekä syntyvaiheessa 
olevan yhteisöllisen toimijakeskittymän empiirisestä tapaustutkimuksesta. 
Kirjallisuuskatsauksen perusteella tunnistetaan kolme tekijää, jotka vaikuttavat 
yhteistyön edellytyksiin: Paikka, Yhteisö ja Koordinointi. Empiirinen tutkimus 
tarkastelee kahden julkisen sektorin organisaation yhteistä pilottihanketta, jonka 
tavoitteena on luoda yhteisöllinen työtila itsenäisille luovan alan toimijoille. 
Kolmen tekijän roolia, merkitystä, ja niiden välisiä riippuvuuksia tarkastellaan 
kahdeksan teemahaastattelun avulla pilotin eri sidosryhmien kanssa. 

Tutkimus osoittaa, että suotuisat olosuhteet organisaatioiden väliseen 
yhteistyöhön syntyvät kolmen tekijän yhdistelmästä ja niiden dynamiikasta. 
Tutkimuksen tuloksena ehdotetaan uutta viitekehystä kuvaamaan tekijöiden 
välistä vuorovaikusta: yhteinen paikka mahdollistaa itseään vahvistavan syklin 
toimijakeskittymän yhteisön ja sen koordinoinnin välillä. 

Tutkimus syventää nykyistä teoreettista ymmärrystä sekä tarjoaa uuden 
näkökulman yhteistyön käynnistämiseen alkuvaiheen toimijakeskittymissä. 
Lisäksi tutkimus avaa uusia suuntia tulevalle tutkimukselle. Työ tarjoaa myös 
käytännön ohjeita yhteistyön tehokkaaseen tukemiseen etenkin paikallisten 
ekosysteemien alkuvaiheessa. 

Avainsanat  Organisaatioiden välinen yhteistyö, klusterit, toimijakeskittymä, 

yhteisöllinen työskentely, yhteisö, koordinointi, innovaatio, fasilitointi 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

This thesis studies the anatomy and dynamics of collaborative clusters formed by 

co-located and interacting independent actors. The main purpose of the study is to 

examine how environmental and operational characteristics of these clusters, later 

referred to as ‘coworking clusters’, can support the conditions for inter-

organizational business collaboration among the co-located actors.  

Two core objectives have been set to this thesis. First, this thesis seeks to advance 

theoretical understanding on the factors which constitute the crucial conditions for 

inter-organizational business collaboration in coworking cluster settings. 

Furthermore, the potential interdependencies between the identified factors are 

discussed. Second, the practical contribution of this thesis is to provide knowledge 

on how the interaction and activities in the cluster should be organized and 

facilitated in order to support inter-organizational collaboration among the co-

located actors. In particular, this thesis aims to provide insight that is to a limited 

extent generalizable on how the business collaboration among co-located actors can 

be initiated and later on supported. 

The thesis is conducted through theoretical and empirical analyses addressing the 

underlying factors that affect the interaction and collaboration of co-located actor 

communities. The theoretical framework is based on a broad review of the existing 

literature related to physical, social and facilitative perspectives to inter-

organizational collaboration and business ecosystems in the context of creative 

work environments. The empirical data provides insight to the various stakeholders’ 

comprehension of key influencers in collaboration and their interdependencies in a 

case of an emerging coworking cluster in Finland. 

This first chapter will explain the research setting of the study and the gap in current 

understanding that this thesis aims to fill. Furthermore, this chapter outlines the 

research problem, the theoretical research questions and the structure of this study.  

1.1 Background and motivation 

In today’s business environment, the increasing competition forces organizations of 

all kinds to pursue novel products, services, designs and solutions. As organizations 

are more and more differentiated in their core capabilities, innovation is no longer 
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the result of individual thinking but the co-creation within communities (Capdevila 

2013b). The development of innovative outputs is claimed to depend on external 

sources of knowledge and creative input, which has been underlined for instance in 

the open innovation literature of the last decade (Hippel 2001, Chesbrough 2003). 

Especially knowledge-intensive organizations need communities that span beyond 

the organizational boundaries as a means to integrate knowledge developed outside 

the organization, and thus, to continuously adjust themselves to the changing 

environment (Bathelt and Cohendet 2014). 

Even though linkages to outside the organization were recognized as important 

sources of competitive advantage already decades ago (Porter 1990), the need of 

shifting focus outside the organization is now as pressing as ever. A large part of 

modern work has become creative, as the daily tasks of a wider range of 

professionals now require novel solutions and problem solving. Creativity and 

mental labor have essentially become the main vehicles of production (Florida 2002, 

UNCTAD 2010), and it has been stated that we are going through a period of 

disruptive change in our workplaces, much comparable to the shift from agricultural 

to capitalist industrial economy (Florida 2002).  

Along with the new characteristics of modern work, new needs for working 

environments have emerged. Collaboration enables organizations to benefit from 

other actors’ complementing resources, while still allowing each actor to 

concentrate on the specific and limited capabilities they master. Essential to the new 

collaborative way of working is an environment that allows knowledge from a 

variety of sources to flow and mix to generate new ideas and concepts. Therefore, it 

seems that new kinds of working environments are required where the conditions 

are adjusted to the creative nature of work and where business collaboration 

opportunities can be born and nurtured. 

In the recent years, shared workplaces have gained increasing interest especially 

among startups and creative professionals, such as freelancers and individual 

entrepreneurs. In the literature, different types of ‘coworking spaces’ have been 

identified as local platforms for knowledge creation (Bathelt and Cohendet 2014) 

where knowledge communities meet to collectively innovate (Capdevila 2013b). 

While not all of these creative and collaborative spaces have commercial goals, some 

of them have a focus on a specific group of business agents, such as entrepreneurs 

(Bathelt and Cohendet 2014). The co-located communities usually gather actors 
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from different professional and cognitive backgrounds (Capdevila 2013a). The focus 

of this study is on these kinds of innovative communities which are localized but do 

not belong to one organization. Thus, they present new opportunities for agile 

business collaboration between creative individuals, organizations, communities, 

and institutions – both locally and globally.  

The realization about the role of supporting creative collaboration has raised the 

fundamental question: what factors contribute to the success of these places? 

Despite the growing interest on the theme, relatively few studies have yet examined 

the collaboration and knowledge co-creation processes in communities that meet in 

shared physical places (Bathelt and Cohendet 2014, Capdevila 2013b). 

Consequently, there is lack of understanding of the favorable conditions for inter-

organizational business collaboration in these platforms. This study aims to fill this 

research gap by investigating the conditions for economically successful 

collaboration between co-located, yet independent, actors. A theoretical framework 

is suggested in order to better understand the components that contribute to 

favorable conditions for the business-oriented collaboration in coworking spaces. 

Furthermore, the framework is examined in relation to an empirical case study of an 

emerging coworking space and its surrounding network.  

The case described in this study is a joint pilot project driven by two public sector 

organizations to establish a collaborative working space and a broader network of 

creative actors in the capital city area of Finland. The Finnish media sector is 

currently challenged by the digital revolution, which makes the opportunity for new 

business models and improved efficiency in practices particularly relevant and 

timely. The domestic players in the creative industries need more interaction to be 

able to utilize complementary resources, and to compete in the globalized markets. 

Therefore, the case pilot is aimed at creating a shared location and a platform that 

supports and facilitates the collaboration among actors from the creative industry. 

The pilot presents an attempt to create a collaborative hub where entrepreneurs, 

startups and other small-sized actors can meet and have meaningful interactions 

with actors of all sizes, including larger companies, educational institutions, 

associations and public service parties. The pilot project was launched in 2014, and 

thus for the purposes of this study, the case provided a vantage point to the 

emergence and the early stage of development of a coworking community. 
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1.2 Research problem and objectives  

This thesis addresses the gap in current knowledge on favorable conditions for 

business-oriented collaboration among creative actors, described in the previous 

subchapter. The research problem is formulated as: 

How can inter-organizational business collaboration be supported  

among co-located actors? 

The research problem is first studied through a literature review, after which it is 

addressed with the empirical study. The literature review discusses the theoretical 

backgrounds of co-location in clusters and the affordances of space (Chapter 2), 

collaboration and innovation dynamics of communities (Chapter 3) and the 

coordination aimed at facilitating collaboration (Chapter 4) in order to identify the 

crucial factors that contribute to the success of collaboration among co-located 

actors. Thus, the theoretical background of the main themes considers various 

perspectives from the organizational sciences. The empirical study is used to 

contrast and complement the current understanding on the relevant theoretical 

concepts and phenomena with empirical evidence from a case study. 

Regarding the practical implications of this study, it is the underlying assumption of 

this thesis that by understanding the key supporting conditions and their effects on 

inter-organizational collaboration, it is eventually possible to create more favorable 

conditions for successful business collaboration. With the sufficient knowledge on 

these conditions for collaboration, managers may be able to plan how to organize 

and facilitate successful interaction and collaboration in the shared places of 

creative actors.  

For the sake of analysis, the research problem is addressed with two research 

questions (RQ). The first research question (RQ1) addresses the kind of factors that 

can be identified to support inter-organizational collaboration in co-located settings:  

RQ1: What factors support collaboration among co-located actors? 

The second research question (RQ2) discusses the links that can be identified 

between the factors:  

RQ2: How are the identified factors related? 
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The tentative answers to the two research questions are provided in the theoretical 

synthesis (Chapter 5), where the main factors identified from the literature review 

are summarized and presented in a theoretical framework. Thereafter, the results of 

the empirical analysis are used to answer the research questions and refine the 

theoretical framework (Chapter 9).    

The main objective of this study is to identify and describe the relevant factors that 

need to be considered when inter-organizational collaboration is to be supported 

intentionally among co-located actors. The theoretical and practical objectives are 

specified as follows: 

1) The theoretical objective is to explore and deepen the understanding of what 

conditions support or hamper the collaboration in coworking clusters and 

how, as well as to identify the most important interdependencies between 

the key conditions. For the purposes of future research, this study aims to 

feed knowledge to further research on co-located inter-organizational 

collaboration and collaborative clusters on a general level. 

2) The practical objective is to help case-related and other decision makers to 

support effective organization and facilitation of creative collaboration in 

existing and future coworking clusters. Of particular value would be to 

provide guidelines for the planning and early phases of localized 

collaboration ecosystems. Different actors can benefit from this study, such 

as public service decision makers trying to boost the economic performance 

of local or national actors, as well as larger companies and operators 

planning to build or manage co-located communities of actors in their 

ecosystems.  

This study aims primarily at supporting future attempts to build and develop co-

located ecosystems as sources of new or improved business collaboration among 

individual actors. Furthermore, this study aims to provide a new conceptualization 

for understanding the multidimensional nature of coworking conditions to any 

reader interested in collaboration in co-located settings. Thus, this thesis 

contributes to a variety of fields of research and practice, including inter-

organizational collaboration, knowledge co-creation and creative work places. 
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1.3 Research approach and scope 

The research approach of this study is qualitative. Qualitative research seeks to 

understand social or human related problems and their meanings for individuals or 

communities (Creswell 2013). As a research approach, qualitative research offers 

the possibility to examine the topic in depth and with open-ended question setting, 

because it considers the complexity and uniqueness of situations related to human 

issues (Creswell 2013, Mason 2002). Qualitative data is analyzed based on the 

researcher’s interpretations, and is consequently affected by the researcher’s 

individual understanding (Creswell 2013). 

This study follows the logic of a case study, which is generally used when the 

research focuses on the nature of or reasons for a real-life event or phenomenon, 

and the researcher has little control over the events (Yin 2009). Yin (2009, p. 18) 

describes the general scope of a case study as ‘an empirical inquiry that investigates 

a contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its real-life context, especially 

when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident.’  

Furthermore, the study applies abductive inference logic to the research problem. 

The abductive research approach takes advantage of analyzing the theoretical 

literature and the empirical data in an iterative process, in which they are constantly 

compared, combined and refined (Dubois and Gadde 2002). Thus, the aim is for 

continuous interaction and iteration between the theoretical issues being studied 

and the data being collected and analyzed (Yin 2009). Understanding of both theory 

and empirical phenomena expand as the abductive approach allows the researcher 

to continuously go back and forth between the empirical observations and the 

theory (Dubois and Gadde 2002). This approach is widely used in case studies, as it 

not only deepens the understanding of the case but also allows for better 

construction of theory towards theoretical – in contrast to statistical – 

generalizations (Eisenhardt 1989). Furthermore, the abductive logic focuses on the 

descriptive rather than the normative aspects of scientific reasoning, and explicitly 

accepts the role of the researcher as the final arbiter between competing 

explanations (Ketokivi and Mantere 2010). 

The analysis of the interview data was conducted systematically as an iterative 

process in which the data was reviewed several times. The analysis process 

consisted of three primary phases that followed roughly the outline for qualitative 
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content analysis presented by Tuomi and Sarajärvi (2009): 1) reduction, 2) grouping 

and 3) conceptualization of the data. The purpose of the content analysis was to 

describe and summarize the phenomenon under investigation in a form that enables 

to view the results in relation to a broader context and other research on the theme 

(Tuomi and Sarajärvi 2009). 

The unit of analysis in this study is presented by a cluster of co-located and 

interacting actors (referred to as a ‘coworking cluster’ to indicate the relation to the 

shared coworking space). However, the relevant theoretical perspectives involve 

both interpersonal and inter-organizational levels of analysis (Parrino 2013), as the 

discussed actors constitute, or may belong to, different organizations (Foertsch 

2010, Parrino 2013, Spinuzzi 2013, Capdevila 2013a). The thesis focuses on the 

main environmental and operational factors that affect collaboration in coworking 

clusters, and the interdependencies between these factors. Of particular interest to 

this thesis are the findings about how the conditions – comprised of the identified 

key factors – affect the emergence of inter-organizational business collaboration and 

shared new business in such clusters: What are the building blocks of successful 

collaboration in creative coworking clusters? 

Based on a broad literature review, this study considers the aspects of the physical 

environment, the social community and the facilitative coordination as the key 

perspectives to inter-organizational collaboration in clusters of actors. These three 

themes arose and became more focused during the iterative progression of the 

study. In this study, the physical, social and coordination themes are examined and 

defined by the perspective of how they affect the collaboration that leads to new 

shared business or innovation. Moreover, the effects of the three identified themes 

are observed in the empirical data. The categorization and analysis of the data was 

elaborated during the iterative process between theoretical perspectives and the 

empirical data. Also, the context of the case study makes it sensible to define and 

limit the research context to coworking clusters where the actors are either working 

with creative content or their work otherwise requires creativity as a major input. 

1.4 Research context: MARIANNE and CECO projects  

The case studied in this thesis is a pilot case of an early-stage business ecosystem of 

co-located actors. The research on the case started in the MARIANNE project 
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(Methods and Environments to Enhance Collaborative Innovation in Service 

Networks) conducted by SimLab research group in Aalto University. The latter half 

of the MARIANNE project acted as an introduction to the creative industry 

collaboration theme and the case cluster of this study, and thus offered a robust 

preliminary study of the case.  

After the MARIANNE project, the research on the case cluster was continued in the 

CECO project (Creative Ecosystems and Collaborative Operators), a joint pilot 

project conducted by the same research group (SimLab) and several Finnish public 

sector organizations. Started in September 2014, the CECO project is a one-year 

research project that aims to support the development of an internationally 

competitive cluster of co-located actors from the Finnish media and creative sectors. 

As stated in the project plan (Smeds and Irrmann 2014), the CECO project will 

develop new knowledge about localized creative ecosystems (termed as creative 

hubs) on three areas: 

1. The operational and management models of creative hubs in their ecosystems. 

2. The multilevel interaction processes in the ecosystems of hubs. 

3. The methods for the evaluation of business co-creation performance in hubs.  

During the CECO project, the researchers conduct a longitudinal, developmental 

action research case study of a coworking cluster (later ‘case cluster’) in one of the 

participating cities, and complement it with case research and comparison to 

another cluster in another participating city. A public service broadcasting 

organization is present in both locations and is actively advancing the development 

of the clusters.  The data for the CECO project is collected by interviewing actors and 

observing activities in both participating locations. In addition, benchmarking 

studies are conducted in Canada and the Netherlands to provide international 

perspectives and reference points. 

The CECO project aims to answer both to the practical needs and research 

challenges in digital media business co-creation. As the core of the research project, 

two interactive SimLab™ process simulation workshops (Smeds et al. 2005) are 

conducted, where participants (relevant to the potential future collaboration) are 

brought together to envision and build concrete processes and practices for the new 

collaboration in the case cluster. The decision makers from both emerging clusters 
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have the opportunity to learn and produce practical action points in the facilitated 

dialogue of the workshops.  

This thesis supports the CECO research by providing a review of the theoretical 

background on coworking clusters, as well the first attempt to conceptualize the 

anatomy of such clusters. Furthermore, the data collected in the empirical study of 

this thesis was also used in the design of the interactive workshops held in 

November 2014 and May 2015.  

1.5 Structure of the study 

This thesis consists of four parts summarized in Figure 1: introduction (I), 

theoretical background (I), empirical study (III) and discussion (IV).  

 

Figure 1. Structure of the thesis visualized. 

Part I of the thesis provides background information of the study by explaining the 

motivation for the research, the research problem and the objectives of the study. 

Furthermore, the first part introduces the approach, the methods and the scope of 

the study. 

Part II describes the theoretical background of the study in the form of a literature 

review. Relevant themes to understanding inter-organizational collaboration of co-

located actors are discussed, in particular the roles of a shared place, community 

and coordination. At the end of Part II, a synthesis is provided from the reviewed 

literature and an initial framework is formed for analyzing the supportive 
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conditions for inter-organizational co-located collaboration. Furthermore, the 

theoretical synthesis is used as guidance for analyzing the data in Part III.   

Part III describes the context of the case, the methods for data collection and the 

data analysis process more closely. Moreover, the findings of the empirical study are 

presented.   

Part IV combines the findings from both the theoretical literature and the empirical 

data into the final conclusions of this study. This part also provides the evaluation of 

the study. Moreover, theoretical and practical implications of the study are 

discussed and topics for future research are addressed.  



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

II THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Actors collaborate through place, community and coordination. 
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This Part II of the thesis contains literature review on the theoretical background of 

coworking clusters. The review discusses the existing theories that are relevant for 

understanding the key concepts and phenomena around business-oriented 

collaboration among independent actors in co-located settings. Since the research 

focuses on the factors that support collaborative business efforts among the co-

located actors, the theories are selected and discussed from the viewpoint of 

intentionally creating new shared business or innovation.  

In this thesis, the conditions for collaboration in co-located settings can be 

categorized into three primary factors: 1) place, 2) community and 3) coordination. 

The reasons for selecting these three perspectives for review and their definitions 

are explained as follows: 

 Place refers to the physical co-location and facilities shared by the 

actors. This perspective was chosen as a major theme in this thesis for two 

reasons. First, from the theoretical perspective, co-location in a physical 

place significantly affects the conditions for collaboration. Second, the 

shared collaborative place represents an essential component of the 

empirical pilot case studied in this thesis.  

 Community is understood as the composition of actors and the 

connections among them. Community was chosen as the second theme of 

analysis in this thesis because it addresses the social aspects crucial in the 

inter-organizational collaboration. In the pilot case, the development of a 

vibrant community appears as a highly relevant theme.  

 Coordination refers to the activities and structures aimed at 

facilitating inter-organizational business collaboration in the cluster. 

Coordination is the third theoretical theme in this thesis because the 

development of collaboration among the actors cannot be seen as an 

automatic consequence of the shared place and the characteristics of the 

community. In the studied case, activities organized by the organizing 

parties are an essential source of interaction among the cluster actors.  

The literature review begins by explaining the role of a shared physical place in 

inter-organizational collaboration based on the theories of physical proximity and 

spatial affordances (Chapter 2). Then, the meaning of a community, its effects on 

knowledge sharing across organizational boundaries, and the characteristics of its 

members are addressed (Chapter 3). This is followed by a review of the 
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coordination structures and activities which can be used to facilitate interaction and 

collaboration among actors (Chapter 4). Finally, the most prominent aspects 

identified from the theoretical background are combined into an initial framework 

in the theoretical synthesis (Chapter 5). 

 

2 COLLABORATION IN SHARED PLACE 

This chapter introduces existing perspectives to the role of shared location in inter-

organizational business collaboration. Discussed concepts include cluster 

formations, geographical proximity, and the affordances of space. 

2.1 Co-location of organizations into clusters 

The idea of actors in related industries concentrating close to each other has been 

around a long time. Already in 1890, Alfred Marshall (1890) introduced the concept 

of ‘industrial district’ in his work ‘Principles of Economics’, as an area of 

concentrated workers of certain sector. Since then, agglomeration and clustering 

mechanisms have been subject to extensive research throughout the economic, 

management and geographic literature.  

Since Marshall’s days, clusters have been studied under many names and labels, 

some of them overlapping. For instance, Maskell and Kebir (2006) have examined 

the many synonyms or distant cousins the term ‘cluster’ has in published academic 

papers, such as agglomeration, geographical or spatial concentration, localized 

industries, innovative milieu and industrial district. Although there might not be a 

consensus on the relation of these terms, often these concepts seem to refer to the 

very same phenomena.  

It can be seen that the contemporary definition of ‘cluster’ originates from Michael 

Porter (1990), who believed that the phenomenon of industry clustering is a central 

feature of advanced national economies and their competitive advantage. In his 

more recent work, Porter (2008, p. 213) refers to clusters as ‘geographic 

concentrations of interconnected companies, specialized suppliers, service 

providers, firms in related industries, and associated institutions (for example, 

universities, standards agencies, and trade associations) in particular fields that 
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compete but also cooperate’. Maskell and Kebir (2006, p. 1), on the other hand, 

provide a narrower definition of clusters as ‘non-random geographical 

agglomerations of firms with similar or closely complementary capabilities’ based 

on the previous work of Richardson (1972) and Ellison and Glaeser (1994). For the 

purposes of this thesis, the broader definition of a cluster (Porter 2008) is used, 

because it better incorporates the various stakeholders of the case examined in the 

empirical study. 

As Maskell and Kebir (2006) point out, the terminological diversity does not hide 

the fact that clustering as a phenomenon has attracted increasing attention during 

the last decades. Their quantitative analysis of terms used in scholarly journals’ 

titles, abstracts and keywords reveals the clear increase in number of cluster-related 

articles (Maskell and Kebir 2006). Similarly, Martin and Sunley (2003) showcase 

that since Porter’s influential works, the concept of cluster as a local industrial 

agglomeration has gained renewed interest not only among economic geographers, 

but also among policy makers. It seems that the rapid digitalization and advances in 

ICT and transportation have not obviated the role of a physical location, place 

(Gieryn 2000). 

2.1.1 Reasons for clustering 

According to Porter’s thinking (1990), related industries concentrate close to each 

other to gain advantages from the enhanced interaction. By becoming part of a 

cluster, the actors can access benefits that flow in the mutually supporting group of 

industries. The cluster may become an important vehicle for maintaining the crucial 

diversity by increasing information flow and the likelihood of new entry. 

Furthermore, Porter argues that competitive advantage most often emerges from 

pressure, challenge and adversity. Interconnections within the cluster help reveal 

new ways of competing and completely new opportunities. Thus, Porter explains 

how clustering helps in overcoming the potential inward focus, inertia and lack of 

flexibility that hinder competitive upgrading and new approaches. (Porter 1990) 

Following similar lines of thought, Suire (2013) recognizes that geographical 

proximity may enable and promote serendipitous encounters and discoveries. 

However, he suggests that clusters enable also other potential synergies, such as 

reaching the critical mass. In that respect, it is viewed that effectiveness and 

performance result from specialization. The same potential is discussed also by 
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Porter (1990), who describes numerous spillovers that may occur when 

organizations from an entire group of interconnected industries all invest in 

specialized but related technologies, information, infrastructure, or human 

resources.  

According to Porter (1990), the synergies tend to expand the cluster for several 

reasons. First, the scale of the whole cluster encourages greater investment and 

specialization. As a result, the industry’s visibility and attention from government 

and universities is often heightened, and the cluster also becomes stronger in 

attracting talent. Thus, the cluster attracts more resource flows from the economy 

and away from isolated industries that cannot deploy the resources as productively. 

By this mechanism, the cluster of competitive industries can become more than the 

sum of its parts. (Porter 1990) 

Against Porter’s arguments, Suire (2013) presents some slightly different drivers for 

clustering effect that are perhaps even more relevant in the modern entrepreneurial 

environments. He points out that young companies with scarce financial means pay 

particular attention to the costs of property. Companies operating in the digital 

sector are also influenced by the access to required infrastructures in their decision 

of where to set up (Suire 2013).  

Furthermore, reputation and public image have a role in the attractiveness of 

clusters. Suire (2013) presents the case of Sentier in Paris which illustrates the 

strong copy-cat effect that was behind the sudden enthusiasm for this area in Paris. 

He describes that as Sentier gained interest, it somehow became the obvious choice 

of location for more than 300 companies at its peak because of the impression of 

being the ‘winning’ area. As the sole being in that area increased the perceived 

quality of the projects, regardless of their actual quality, it indirectly started 

punishing those companies that were located elsewhere. (Suire 2013) 

2.1.2 Geographical proximity 

It can be argued that the rationale for actors on related fields to locate close to each 

other stems from the benefits of ‘geographical proximity’. As co-location diminishes 

the geographical distance between the actors, the interaction among the actors often 

becomes easier. Geographical proximity (also referred to as ‘physical’ or ‘spatial 

proximity’) can be defined as the spatial or physical distance between economic 

actors (Boschma 2005). Among others, Knoben and Oerlemans (2006) have 
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recognized slight variations in the definition of geographical proximity: while some 

studies define geographical proximity as the absolute geographical distance 

between actors, others consider the relative distance, such as travel time or 

perception of distance, that separates the actors.  

Despite the differences, all definitions of geographical proximity rely on the same 

underlying mechanisms for explaining the importance of geographical proximity in 

inter-organizational collaboration (Knoben and Oerlemans 2006). The logic is that 

short geographical distances facilitate both planned and serendipitious face-

to-face interactions, and thus foster knowledge transfer and innovation (Knoben 

and Oerlemans 2006).  

According to Boschma (2005), there is a significant body of literature suggesting 

that spatially concentrated actors benefit from the closeness due to the short 

distances that bring people together, foster information contacts and facilitate the 

exchange of especially tacit knowledge between actors. The existing empirical 

evidence tends to confirm the geographically bounded nature of knowledge 

spillovers utilizable to other agents, often referred to as ‘knowledge externalities’ 

(Jaffe et al. 1993, Audretsch and Feldman 1996). Indeed, firms located near 

knowledge sources show a better innovative performance than those located 

elsewhere, measured for instance by the amount of patent citations (Jaffe et al. 

1993) or commercial innovations introduced in the new product announcement 

sections of journals (Audretsch and Feldman 1996).  

2.1.3 Challenges of clusters 

Despite the claimed benefits from clustering discussed above, it has been argued 

that the relation between co-location and successful interaction is not linear. 

For instance, despite the surrounding excitement of the collective venture in Sentier, 

Suire (2013) claims that beneath the seemingly friendly attitude hid fierce 

competition and lack of true collaboration. According to Suire (2013), the distrust 

and occasional fake cooperation were due to the actors being in the growth phase 

and on very similar markets. Also Boschma (2005) proposes that although 

geographical proximity has the potential to facilitate inter-organizational learning, it 

is neither necessary nor sufficient condition for success. 

Another rather critical perspective to the sustainability of clusters is presented by 

Evans (2009), who claims that the productivity and stability of clusters still lack 
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theoretical and hard evidence. Furthermore, Evans (2009) points out that local 

conditions for forming clusters should be taken into consideration in order to avoid 

the trap of universality: a creative territorial formation needs to be linked to and be 

part of an existing cultural environment. It must be taken into account that 

organizations are culturally, socially, historically and institutionally embedded in the 

territories where they are located and influenced by the local community (Marquis 

and Battilana 2009, Florida 2002, Cohendet and Simon 2007). 

Porter (1990) recognizes the risks carried by geographic concentration, especially if 

most buyers, suppliers and rivals do not operate internationally. He argues that 

competitive advantage is more sustainable in a cluster where many industries have 

global positions, and therefore the whole cluster is not as severely affected by the 

loss of some key industry sectors.  

In the long-term, Porter (1990, 2008) sees that the cluster may become insular, 

closed and inward-looking system if firms, customers and suppliers all talk only to 

each other, and nobody brings fresh perspectives. Therefore, the importance of 

external linkages has been raised by many academics. For instance, Boschma (2005) 

suggests that the problem of lock-in and the potential loss of adaptability can be 

solved by geographical openness i.e. providing access and establishing linkages to 

the outside world. Such trans-local linkages have been referred to as ‘global 

pipelines’ (Bathelt et al. 2004, Maskell et. al 2006). Similarly, Cohendet et al. (2014) 

argue that while the intimate localization undoubtedly matters in the initial phase of 

an emerging spatial formation, these movements often have to overcome the 

geographical dimensions in order to transcend the local aspect of knowledge 

creation and reach a global scale. 

2.1.4 Coworking spaces as microclusters 

Coworking is an increasing trend especially among independent professionals and 

small startups in urban environments to work independently but as a part of a 

community (Capdevila 2013a). Since the beginning of the coworking movement in 

the mid-2000’s (Spinuzzi 2012), new coworking sites have been established in 

considerably increasing numbers all over the world (Capdevila 2013b). Coworking 

spaces and services are a part of the more general trend towards distributed, inter-

organizational, collaborative knowledge work that includes independent 

contracting, freelancing, virtual teams, and peer production (Spinuzzi 2012).  
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In this thesis, it is viewed that coworking spaces represent the same logic as is often 

observable in clusters in general. In fact, coworking spaces, along with other 

localized spaces of collaboration, have been theorized as a type of microclusters by 

Capdevila (2013a). He argues that the characteristics and knowledge dynamics 

of coworking spaces are similar to those found in industrial clusters, but only 

in a lower scale. The difference between what is usually described as a ‘cluster’ and 

a ‘coworking community’ can be understood in terms of the members. While 

clusters usually involve firms, organizations and institutions, microclusters can be 

seen to consist of entrepreneurs, freelancers, consultants, and alike (Capdevila 

2013a).  

Being a relatively new phenomenon, only few academic definitions of coworking 

spaces exist, and some differences in perspectives occur. For instance, Spinuzzi 

(2012, p. 399) describes coworking spaces as ‘open-plan office environments in 

which they [coworkers] work alongside other unaffiliated professionals for a fee’. 

Capdevila (2013a), however, views that such definition does not consider one of the 

most important features of coworking spaces, which also differentiates them from 

mere shared rented offices: the focus on the community and its knowledge 

sharing dynamics. Capdevila (2013b) argues that coworking spaces (in addition to 

hacker spaces, maker spaces, living labs and fab labs) are common examples of what 

he calls ‘localized spaces of collaborative innovation’, meaning spaces where 

knowledge communities meet to collectively innovate. Therefore, he defines 

coworking spaces as ‘localized spaces where independent professionals work 

sharing resources and are open to share their knowledge with the rest of the 

community’. Capdevila’s emphasis on the community perspective is also supported 

by the Coworking.com community (Coworking.com 2015) that describes coworking 

as ‘a global community of people dedicated to the values of collaboration, openness, 

community, accessibility, and sustainability in their workplaces’. Consequently, it 

seems essential that the coworking phenomenon is regarded as more than just 

small actors sharing office spaces and facilities. There is some other benefit 

beyond the shared costs that stems from the physical co-location.   

For the purposes of the empirical case studied in this thesis, the discussion is limited 

to coworking spaces where some commercial intention is present. Coworking spaces 

generally show a clear focus on the economic aspect in two respects. First, the 

majority of coworking spaces are founded and run independently by small local 
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private startups in a single location (Capdevila 2013a). Second, the coworking 

spaces generally offer their services to creative professionals, such as 

entrepreneurs, for-profit startups and freelance professionals (Capdevila 2013b).  

The results from Global Coworking Survey of 661 coworking participants from 24 

countries conducted by Deskmag (‘The online magazine about coworking, its people 

and spaces’) show that most of the coworkers work in the field of creative industries 

and new media: majority of them as web developers or programmers (Foertsch 

2010). Besides graphic designers and web designers, coworking spaces have 

attracted consultants (focusing on the creative industries, PR or marketing), 

journalists, writers, architects and artists. Slightly over half of coworkers reported 

themselves as freelancers (54 percent). Every fifth coworker is an entrepreneur who 

employs others and, similarly, one in five coworkers works as a permanent 

employee, usually in a very small company with less than five workers. It must be 

noted, however, that the boundary between job descriptions is somewhat vague and 

many coworkers are specialized in more than one specific field. (Foertsch 2010)  

2.1.5 Benefits from coworking 

According to Capdevila (2013a), local professionals decide to join a coworking space 

often when looking for a ‘third place’ (Oldenburg 2001), a convenient location with 

informal social atmosphere other than home or workplace. The interest towards 

coworking spaces seems to emerge from their potential to offer simultaneously 

freedom and structure, the combination of independence and community.  

Corporate offices may be too constraining for independent and creative work, and 

home offices too solitary or distracting to provide adequate social interaction. 

Therefore, many professionals all over the world have joined coworking spaces in 

order to achieve work-life balance without having to sacrifice freedom or flexibility 

(Stiefel and Rief 2014).  

The findings from Global Coworking Survey tell a clear story about the importance 

of interaction among coworkers. When asked about the most important factors for 

their work, coworkers rank interaction with other people and flexible working 

hours as most important (both at 86 percent) (Foertsch 2010). The ability to share 

knowledge with other people was at 82 percent. Coworkers also place high value on 

the random opportunities and discoveries made through such interaction (79 

percent). (Foertsch 2010) 
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The survey results reported by Foertsch (2010) showcased several advantages of 

coworking: since they moved into a coworking space, 85 percent of respondents 

said they are more motivated with 88 percent claiming to have better interaction 

with other people. In comparison to working from home, the coworking spaces help 

to make a clearer distinction between work and free time. Furthermore, at least 42 

percent of all coworkers report earning higher income since joining a coworking 

space, and only 5 percent report a loss of income. This level of satisfaction has lead 

most coworkers to plan to stay for the next year, with only 7 percent of coworkers 

planning to leave their location in the near future. (Foertsch 2010) 

Despite the increasing enthusiasms and interest towards coworking spaces, there 

are still few publications and little academic research on the emergent phenomenon 

of coworking (Spinuzzi 2012, Capdevila 2013b). Therefore, there is a lack of 

understanding about these innovation communities that are localized, but do not 

belong to any one organization. 

The coworking phenomenon is of particular interest to this thesis, because it depicts 

many of the crucial characteristics that are present in the empirical case study. From 

the physical proximity perspective, it is worthy of noting that coworking spaces are 

strongly embedded to their local environment, and the location is one of the 

primary reasons for members when choosing a coworking space (Capdevila 

2013a). However, once they have entered a coworking space, the members tend to 

stay or leave depending on the community and the interaction created between 

the members (Capdevila 2013a). The interdependencies between the place and the 

community will be discussed further in the following chapters. 

2.2 Affordances of physical settings 

Before the realization that informal social organizations actually enable effective 

collaboration, managers and researchers often saw informal interaction primarily as 

a source of inefficiency and a distraction from real work (e.g. Roethlisberger and 

Dickson 2003). However, after Dalton (1959) first wrote about the importance of 

the ‘informal organization,’ the link between informal interactions and 

organizational outcomes has received increasing recognition and appreciation 

(Fayard and Weeks 2007). The subsequent body of knowledge has shown that 

informal interaction has a key role in management work (Kotter 1982, Mintzberg 
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1989), the innovation rate of organizations (Allen 1984), cooperation within teams 

(Pinto et al. 1993), and the sustaining of social networks (e.g. Brass et al. 2004). 

Although co-location has a significant role in enabling interaction, it is not the mere 

geographical proximity that creates the favorable conditions for collaboration from 

the spatial perspective. It has been recognized in organization theory that the 

characteristics of a setting have significant potential to influence the 

probability and the nature of interaction, and therefore also the collaboration 

in a given space. For example, Fayard and Weeks (2007) have studied the 

affordances of informal interaction in organizational settings, and they refer to the 

strong evidence that settings vary in the extent to which they afford informal 

interaction: some settings make informal interaction unlikely or even impossible, 

while others foster informal interaction and even obligate it. As they point out, 

however, there is still a lack of a good theoretical understanding of exactly how a 

given setting influences informal interaction. 

2.2.1 Two competing theories and the integrated perspective 

In the attempt to explain the nature of informal interaction, prior theory has 

identified two requirements for the environment: 1) propinquity, i.e. people must 

come into unplanned contact with others, and 2) privacy, i.e. people must be 

able to control the boundaries of their conversation (Fayard and Weeks 2007). 

Theories of propinquity posit that informal interactions occur in spaces which bring 

people physically closer to each other: there is evidence that increasing the physical 

distance between people at work is likely to exponentially decrease the amount of 

spontaneous, informal contact among them (e.g. Homans 1954, Allen 1984, Keller 

and Holland 1983, Davis 1984). Theories of privacy, in contrast,  posit that people 

feel most comfortable interacting informally when they can control the boundaries 

of their conversation, affected by the visual and acoustic isolation of a space (Fayard 

and Weeks 2007), as well as by the socially perceived purpose for the place (Gieryn 

2000).  

Fayard and Weeks (2007) suggest that these two most prominent competing 

explanations for the emergence of informal interaction are incomplete, a claim 

backed up by the amount of contradictory empirical evidence supporting both the 

conflicting views. Practical attempts to control the level of informal interaction by 

designing the physical environment based on these explanations have resulted in 
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unintended consequences. On this basis, Fayard and Weeks (2007) claim that the 

physical and social characteristics of a setting must be considered simultaneously in 

order to avoid the oversimplifications present in the field.  

Based on the work of ecological psychologist James Gibson (1986), Fayard and 

Weeks (2007) propose an integrated framework that adds a third environmental 

requirement to the scheme: social designation, which addresses the notion that 

people must feel it as socially acceptable to stop and talk to each other in a setting. 

Gibson’s (1986) theory was originally developed to explain individual perceptions of 

behavioral possibilities in a setting or of an object. According to the theory, the 

affordances of an environment are the possibilities for action called forth by it to a 

perceiving subject. Thus, Gibson (1986) claims that when looking at an object or 

environment, we perceive its affordances, not its qualities. For instance, to humans 

handles afford grasping, paths afford locomotion and slippery slopes afford falling.  

Fayard and Weeks (2007) believe that Gibson’s theory of affordances offers a useful 

starting point for the development of an integrated framework for informal 

interaction, because it takes into account three significant findings from the study of 

human-machine interaction: 

1) When actors enter a setting, they perceive cues about what behaviors the 

setting affords, and their behavior is shaped by these perceptions. What 

the observer perceives is already imbued with the meaning given to the 

affordances, even though the perceptions of affordances may be incorrect.  

2) Some of these affordances may be subtle, and actors may be unconscious 

of them until the setting changes in a way that certain behaviors are no 

longer afforded. 

3) In addition to its physical properties, the affordances of an environment 

arise from its social meaning and conventional rules of use. 

Fayard and Weeks (2007) suggest that the theory of affordances helps explain how 

physical and social elements of the environment interact to shape the behavior of 

actors within an environment. Their findings from a qualitative study on informal 

interactions, observed in the photocopier rooms of three organizations, highlight the 

notion that physical factors do not alone explain the differences in informal 

interaction, but social factors must also be considered. Thus, both the physical and 

the social construction of a space influence the patterns of informal interactions that 
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occur in the space. Based on their field studies, Fayard and Weeks (2007) describe 

the third environmental requirement, social designation, as a set of imperfectly 

shared expectations and understandings about what is appropriate and 

normal in a place. In two of their cases, the geography, architecture, and function of 

the photocopier room not only provided the necessary balance of privacy and 

propinquity, but also contributed to making the photocopier rooms feel like natural, 

comfortable places for informal interaction. 

2.2.2 Towards practical application 

As was stated earlier, applying the knowledge of spatial affordances into practice 

has proven to be challenging (Fayard and Weeks 2007). There are two factors that 

need to be considered. First, informal interactions cannot be planned or 

regulated directly, but only the likelihood of their occurrence can be 

influenced through indirect means. Affording a behavior is more than merely 

allowing it or making it possible, but it is less than determining it, as the agency 

always determines what happens next. So even if the levels of propinquity and 

privacy encourage informal interaction or even obligate it, people may successfully 

resist any of these obligations. Second, affordances are relational as they always 

presuppose a perceiving agent. Different agents may be afforded different 

behaviors by the same environment. For instance, members of different cultures 

may perceive the social affordances of an environment differently. (Fayard and 

Weeks 2007) 

Although the application of the spatial affordance theories is complex, two general 

implications can be concluded from the studies. First, Fayard and Weeks (2007) 

remind that informal interactions can occur only in places where people 

encounter each other. Although privacy is important for encounters to develop 

into interactions, it is not possible without encounters already existing. If a place 

does not afford sufficient propinquity to others then it will not afford informal 

interaction, regardless of how private it may be. Second, in general, the more traffic 

that flows through and past a place, the greater the chance of encounters. 

Places that are central in physical (geographical) or functional (offer reasons for 

people to visit the space) respect, and that have a layout that makes them easy to 

enter and exit, will have more traffic. (Fayard and Weeks 2007) 
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It can be summarized that a given setting must have the correct propinquity, 

privacy, and social designation to afford informal interaction. Fayard and Weeks 

(2007) propose that these environmental requirements, including the signal of 

affordance to the perceivers, can be met with the combination of three key 

characteristics: architecture, geography and function of the space.  

The importance of the design of the physical space is also highlighted in the 

coworkers’ desire to have more decision-making power on the workplace layout and 

design (Foertsch 2010). When asked about their preferred office design in the 

coworking survey, the majority of coworkers thought an ideal coworking space 

would have a mixture of open shared working areas, as well as smaller closed rooms 

for private conversations. This preference is coherent with the evidence that open 

layouts are associated with fewer confidential interactions (Sundstrom et al. 1982), 

while more enclosed spaces, as those with places to sit and facilities such as 

whiteboards, presumably afford longer, more meaningful discussions (Fayard and 

Weeks 2007).  

Many coworking places seem to pay attention to the various spatial and functional 

needs of the residents: a typical coworking space has both permanent and flexible 

desks for rent, some private spaces, such as reservable conference rooms, more 

informal space such as a couch area or kitchen, and normal office amenities, such as 

WiFi, whiteboards and printer (Foertsch 2010). Interestingly, the Global Coworking 

Survey shows that the resident’s desire for privacy decreases over time, while the 

need to belong to a strong community increases. Furthermore, coworkers’ desire for 

a permanent workstation increases dramatically over time. (Foertsch 2010)  

In general, the role of affordances in the physical place is highlighted also in the 

coworkers’ preferred locations. When it comes to choosing a coworking space, 

coworkers evaluate not only the space itself but also the surrounding neighborhood. 

For instance, for the majority (81%) of coworkers, having food options such as 

snack bars or restaurants nearby is highly important, and nearly two-thirds also 

want a supermarket in the area (Foertsch 2010). 

2.3 Summary  

It has been argued widely that the geographical proximity between actors of a 

shared location supports inter-organizational collaboration. Even though pervasive 
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digitalization, rapid advances in ICT and modern developments in transportation 

have made work more mobile than ever, the significance of a physical location, 

place, has not vanished (Gieryn 2000). Actors from related industries still gather 

together in different forms of clusters in search for economic advantages. The 

emerging enthusiasm towards coworking seems to underline the role of co-location 

among community-seeking, yet independent actors. The coworkers pursue for an 

inspiring, flexible and collaborative environment where they are able to interact 

with other actors in meaningful ways (Foertsch 2010, Spinuzzi 2013, Capdevila 

2013a, Capdevila 2013b). This attraction to environments that create favorable 

conditions for efficient interaction seems especially relevant to the economic 

rationale in modern creative work. 

A respectable amount of research on local agglomeration mechanisms has provided 

a variety of explanations for how co-location may enhance the performance of 

actors. Many of the explanations are based on the arguments that short geographical 

distances facilitate planned and incidental face-to-face interactions, generate 

knowledge externalities and foster knowledge sharing and innovation (Porter 1990, 

Jaffe et al. 1993, Audretsch and Feldman 1996, Storper and Venables 2004, Boschma 

2005, Knoben and Oerlemans 2006,). However, the relation between co-location and 

successful interaction cannot be viewed as linear (Porter 1990, Boschma 2005, 

Evans 2009, Suire 2013). 

Another important mechanism through which place influences inter-organizational 

collaboration in coworking clusters can be described in terms of the characteristics 

of the shared physical settings. The characteristics of the place shared by the actors 

influence especially informal interaction through the affordances provided by the 

physical settings. The theory of affordances (Gibson 1986) suggests that the physical 

environment determines the boundary conditions for face-to-face communication 

and interaction. The settings of a place may either support or hamper interaction in 

coworking clusters, which in turn affects the emergence of inter-organizational 

collaboration. The concepts of privacy, propinquity and social designation explain 

how both the interior design of space and its immediate surroundings shape the 

social and functional affordances of the location (Fayard and Weeks 2007). The 

physical settings can thus be designed to facilitate inter-organizational interaction 

through geography, architecture, and function, as Fayard and Weeks (2007) argue. 
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3  KNOWLEDGE CREATION IN COLLABORATIVE COMMUNITY 

This chapter introduces social perspectives to inter-organizational collaboration in 

coworking clusters by discussing how the characteristics of the cluster community 

affect the knowledge sharing, creation and collaboration in the cluster. First, this 

chapter addresses the diversity and compatibility of actors and their resources. 

Thereafter, the relationships among the cluster members are discussed.  

3.1 Composition of actors and capabilities 

Community, defined by the actors and the connections among them, can be seen as a 

crucial concept in understanding how knowledge and other resources may circulate 

in the cluster. The type of knowledge referred to in this thesis is linked to innovation 

processes which involve new or improved products, services or their design 

characteristics, technological, institutional or market backgrounds (Amin and 

Cohendet 2004). A crucial part of such innovation processes is creativity, which is 

not limited to any specific industries or professions (Bathelt and Cohendet 2014). 

The notion of communities is of particular interest to this thesis because, as 

Capdevila (2013b) argues, innovation is generally not the result of isolated 

individual thinking but of the co-creation within communities. Bathelt and Cohendet 

(2014) explain further that informal collectives of agents, such as communities, are 

involved in the dynamics of creativity. 

3.1.1 Communities in coworking clusters 

Coworking spaces are more than just shared office spaces: they have a focus on 

knowledge sharing and collaboration among their members, as was stated earlier by 

Capdevila (2013b). Capdevila (2013b) views that coworking spaces are places 

where knowledge communities meet and co-create. He describes that coworking 

communities encourage the free sharing of knowledge and tools among the 

members. Thus, coworking clusters go beyond being just physical meeting places 

for communities, as they also develop cognitive spaces of knowledge sharing 

(Grandadam et al. 2013).  

For coworkers, the value of being in a coworking space seems to be linked to the 

learning opportunities offered by the community (Capdevila 2013a). Capdevila’s 

views on the social dimensions of coworking spaces seem to be in line with the 
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results from the Global Coworking Survey. Coworkers name as the main advantages 

of joining a co-working space: 1) interaction with other people, 2) random 

discoveries and opportunities, 3) knowledge sharing and 4) being member of a 

strong community (Foertsch 2010). The advantages reported by coworkers are 

presumably reflections of the common shared values of the coworking ideology: 

collaboration, openness, community, accessibility and sustainability 

(Coworking.com 2015).  

Capdevila (2013b) points out that many features of coworking spaces are often 

similar to the characteristics that define a ‘community of practice’ (Wenger 1999). 

For instance, Capdevila (2013a) suggests that the co-location and resulting frequent 

interaction create common codes and language, as is in the case of communities of 

practice (Lave & Wenger 1991, Wenger 1999). However, despite the similarities, 

Capdevila (2013a) argues that the knowledge communities emerging from 

coworking spaces cannot be considered as communities of practice because 

coworkers do not share the same practice or knowledge backgrounds. Instead, he 

reports that the knowledge dynamics in coworking settings resemble more those 

observed in the ‘collectivities of practice’ (Lindkvist 2005) where individuals with 

different knowledge bases and backgrounds collaborate to reach a common goal. In 

contrast to communities of practice based on relationships and shared 

understandings, collectivities of practice refer to groups of diversely skilled 

individuals, most of whom have not met before, who came together to work on a 

task with limited time and costs (Lindkvist 2005). These often lead to less-

developed groups, operating on a minimal basis of shared knowledge and 

understandings (Lindkvist 2005).  

3.1.2 Diversity of actors 

The existing literature recognizes that most often organizations depend on external 

sources of knowledge in their efforts to develop new products, services or solutions 

(e.g. Hippel 2001, Chesbrough 2003). Innovation requires an environment which 

allows knowledge from a variety of perspectives to flow and mix to generate new 

ideas and concepts. Therefore, innovation requires the collaboration of diversified 

capabilities. A large amount of literature emphasizes the role of diversity. For 

instance, based on Ashby’s (1956) studies on the required level of variety in 

systems, Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) highlight the role of organizational variety in 

co-creation of knowledge. Similarly, Jane Jacobs (1961, 1969) views diversity and 
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openness as necessary sources of efficiency and performance. The lack of diversity 

exposes the community to the risks of lock-in and stagnation (e.g. Porter 1990). 

In typical business collaboration, it can be viewed that the diversity of actors may 

stem from the structure, key competences and characteristics of the organization or 

the business activities they participate in. For example, actors may operate in 

entirely different industries, offer different products and services, to different 

customers, on different markets or with different technologies. They may have 

varying type, amount or quality of resources. Furthermore, the actors may have 

completely different cultural spheres, norms, practices and networks, regarding 

either the internal or surrounding environment of the organization. 

Cohendet et al. (2014) claim that diversity stems from a heterogeneous 

environment, where the community members can find new inspiration, make new 

combinations, build new partnerships, develop new expertise and start new 

ventures. What is needed, then, is a variety of local ecosystems with individuals and 

groups from different backgrounds to connect the community with diverse fields 

and the confrontation of perspectives (Cohendet et al. 2014). Similarly, Capdevila 

(2013b) argues that a territory’s innovation capacity depends highly on its ability to 

enable knowledge flows between the different stakeholders.  

However, Bathelt and Cohendet (2014) argue that the knowledge creation at a local 

level should not be understood solely as the interaction between firms and other 

formal entities, but rather as the interaction between formal and informal 

communities. Cohendet et al. (2014) propose that traditional explanations to 

knowledge creation and innovation neglect the role of agents outside the economic 

sphere. Instead, they suggest that the dynamics of knowledge creation in an 

agglomeration rely on the connection between the creative individuals of the 

informal ‘underground’ and the firms and other formal institutions of the 

‘upperground’. As these two layers rarely interact, the creative processes critically 

rely on what can be called a ‘middleground’. The middleground consists of 

intermediary platforms that link the informal underground culture to the formal 

organizations and institutions from the upperground: the middleground can make 

the creative works of the underground more understandable, and offer 

upperground (firms, museums, labs etc.) access to new ideas and innovative insights 

(Cohendet et al. 2010, Grandadam et al. 2013, Cohendet et al. 2014, Bathelt and 

Cohendet 2014).  
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Based on the proposition of Cohendet et al. (2010), it can be suggested that 

coworking clusters may serve as a part of the local middleground. A coworking 

cluster may develop into a platform for communication where different formal and 

informal actors can get together to exchange ideas. An active middleground often 

relies on such spaces to translate, transform and confront local ideas with 

knowledge and practices from global sources (Cohendet et al. 2014).  

The perspectives discussed above addressed the sources and importance of 

localized diversity for inter-organizational knowledge sharing and co-creation in co-

located settings. However, it must be taken into account that knowledge creation 

and innovation often depend on the combination of diverse, yet complementary, 

capabilities of heterogeneous agents within and between organizations (Nooteboom 

1999, Porter 2008). Suire (2013) states that genres need to be mixed, however, not 

too much. He views that overly similar cultural and cognitive characteristics of 

actors may drive the collaborating participants into excessive conformism and 

conventional outputs. Thus, too little mix may lead to outputs that are predictable 

and not truly creative. Nonetheless, if the skills of collaborating actors are too 

disparate, the actors may have too little in common to produce outputs that make 

sense to consumers or to the public (Suire 2013).  

3.1.3 Utilizing diversity through knowledge sharing 

For collaboration purposes, there is a strong need to bring the specialized 

capabilities of actors together. The previous Chapter 2 discussed the role of a 

physical place to inter-organizational collaboration. Although geographical 

proximity provides favorable settings for interaction, there is a consensus among 

the academics on the field that successful collaboration requires much more than 

just co-location. This is due to the fact that collaboration requires transfer of 

knowledge between actors, a condition that is not met by the sole geographical 

proximity of the collaborating actors (e.g. Suire and Vicente 2009). For instance, 

Cohendet and Simon (2007) state that the success of a cluster should not be 

attributed to the sole presence of the firms. Similarly, Suire (2013) argues that 

forcing actors to set up close to each other does not guarantee any more 

effectiveness. It is therefore essential to understand, as Boschma (2005) points out, 

that co-location by itself does not ensure knowledge transfer or learning. 



Karoliina Liimatainen: Supporting Inter-Organizational Collaboration in Coworking Clusters 

II THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 
 

30 
 

Due to the increased importance of collaboration, a new focus has emerged on the 

efficient sharing of crucial knowledge between collaborating companies. The 

importance of transferring knowledge, especially tacit knowledge, has been 

underlined on many occasions (Gertler 2003, Maskell and Malmberg 1999, Howells 

2002). However, it has been noted that tacit knowledge is difficult to transfer, 

because it requires a close and frequent, often face-to-face, interaction between 

individuals who have an adequately shared institutional context of communication 

codes, conventions and values (e.g. Capdevila 2013b). Especially when novel 

products, services and technologies are involved, the processes of transferring, 

translating and transforming knowledge among actors are far from trivial (Carlile 

2004). Mere access to diverse knowledge sources is thus not enough, especially 

when tacit knowledge is considered. Effective transfer of knowledge requires 

absorptive capacity to detect, interpret and take advantage of the new knowledge 

(Cohen and Levinthal 1990). The development of absorptive capacity is necessary, 

because through such capabilities external knowledge can become a key source of 

inspiration and creativity (Bathelt and Cohendet 2014).  

Absorptive capacity can be achieved only through sufficient cognitive proximity 

among actors (Nooteboom et al. 2007, Boschma 2005). The specialization of actors 

has led to differences in the cognitive bases of actors, resulting in lower cognitive 

proximities between the actors (Boschma 2005). Finding a balance in the cognitive 

distances among the community actors is important for ensuring that the actors are 

able to exploit each other’s knowledge (Boschma 2005, Nooteboom et al. 2007). 

Nooteboom (1999) states that a level of cognitive distance has to be maintained for 

the sake of novelty, but along with a level of cognitive proximity, for the sake of 

efficient absorption. This is based on the assumption that information is useless 

either if it is not new at all, but also if it is so new that it cannot be understood by the 

receiver. The cognitive proximity of actors therefore has a significant role in 

allowing efficient communication between the actors (Boschma 2005). The 

effectiveness of communication can be expressed as the (mathematical) product of 

novelty and communicability, illustrated in Figure 2 by Nooteboom (1999). 
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Figure 2. The effect of cognitive distance to communication (Nooteboom 1999). 

While cognitive proximity is necessary for the utilization of external knowledge, 
cognitive proximity may also cause undesirable knowledge spillovers to competitors 
(Boschma 2005). In coworking settings, the shared location may offer a suitable 
environment for attaining a balance in cognitive proximities in the community: the 
risk of unintended spillovers may be more manageable, as competitors can monitor 
each other with less effort (Malmberg and Maskell 2002, Boschma 2005). 

According to Capdevila (2013a, 2013b), clusters facilitate the integration of 

diversity and the combination of complementarities. He views that coworking 
settings contribute to the cross-fertilization of different bodies of knowledge and 
expertise by enabling encounters between people from different professions that 
can result in new innovations. In particular, coworking spaces have relatively low 
barriers for entry, as they allow entrepreneurs, freelancers and small enterprises to 
become members by paying a rather affordable monthly fee (Capdevila 2013a). 
Many spaces are also open for anyone to visit, and special events and projects might 
attract visitors and new members who are important sources of external knowledge. 

Interaction mechanisms in coworking clusters also facilitate better compatibility 
among the actors. Capdevila (2013a) explains that the initial cognitive proximity of 
the actors is reinforced by the daily interaction. Furthermore, new members that are 
cognitively too distant from others tend to isolate from the community and leave the 
coworking space. Therefore, even though coworking space managers do not usually 
filter the candidate members, each cluster tends to specialize in a certain market or 
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field (Capdevila 2013a). This to leads the development of what is often called 

‘localized’ or ‘regional capabilities’ (Maskell and Malmberg 1999), which improves 

the overall capacity of innovation and differentiation of the cluster (Capdevila 

2013a).  

3.2 Collaborative relationships 

Relationships can be viewed as the real-world linkages or connections through 

which knowledge and other resources can circulate in the community. Community 

needs relationships through which the diverse knowledge can flow. The importance 

of the relationships among the community can be showcased in the example of Suire 

and Vicente (2009), who describe how after a period of growth, an American cluster 

entered a phase of stagnation due to the nonexistence of knowledge relations. 

The composition of the community discussed above is reflected in the relationships 

between the members. Functioning and sustainable relationships and trust are 

possible only if a suitable level of diversity is present in the community. The nature 

of these relations between actors is argued to affect the knowledge circulation in the 

community, and consequently the inter-organizational collaboration among actors. 

3.2.1 Strong and weak ties 

The relationships among community members can be described in terms of strong 

and weak ties (Granovetter 1973). The ties can be considered as channels for the 

transfer or flow of material and immaterial resources (Granovetter 1973, 

Wasserman 1994). The strength of relationships between community members can 

be explained with the concept of social proximity. Boschma (2005) defines social 

proximity in terms of socially embedded relations between actors at the micro-level: 

relationships between agents are socially embedded when they involve trust based 

on friendship, kinship or experience.  

Ties of different strength have been argued to assume contrasting tasks regarding 

the functioning and structure of a network (Granovetter 1983, Bilgram et al 2008). 

Knowledge that has been transferred via strong ties is usually acquired more easily 

and tends to be more detailed and reliable (Bilgram et al. 2008). Findings from Jack 

(2005) indicate that strong ties are instrumental for business activity and used 

extensively to provide knowledge and information, but also to maintain, enhance 
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and extend business and personal reputations. According to Boschma (2005), social 

proximity may stimulate interactive learning due to trust and commitment. 

Relationships based on trust are connected to lower transaction costs in searching, 

validating and transferring new knowledge (Capdevila 2013a). This is particularly 

favorable when complex information is involved (Uzzi 1997, Hansen 1999). 

However, too much social proximity may be challenging. In the long-term, frequent 

interaction and interdependence between insiders can lead into underestimated 

risk of opportunism (Boschma 2005) or into a lock-in effect, where relationships 

become rigid (Visser and Boschma 2004, Maskell and Malmberg 2007).  

Weak ties, on the other hand, provide access to information beyond an actor’s social 

structure or own community (Granovetter 1973, Granovetter 1983, Hansen 1999, 

Jack 2005). According to Granovetter (1973), weak ties are necessary when an 

entire network needs to be integrated into an organizational task. Through weak 

ties the community can avoid lock-in by ensuring sufficient opportunities to share 

knowledge not only among the insiders but also with outsiders. For instance, 

knowledge interchange with distant actors, which has been referred to as the 

creation of ‘global pipelines’, can provide the cluster external knowledge sources to 

counterbalance the lock-in effect (Bathelt et al. 2004, Maskell et. al 2006). 

Nooteboom (1999) links his argumentation for a balance between novelty and 

communicability to Granovetter’s (1983) notion of the ‘strength of weak ties’. 

According to this view, weak ties can be the source of more novelty or non-

redundancy, but the lack of shared experience may complicate the understanding of 

this knowledge. Hence, the role of strong ties, which are accompanied by intensive 

and enduring interaction, is increased especially when tacit knowledge is involved. 

However, strong ties add only little novelty and may also generate interaction and 

loyalty in such excessive amounts that they become detrimental to productive work, 

flexibility and criticism. (Nooteboom 1999)  

Because of the contrasting roles of strong and weak ties, Uzzi (1997) suggests that 

the socially more distant market relationships should be mixed with more 

close embedded relationships. This way the innovative performance of the cluster 

can be improved by complementing the alert, open-minded and flexible arm’s length 

ties with the embedded relationships where actors benefit from the lower 

transaction costs and informal trust-based contacts (Uzzi 1997). The balanced 
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combination of relationships seems to be very attainable in coworking cluster 

settings.  

Coworking clusters seem to support the development of social proximity required in 

strong ties among actors in two ways. First, as Boschma (2005) suggests, the co-

location of actors creates favorable conditions for social proximity via interaction 

and trust building. Second, as Capdevila (2013a) argues, trust is reflected in dyadic 

bonds between members but also in the generation of a community-level system of 

social trust and reputation.  

At the same time, many mechanisms available in coworking clusters support also 

the formation of weak ties and reduce the risk of stagnation observed in many 

traditional industrial clusters. For instance, the facilitated rotation of coworkers in 

the space hinders stagnation, and the presence of foreign coworkers in general 

brings new and diverse knowledge to the microcluster (Capdevila 2013a). Some 

locations even have an open-door policy where anyone is free to drop in and use Wi-

Fi or the common areas. Also, many spaces allow the resident coworkers to organize 

events in the premises. Temporary configurations like events and projects facilitate 

inflow and outflow of knowledge between communities (Grandadam et al. 2013, 

Maskell et al. 2006).  

As co-located actors benefit from the shared information already just by ‘being 

there’ (Gertler 1995), the cost of information seeking and knowledge transfer is 

significantly lower. The local circulation of information and knowledge shared by co-

located actors has been referred to as ‘buzz’ (Storper and Venables 2004). In 

environments with buzz, highly capable and motivated individuals interact, 

collaborate and communicate complex ideas with each other (Storper and Venables 

2004). Capdevila (2013a) views this as the main reason why, in the uncertainty of 

the economic environment, many firms choose to integrate to a cluster rather than 

set up inter-firm networks. The building of strong ties with other actors is costly and 

the ties might become obsolete unpredictably. In contrast, Capdevila 2013a argues 

that a cluster configuration is more agile with its basis on the weak ties while at the 

same time reducing the cognitive distance and facilitating communication flows. 

3.2.2 Trust 

Suire and Vicente (2009) view that the stability and the relationships of a cluster 

depend on the initial motives of the members to join a localized community. If 
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cognitively close firms decide to join a cluster in order to imitate the actions of 

their successful competitors, the resulting climate of suspicion may consequently 

endanger the stability of the cluster. It has been noted by Nooteboom (1999) that 

knowledge outflows are more risky if geographically close firms are also cognitively 

close and therefore exhibit similar absorptive capabilities. For instance, too much 

similarity in practices, company size, ambitions and target markets lead to 

opportunistic behavior and fierce competition, mistrust and even fake cooperation 

in clusters, as was discussed by Suire (2013). Diversity of actors thus affects the 

attitude towards collaboration and the building of trust. Consequently, a climate of 

mistrust may arise from the individual motives of co-locating actors (Suire and 

Vicente 2009). 

However, Suire and Vicente (2009) claim that trust emerges more easily in clusters 

when co-location is motivated by the actors’ need to having access to external 

pieces of complementary knowledge. In that situation, actors locate close to each 

other to find partners in fields where knowledge is fragmented into many areas. 

Naturally, in the latter case of knowledge networks, the level of cognitive distance is 

higher than when the co-location is motivated by imitating competitors. Thus, co-

location motivated by knowledge seeking allow for greater stability of the whole 

cluster. Relationships are then facilitated by the fact that firms do not originally 

compete in the same markets, and so the risks of unintended knowledge outflows 

are lower. (Suire and Vicente 2009)  

Nooteboom (1999) suggests that the seemingly persistent role of physical distance 

may be explained by the fact that knowledge exchange requires trust. When 

cognitively distant actors want to collaborate, they need geographical proximity to 

tackle the differences in absorptive capabilities between the partners concerned 

(Suire and Vicente 2009). Building up the absorptive capacity calls for frequent 

meetings and interaction to develop mutual understanding and the diffusion of tacit 

knowledge through social networks (Nooteboom 1999). Close geographical 

proximities may afford the sort of behavior that cultivates the development of trust. 

Especially informal relationships are facilitated by the spatial proximity (Audretsch 

and Stephan 1996) that results from sharing a location. Firms located near each 

other have increased face-to-face contacts and can build up trust more easily, which 

enables more personal relationships between firms (Harrison 1992). The 

development of common understanding for the purposes of knowledge transfer 
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requires relation-specific investment of effort, which in turn requires governance 

(Nooteboom 1999).  

3.3 Summary  

Community can be seen as a crucial concept in understanding how knowledge and 

other resources may circulate in the cluster. The potential for inter-organizational 

collaboration in a coworking cluster is greatly affected by the characteristics of the 

actors in the community as well as the relationships among the actors. The 

characteristics of the community members not only determine if there is potential 

for synergetic collaboration to begin with, but also determine if the actors are 

compatible enough to collaborate. Diversity in competences and resources creates 

the rationale for collaboration and enables healthy relationships and trust among 

the collaborating actors. However, although diversity is essential for the 

combination of knowledge into new ideas, it may also hinder knowledge sharing and 

the utilization of complementary capabilities by making it harder for the actors to 

communicate. There must be a balanced level of cognitive distance among the actors 

to ensure that the community does not drift into a lock-in situation, while still 

allowing the collaborating actors to understand each other and develop absorptive 

capacity (Cohen and Levinthal 1990, Nooteboom 1999).  

The relationships among the cluster actors determine how the knowledge and other 

resources circulate among the cluster actors. The types of relationships in the 

community have a significant effect on the inter-organizational collaboration in the 

coworking cluster. Ties of different strength (strong and weak) have been argued to 

assume contrasting tasks in networks (Granovetter 1973, Granovetter 1983, 

Bilgram et al 2008). In fact, a mix of social proximities (Boschma 2005) is favorable 

to complement trust-based close relationships that represent low transaction costs 

with more flexible arm’s length relationships that represent lower risk of 

opportunism and stagnation (Uzzi 1997). Many mechanisms of coworking clusters 

seem to support the development of both relationships with close social proximity 

and more distant, weak ties among the actors. 
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4 COORDINATION OF COLLABORATION 

Inter-organizational collaboration may emerge naturally in coworking clusters if a 

shared place brings together actors who possess complementary capabilities and 

have the ability and opportunity to combine their resources. However, the formation 

of relationships among suitable partners cannot be taken for granted. This chapter 

examines how inter-organizational business collaboration can be facilitated through 

coordination by providing structural support and organizing collaborative activities 

in the cluster.  

In the context of coworking clusters, the notion of ‘activities’ can be understood in 

two distinct respects. First, activities can refer to the business activities resulting 

from the collaboration of the cluster actors. Second, the term activities can also be 

used to explain the coordinated activities aimed at facilitating business 

collaboration among the cluster community. In this thesis, activities are discussed 

in the latter meaning. 

4.1 Purpose of coordinating collaboration 

Effective facilitation of actors can make the difference between a lively, active 

collaboration and one that struggles to find the motivation to maintain its own 

survival (Huxham 1996). Some coworking clusters already invest in the interactive 

potential of coworking spaces by providing activities and resources designed to 

stimulate relationships and collaboration among the coworkers (Parrino 2013). 

Such facilitative coordination may be organized by a manager or management team 

running the coworking cluster (e.g. Capdevila 2014, Parrino 2013).  

Parrino’s (2013) qualitative study on knowledge exchange in coworking spaces 

showcases the importance of facilitative structures and activities on the emergence 

of collaboration among coworking communities. She identified two different kinds 

of coworking settings: one of the studied coworking spaces was characterized only 

by the co-presence and geographical proximity of the coworkers, while the other 

space was designed to create synergies among the coworkers and thus 

stimulate also other forms of proximity. 

According to Parrino (2013), when coworkers shared only a physical space and no 

supportive coordination existed, few manifestations of sociality and collaborative 
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relationships were found. Here, the transfer of knowledge among coworkers proved 

to be scarce and episodic. On the contrary, in the space characterized by facilitative 

structures and activities, all the respondents reported knowledge flows with other 

coworkers. Some of the knowledge flows were even recurrent or conveyed through 

collaborative relationships. Here, the manifestations of sociality among coworkers 

were frequent. Interestingly, in neither of the two spaces did the simple co-location 

facilitate incidental knowledge exchanges. (Parrino 2013) 

4.1.1 Inter-organizational interaction strategies 

Himmelman (1996) proposes that collaboration should be viewed in relation to 

three other common change strategies – networking, co-ordination and co-operation 

– that build upon each other based on the complexity and commitment involved in 

the strategies. Each of these strategies may be appropriate for particular 

circumstances depending on the degree to which 1) the limitations of time, trust and 

turf can be overcome and 2) a common vision, commitments and responsibilities are 

agreed upon. He describes the collaborative strategies along a continuum where 

formality and commitment increases when moving from the most informal 

networking down towards collaboration. Each collaborative strategy is described 

along with illustrative examples in Table 1. The purpose and goal of coordination in 

coworking clusters can be described in terms of enabling or supporting either of the 

strategies according to the desired level of collaboration.  
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Table 1. Inter-organizational strategies based on Himmelman (1996). 

Strategy Definition Example 

Networking Exchanging 

information for 

mutual benefit 

Two organizations meet to share 

information about their missions, 

goals, major community programmes, 

and their respective service areas.  

Co-ordination Exchanging 

information and 

altering activities for 

mutual benefit and to 

achieve a common 

purpose 

Two agencies share information about 

programme activities and then decide 

to change their programme content 

and schedules in order to better serve 

their common client or customer 

service areas. 

Co-operation Exchanging 

information, altering 

activities and sharing 

resources for mutual 

benefit and to achieve a 

common purpose 

Two agencies share information about 

programme activities, decide to change 

their programme content and schedules 

in order to better serve their common 

client or customer service areas, and 

share physical space for programmes 

and vans for transportation needs. 

Collaboration Exchanging 

information, altering 

activities, sharing 

resources and 

enhancing the 

capacity of another 

for mutual benefit and 

to achieve a common 

purpose 

Two agencies share information about 

programme activities, decide to change 

their programme content and schedules 

in order to better serve their common 

client or customer service areas, share 

physical space for programmes and 

vans for transportation needs, and 

offer a series of staff training 

workshops to each other in areas 

which each organization has special 

expertise related to their common 

purpose. 

Huxham (1996) argues that collaboration – as defined by Himmelman (1996) in 

Table 1 – is inherently more time- and resource-consuming than non-collaborative 

activities. Time is required both 1) to achieve mutual understanding, gain goodwill, 

negotiate bases for action and coordinate actions (all of which are related to creating 

trust) and 2) to cope with accountability issues and other organizational priorities. 

The need for facilitative coordination is also emphasized by the diversity of the 

actors in the cluster. Although the facilitation of such groups of actors is far from 

straightforward, Himmelman (1996) argues that suitable facilitation may offer a 
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valuable source for making the collaboration among diverse actors more effective, 

or possible in the first place.  

4.1.2 Phases of collaboration processes 

According to Gray (1996), certain common issues occur repeatedly during all 

collaboration processes, regardless of the problem under consideration. She views 

that these issues conform to a general sequence of three phases, which include:  

1. Problem setting phase in which it is critical to convene the appropriate 

stakeholders and get a commitment to collaborate. 

2. Direction setting phase in which stakeholders explore the problem in 

depth and reach agreement about alternatives. 

3. Implementation phase in which follow-through is ensured on the 

agreement if the collaboration is a collective strategy or negotiated 

settlement (Gray 1996). 

The length, significance and difficulty of a particular phase may vary considerably 

depending on the nature of the collaboration (Gray 1996). This thesis focuses on 

coordination aimed particularly at supporting the first (problem setting) phase of 

collaboration due to the early stage of development of the case cluster and the lack 

of existing collaboration. According to Gray (1996), the first general phase of 

collaboration aims at gathering relevant actors together and supporting their 

commitment to the collaboration. The key issues that need to be addressed and 

resolved in the first phase of collaboration are presented in Table 2. The 

coordination discussed in this thesis is aimed at answering primarily to these 

challenges. 
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Table 2. Issues to be resolved in the problem-setting phase of collaboration. 

Adapted from Gray (1996). 

Issue to be resolved Key question Preconditions 

Common definition of 

the problem 

“What is the 

problem?” 

Argumentation that an issue is 

important enough to collaborate. 

The problem must be common to 

several stakeholders.   

Commitment to 

collaborate 

“What’s in it for 

me?” 

Stakeholders must be dissatisfied 

with current conditions and feel that 

collaborating will solve their own 

problems. Shared values are 

essential. 

Identification of 

stakeholders 

“Who should 

participate?” 

Multiple stakeholders must be 

included so the problems can be 

understood. 

Legitimacy of 

stakeholders 

“Who has the right 

and capability to 

participate?” 

Expertise and power relationships 

are important to consider. 

Characteristics of the 

leader 

“Do I trust and 

respect the leader 

– the organization 

and the person?” 

Stakeholders need to perceive the 

leader as unbiased. Collaborative 

leadership is the key to success.  

Identification of 

resources 

“How can we fund 

the planning 

process?” 

Funds from government or 

foundations may be needed for 

organizations with fewer resources. 

4.1.3 Towards shared ’ba’ 

It can be also argued that the purpose of the facilitative activities and structures in 

coworking clusters is linked to the creation of a shared cognitive context for 

knowledge circulation among the actors. Nonaka et al. (2000) define that knowledge 

is shared, created and utilized in a shared context, ba, in which the participants of 

knowledge co-creation are connected. Ba sets the context and open boundaries for 

interaction among individuals, teams or organizations. Ba has a complex and ever-

changing nature. As there are unlimited possibilities to each actor’s own contexts, 

some boundaries are required for a meaningful shared context to emerge. However, 

ba is still an open place where participants with their own contexts are free to come 

and go, and the shared context (ba) continuously evolves. (Nonaka et al. 2000) 

Furthermore, Nonaka and Konno (1998) describe that ba has the dimensions of time 
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and space (which can be a physical, virtual or mental place, or the combination of 

these).  

Nonaka et al. (2000) emphasize that the key concept in understanding ba is 

interaction: knowledge is created through the interactions among individuals, or 

between individuals and their environments, rather than by any individual 

operating alone. Ba represents the context shared by those actors who interact with 

each other and create knowledge. Participants of ba cannot be mere onlookers, but 

they are committed to ba through action and interaction. Thus, shared ba provides a 

platform for knowledge creation (Nonaka et al. 2000).  

The linkage between place and community has been summarized by Grandadam et 

al. (2013) in the notion of place supporting the development of a cognitive 

dimension in a community. They suggest that both the physically established 

locations and the cognitive constructions are essential to the creative processes: 

they are complementary and the physical location may lead to the shared cognitive 

space. This idea is supported by Fayard and Week’s (2007) notion on the inherent 

connetion between the physical and social characteristics of an environment. The 

social designation of a setting directs the perceived affordances of informal 

interaction in the space.    

4.2 Activities and structures for coordination 

The coordination aimed at facilitating interaction and collaboration must be 

designed to support the collaborative objectives of the coworking cluster in 

question.  Capdevila (2014) identifies three distinct but complementary types of 

collaboration approaches in coworking settings: 1) cost-related collaboration 

where agents are motivated in reducing their operational costs and the transactions 

costs related to collaboration, 2) resource-based collaboration where agents 

collaborate to learn or complement their resources by integrating external 

resources and sources of knowledge, and 3) relational collaboration where actors 

engage in intense collaborative practices seeking synergistic results and investing 

actively in the community building dynamics.  

Capdevila (2014) claims that each coworking space tends to focus on one of the 

three collaboration types, either in an organic or in an intentional manner. He views 

that the approach to collaboration is influenced by the managers of the coworking 
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spaces, who might reinforce or even ignite the collaborative dynamics among the 

members of their coworking space. Coworking space managers can take a leading 

role in the implementation of the collaborative approach, by organizing 

collaborative activities (social events, coaching, training etc.) and empowering the 

community to evolve freely. Nurturing the emergence of a collaborative community 

might also eventually expand the network outside the coworking space boundaries. 

Thus, the results from Capdevila’s (2014) study highlight the important role of 

managers in the collaborative processes.  

The three collaboration approaches represent different degrees of collaboration 

regarding the aspects of trust among agents and complexity of the relationships 

(Capdevila 2014). Consequently, the approaches set different requirements for the 

supportive coordination organized in the cluster. The three approaches to 

collaboration, the activities relevant to the approach and the respective 

requirements are described in Table 3. 
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Table 3. Facilitation required in the three approaches to collaboration based on 

Capdevila (2014). 

Collaboration 

approach 
Managerial activities Requirements  

Cost-related 

collaboration 

 

Focus: Reduce operational and 

transaction costs 

Managers manage exclusively 

the daily operations of the space 

and do not engage in 

community building or 

dynamization. Few events, 

courses or activities are 

organized. 

 Only low levels of social 

capital, inter-

organizational trust or 

cognitive proximity are 

required to start 

participating. 

 Does not require strong 

involvement or even the 

existence of an agent 

managing the activities. 

Resource-

based 

collaboration 

 

 

Focus: Integrate resources, 

provide coaching, participate in 

knowledge sharing and 

dynamize the community 

Managers facilitate 

collaboration by engaging in 

community building. They 

organize social activities, such 

as courses, internal meetings 

and events open to the general 

public. Managers detect the 

members’ needs, coach them 

and look for complementarities 

among the members.  

 Actors need to know which 

resources complement 

their own, and to be able to 

scan the available 

resources in the network.  

 The collaborative activities 

will greatly benefit from 

the intervention of an 

agent dedicated to the 

process of community 

building and management 

that helps agents to 

identify potential partners 

with complementary 

resources. 

Relational 

collaboration 

Focus: Empower the community, 

transmit an inspiring vision and 

focus on specialization 

Managers empower the 

community to self-organize 

freely and provide support to 

the collective development. 

In addition to the activities in 

resource-based collaboration, 

the community engages in 

collaborative activities, such as 

development projects, 

innovative challenges or 

competitions.  

 Actors need to have 

cognitive proximity and 

absorptive capacity to 

profit from the collective 

activities.  
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Capdevila’s (2014) resource-based collaboration seems to be in line with what 

Himmelman (1996) calls co-operation strategy in the previous subchapter (Table 

1). Furthermore, Capdevila’s (2014) relational collaboration links to Himmelman’s 

(1996) definition of collaboration. However, purely cost-related collaboration 

described by Capdevila (2014) does not seem to relate to any of the inter-

organizational strategies proposed by Himmelman (1996). Therefore, it can be 

viewed that the cost-related approach lies outside the realm of actual collaboration 

as it is understood in this thesis. 

4.2.1 Institutional support  

Institutions have been defined as ‘sets of common habits, routines, established 

practices, rules, or laws that regulate the relations and interactions between 

individuals and groups’ by Edquist and Johnson (1997, p. 46). Based on Edquist and 

Johnson’s definition, Boschma (2005) explains that institutions are mechanisms that 

either enable or constrain knowledge transfer, interactive learning and, 

consequently, innovation.  

According to Boschma (2005), institutions can be categorized into formal 

institutions, such as laws and rules, and informal institutions, such as cultural norms 

and habits. It has been recognized in the literature that shared informal institutions 

are often significantly more geographically localized, for instance at the level of a 

community, compared to shared formal institutions, such as laws, which tend to 

operate at the state-wide level, or even beyond. Both forms of institutions influence 

the extent and the ways actors or organizations coordinate their actions. Institutions 

can function as a sort of ‘glue’ for collective action as they reduce uncertainty and 

lower the costs of transaction. (Boschma 2005) 

The extent to which organizations have similar norms and routines determines the 

level of institutional proximity between the organizations (Knoben and Oerlemans 

2006). The notion of institutional proximity follows the same distinction between 

formal and informal institutions, thereby including both the institutional rules 

shared by economic actors, as well as the cultural habits and values (Boschma 

2005). According to Boschma (2005), institutional proximity can act as an enabling 

factor by providing stable conditions for effective interactive learning. The role of 

institutional proximity is emphasized in the processes of knowledge exchanges 

between economic actors (Bathelt and Cohendet 2014). However, Boschma (2005) 
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states that institutional proximity may also become a constraining factor that 

hampers collective learning and innovation. He argues that too much institutional 

proximity is unfavorable for new ideas and innovation, because it leads to 

institutional lock-in that curtails the awareness of new possibilities, and inertia, 

which hinders the necessary readjustments of the institutions. On the other hand, 

too little institutional proximity is also detrimental to collective action and 

innovation due to weak formal institutions and insufficient social cohesion and 

common values (Boschma 2005).  

In coworking settings, some of the institutions are already given, such as the 

national regulations and laws, as well as the culture-specific norms and traditions. 

However, the institutional sphere inside the cluster can be systematically affected by 

the coordination. What is more, Boschma (2005) suggests that the emergence and 

evolution of norms and habits (which affect interactive learning and innovation) 

may be also stimulated by the geographical proximity. If the cluster does not provide 

supportive institutional environment that handle transactions and uncertainty 

effectively, the economic actors are inclined to compensate for the distrust by 

relying more on informal trust-based relationships (Knack and Keefer 1997, 

Boschma 2005). 

Himmelman (1996) stresses that multi-sector collaboration which involves actors 

from public (governmental), private (business and labor) and non-profit sectors 

(non-governmental, tax-exempt organizations and foundations) benefits 

significantly if the actors discuss thoroughly the best roles and responsibilities for 

each organization. He lists that common collaborative roles include convener, 

catalyst, conduit, advocate, community organizer, funder, technical assistance 

provider, capacity-builder building on assets, partner and facilitator. However, these 

collaborative roles are not mutually exclusive, as one role often leads to or is 

integrated into another role. Furthermore, all roles can be played to some extent by 

any organization engaging in collaborative efforts.  In coworking clusters, the 

facilitator role is sometimes present as Capdevila (2013a) describes that some 

coworking spaces have recruited specific agents to identify synergies between 

actors in the coworking cluster. 

The facilitation of coworking spaces can be argued to have a wider impact to the 

region. For example, Capdevila (2013a) views that policies which facilitate the 

creation of coworking spaces and foster the relationships between them and other 



Karoliina Liimatainen: Supporting Inter-Organizational Collaboration in Coworking Clusters 

II THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 
 

47 
 

local actors could eventually dynamize the whole social and economic scene of the 

area. Therefore, fiscal incentives, access to low-rent spaces, or other public policies 

could be effective means not only to achieve a favorable soil where coworking 

communities can emerge, but also improve the local knowledge dynamics in a 

broader perspective. As a result, the outcomes of collaboration in coworking clusters 

can benefit both the coworkers and represent returns to the local environment as 

well, since these communities can contribute actively to the local processes of 

innovation, linking talented individuals with innovative communities and firms. 

(Capdevila 2013a) 

4.2.2 Organizing interaction  

There are various channels through which to organize and structure the 

communication and interaction among the coworking community. An example of 

how concrete coordination structures and activities may support the collaboration 

in coworking clusters is presented by Parrino (2013), who compared the emergence 

of collaboration in facilitated and non-facilitated coworking settings. In one of the 

studied spaces, the management intentionally aimed at fostering connections 

and synergies among the coworkers. Consequently, this space succeeded in 

stimulating interaction and knowledge exchange among the community members, 

while the non-facilitated space did not. Parrino (2013) argues that the success of 

this coworking configuration could be attributed to the coordination structures and 

activities present in the space. An articulated system facilitated relationships and 

interactions among the actors and helped create an atmosphere where it was 

normal not only to interact, but also to exchange information and engage with each 

other on fields of interest. The coordination system which enabled the successful 

coworking cluster to promote collaboration was composed of:  

 Online platform with coworker’s profiles 

 Customized social network 

 Weekly newsletter with information and news about the coworkers and 

activities organized in the space 

 Possibility for the coworkers to send group emails to other coworkers (e.g. 

to introduce themselves or look for project partners)  

 Welcome board with pictures and descriptions of the coworkers, situated 

at the entrance of the space 

 Events designed to create connections among coworkers 
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 Staff who manage and organize the space, and facilitate interactions and 

relationships between coworkers. (Parrino 2013) 

Some of the structures that facilitate interaction in the cluster are continuously 

available (such as online profiles and welcome boards), while others are more of 

temporary nature (such as events). Following the views of Cohendet et al. (2014), 

events and projects provide temporary configurations, which may be used to 

complement the dynamics of the ‘permanent’ local cluster. 

As was discussed earlier in Chapter 3, the communities in coworking clusters need 

interaction containing diverse sources of knowledge. Cohendet et al. (2014) argue 

that collaborative development projects and events can liven up the community, 

because events and projects provide opportunities for interaction and the sharing of 

tacit knowledge with the outside world. Events and projects increase the chances of 

‘unexpected encounters’ by attracting actors with different backgrounds and 

cognitive frameworks into interaction that would otherwise rarely take place. These 

configurations may bring specialists with the same cognitive focus, or even actors 

from competing firms, to contact with the cluster community members. Therefore, 

events and projects contribute to the cross-fertilization of contrasting ideas, which 

may result in major fruitful collaborations. (Cohendet et. al. 2014) 

Similarly, Capdevila (2013a) argues that events represent a source of important 

diversity to the coworking clusters, as the community is dynamized by being 

exposed to various guest speakers, workshops, seminars, and presentations which 

offer the coworkers the possibility to get in contact with external knowledge outside 

the cluster. He suggests that by organizing public presentations, exhibitions, 

showrooms, pitches, or competitions where the products and services developed by 

the community members are presented, the coworking cluster creates interaction 

between the insiders and outsiders of the community. As Capdevila (2013a) points 

out, knowing about other actors’ capabilities and actions facilitates knowledge 

transfer and potential knowledge combinations through collaboration. 

Capdevila (2013a) reports that the majority of coworking spaces organize events to 

offer 1) insiders opportunities to detect potential customers, partners or employers 

outside the cluster, and vice versa, 2) outsiders the chance to detect potential 

collaborators in the community or get interested in joining the cluster. Therefore, he 

argues that coworking spaces result not only in places of social interaction, but also 
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shared spaces of knowledge sharing and creation that can be linked to the concept of 

‘ba’ by Nonaka and Konno (1998).  

Projects, on the other hand, are a common form for inter-organizational business 

collaboration and a goal-focused means to coordinate collaboration (Capdevila 

2013a). Capdevila (2013a) suggests that in knowledge-based clusters, projects are 

the optimal organizational configurations to combine different bodies of knowledge 

and expertise within temporary collaborative structures. He argues that coworking 

clusters can benefit from shared business and development projects for several 

reasons. First, projects facilitate the combination of complementary knowledge in 

temporary relationships that aim at reaching an innovative endeavor. Second, 

project-based interaction offers actors the opportunity to adapt to constantly 

changing markets by allowing a more agile changing of partners. Third, projects also 

provide a common way to articulate synergetic collaborations between members, 

which allows coworkers to offer more complete and integral solutions to their 

customers, thus increasing the overall competitive capacity of the actors. (Capdevila 

2013a) What is more, projects also help integrate the diversity of the actors in the 

local innovation ecology (Grabher 2002) by connecting the under-, the middle- and 

the upperground (Grandadam et al. 2013). 

4.2.3 Limitations of coordination 

As the previous theoretical discussion has showed, the collaboration in coworking 

clusters can be supported in many ways related to the physical place, the social 

community as well as the facilitative coordination. However, there seems to be a 

limit to which the interaction and the formation of collaborating community can be 

intentionally facilitated. For instance, Capdevila (2013a) argues that even though the 

community can be nurtured and supported in many ways, the creation of a 

community in a coworking cluster still ultimately relies on the engagement of its 

members. The success thus depends not only on the will and strategy of the cluster 

management team but also (and more importantly) on the will and actions of the 

members of the coworking space (Capdevila 2014).  

The evidence suggests that community building responds more to a logic of 

organic emergence and autonomy rather than to an intentional design, and 

tends to escape formal definitions and control (Wenger 1999, Brown and Duguid 

2000). Considering the autonomous and self-managed character of bottom-up 
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communities, Capdevila (2013a) claims that too interventionist and directed policies 

could have counter effects and refrain the organic development of a community. In a 

similar line of thought, Suire (2013) suggest that if things are left to be, the actors 

are able to identify the relationships and encounters that are meaningful to them. He 

sees that it is the personality of the entrepreneur and his attitude towards risk that 

will decide the direction he takes with the potential partnerships and innovation. 

What is more, von Krogh et al (2000) argue that knowledge cannot be managed, 

only enabled. Therefore, von Krogh et al (2000) suggest that managers need to 

support knowledge creation rather than try to control it.  

4.3 Summary  

In coworking clusters, coordination is related to the need to intentionally create 

opportunities for interaction and knowledge creation between actors. From the 

knowledge management perspective, facilitative coordination can foster knowledge 

flows among coworkers heterogeneous by occupation, business sector, 

organizational status, affiliation and personal and organizational motivations for 

knowledge exchange. The manager of the cluster can facilitate the implementation 

of different collaborative practices among co-located actors. Coordination can be 

designed to support inter-organizational collaboration in a coworking cluster by 

providing facilitative activities and structures that direct interaction among actors to 

a desired type of collaboration. The required managerial activities in the cluster 

depend on the desired type of collaboration. For instance, collaboration based on 

mere shared costs, the effective utilization of complementary resources or the 

development of long-term relationships and synergies (Capdevila 2014) all require 

different levels and types of involvement from the actor interested in facilitating the 

collaboration in the community.  
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5 THEORETICAL SYNTHESIS 

This chapter outlines the central findings from the literature review in chapters 2, 3 

and 4. The aim of this theoretical synthesis is to describe the crucial factors that 

contribute to the collaboration of co-located, yet independent, actors. The 

perspectives from the theoretical background are contrasted and developed further 

in order to answer the two research questions formulated in subchapter 1.2. 

Based on the literature review, an initial framework is formed as an attempt to 

describe the most prominent factors affecting the conditions for collaboration in 

coworking clusters. Each preceding chapter constitutes one primary factor in the 

proposed framework. Thus, the suggested framework provides knowledge about the 

physical, social and coordinational conditions for inter-organizational collaboration.  

RQ1: What factors support collaboration among co-located actors?  

Inter-organizational collaboration in coworking settings is a complex phenomenon, 

and a multitude of factors must be considered to be influential to the coworking 

cluster’s potential for enabling and supporting business collaboration among the 

actors. Based on the existing research, three themes were chosen as the major 

influencers of the collaboration among co-located actors: the 1) place, 2) community 

and 3) coordination. It is argued in this thesis that these three perspectives provide 

crucial insights to the physical, social and facilitative conditions for inter-

organizational collaboration in coworking clusters. 

Physical place 

While scholars continue debating on the role of co-location and geographical 

proximity in the performance of firms (e.g. Porter 1990, Bathelt et al. 2004, Maskell 

et. al 2006, Porter 2008, Evans 2009, Suire 2013, Cohendet et al. 2014), the rising 

trend for coworking spaces (Foertsch 2010, Spinuzzi 2012, Capdevila 2013, Parrino 

2013) is a clear indicator of the persisting need for shared physical places. As 

suggested by Capdevila (2013a), this thesis views coworking spaces as micro-scale 

clusters which can offer independent actors the benefits from co-location, yet still 

maintaining a desirable level of freedom and distance. In this thesis, such 

collaborative spaces are referred to as ‘coworking clusters’ in order to emphasize 

their potential to reach far beyond the physical space (Grandadam et al. 2013, 

Capdevila 2013b, Capdevila 2014) and offer benefits for a whole network of actors, 
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even those outside the space (Capdevila 2013a, Cohendet et al. 2010). Both 

clustering and coworking as phenomena help to understand and explain the role of a 

shared place in inter-organizational collaboration. 

Based on the literature review, the role of a shared place in supporting inter-

organizational collaboration can be summarized to 1) the geographical co-location 

of actors and 2) the characteristics of the shared physical settings. Thus, place may 

support inter-organizational collaboration among cluster actors through the 

combination of geographical proximity and the affordances of the shared place. 

Consequently, place is defined in this thesis as the ‘physical co-location and 

facilities shared by the actors’. 

Social community  

Community considers the social aspects of inter-organizational collaboration. In 

order to facilitate inter-organizational collaboration, coworking clusters need to 

build a community where the diverse (Jacobs 1961, Nonaka and Takeuchi 1995, 

Suire 2013, Cohendet et al. 2014), yet complementary (Nooteboom 1999, Suire 

2013), capabilities of the actors can combine in meaningful ways through the mix of 

close and distant relationships (Granovetter 1973, Uzzi 1997, Boschma 2005). There 

must be a balanced level of cognitive distance (Boschma 2005, Knoben and 

Oerlemans 2006) among the actors to ensure that the collaborating actors can 

develop trust (Suire and Vicente 2009), share and co-create knowledge and utilize 

the specialized capabilities through absorptive capacity (Cohen and Levinthal 1990, 

Nooteboom 1999, Nooteboom et al. 2007, Boschma 2005, Bathelt and Cohendet 

2014).  

Several factors discussed in the earlier chapters suggest that coworking spaces can 

be organized to generate the favorable conditions for the development of a balanced 

community where inter-organizational business collaboration can emerge. As 

Capdevila (2013a) argues, coworking clusters may even provide the optimal setting 

for knowledge sharing. In coworking clusters, both interpersonal and inter-

organizational levels of collaboration are involved (Parrino 2013), since the 

coworkers and other actors constitute, or may belong to, different organizations 

(Foertsch 2010, Parrino 2013, Spinuzzi 2013, Capdevila 2013a).  

In conclusion, the characteristics of a community are reflected in two ways in the 

inter-organizational collaboration potential of coworking clusters. Collaboration 
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requires 1) complementary diversity among cluster actors and 2) suitable 

relationships through which the complementary capabilities can be exploited. 

Consequently, community is understood in this thesis as the ‘composition of actors 

and the connections among them’.  

Facilitative coordination 

Although the role of facilitation for inter-organizational collaboration has been 

recognized in the literature (Huxham 1996, Himmelman 1996), the coordination 

aimed at the facilitation of collaboration  have not been studied much in the context 

of coworking cluster settings. However, some recent studies have indicated that 

coworking clusters may benefit significantly from coordination structures and 

activities that facilitate the collaboration (Parrino 2013). Especially when from little 

to no inter-organizational interaction or collaboration exists in the cluster, the 

coordination can be designed to support the emergence of a shared ba (Nonaka et al. 

2000), a cognitive context for knowledge co-creation among the actors. 

Furthermore, coordination should be designed to support the desired type of 

collaboration in the cluster (Himmelman 1996, Capdevila 2014). For instance, 

suitable coordination structures and activities help address the crucial issues in the 

initial problem-setting phase of collaboration, such as common understanding, 

commitment, the selection of stakeholders, leadership and resources (Gray 1996).  

In conclusion, coordination can support the inter-organizational collaboration in a 

coworking cluster through promoting facilitated encounters and interaction among 

the community members and also with the external environment of the cluster. The 

coordination can be seen to comprise of 1) temporary configurations or activities, 

such as meetings, events and projects (Capdevila 2013a, Capdevila 2014, Parrino 

2013, Cohendet et al. 2014), as well as 2) more stable yet evolving structures that 

steer the interaction, such as shared institutions and roles (Himmelman 1996, 

Edquist and Johnson 1997, Wenger 1999, Boschma 2005, Knoben and Oerlemans 

2006) and interaction channels and media (Parrino 2013, Cohendet et al. 2014). 

Thus, in this thesis, coordination refers to the ‘activities and structures aimed at 

facilitating inter-organizational business collaboration’ in the cluster. 

The definitions and the most prominent theoretical concepts explaining each 

primary factor (Place, Community, Coordination) are summarized in Table 4. 
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Table 4. Theoretical concepts explaining the main drivers for inter-organizational 

collaboration in coworking cluster settings. 

Factor  Description  Relevant concepts Key references (by year) 

Place 

Physical  

co-location  

and facilities 

shared by the 

actors 

Clustering and 

agglomeration 

mechanisms 

Porter 1990, Maskell and Kebir 2006, 

Suire 2013 

Geographical 

proximity 

Bathelt et al. 2004, Boschma 2005, 

Knoben and Oerlemans 2006, Maskell 

et. al 2006 

Coworking spaces  

(as microclusters, 

third places) 

Oldenburg 2001, Foertsch 2010, 

Spinuzzi 2012, Capdevila 2013-2014, 

Parrino 2013 

Affordances of space Gibson 1986, Fayard and Weeks 2007 

Community 

Composition of 

actors and the 

connections 

among them 

Diversity and 

specialized 

capabilities 

Jacobs 1961, Nonaka and Takeuchi 

1995, Nooteboom 1999, Suire 2013, 

Capdevila 2013a, Cohendet et al. 2014  

Knowledge sharing 

Nonaka and Konno 1998, Nooteboom 

1999, Maskell and Malmberg 1999, 

Nonaka et al. 2000, Gertler 2003, 

Carlile 2004, Grandadam et al. 2013  

Cognitive proximity 

and absorptive 

capacity 

Cohen and Levinthal 1990, 

Nooteboom 1999, Boschma 2005, 

Knoben and Oerlemans 2006, 

Capdevila 2013 

Social proximity,  

strong and weak ties 

Granovetter 1973, Storper and 

Venables 2004, Boschma 2005, Jack 

2005, Knoben and Oerlemans 2006 

Trust 
Uzzi 1997, Nooteboom 1999, Suire 

and Vicente 2009 

Coordination 

Activities and 

structures 

aimed at 

facilitating 

inter-

organizational 

collaboration 

Collaboration 

strategies  

Gray 1996, Huxham 1996, 

Himmelman 1996, Capdevila 2014 

Coordination activities 

and structures  

Grabher 2002, Parrino 2013, 

Capdevila 2013-2014,  Cohendet et al. 

2014 

Institutional proximity 

and support  

(rules, norms, habits) 

Edquist and Johnson 1997, Wenger 

1999, Boschma 2005, Knoben and 

Oerlemans 2006 
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RQ2: How are the identified factors related?  

The second research question for the literature review addressed the 

interdependencies of the identified conditions for collaboration. The characteristics 

of a coworking cluster are always a combination of many factors, and the three 

identified factors influence the collaborative potential of the cluster simultaneously.  

The theories discussed in this thesis set strong links between the physical and social 

worlds of interaction in coworking clusters, and suggest that the physical and social 

cannot be separated from each other. A variety of perspectives support this view.  As 

suggested by Capdevila (2013b), coworking clusters provide physical places where 

knowledge communities can meet and co-create. For coworkers, the value of being 

in a coworking space seems to be linked to the learning opportunities offered by the 

community (Foertsch 2010, Capdevila 2013a). Thus, coworking clusters go beyond 

being just physical meeting places for communities, as they also develop cognitive 

spaces for knowledge sharing (Grandadam et al. 2013).  

Furthermore, certain types of knowledge continue to require frequent and personal 

face-to-face interaction (Storper and Venables 2004). In particular, the sharing of 

tacit knowledge is dependent on close and frequent interaction (e.g. Maskell and 

Malmberg 1999, Howells 2002, Gertler 2003), a requirement that can be at least 

aided by co-locating in a shared place. Shorter physical distances also favor 

knowledge searching and exchanging between actors by making them less costly 

and more convenient (Maskell and Mamberg 2007). Moreover, social affinity, 

cultural community and cognitive proximity tend to follow from spatial proximity 

(Gertler 1995). In addition, the layout and interior design of a shared place affect 

especially the emergence of informal interaction among the actors, thus contributing 

to the potential business collaboration. The place also provides physical space and 

facilities for the coordination that supports collaboration in the cluster. A shared 

location provides opportunities for informal and formal interaction, unexpected 

encounters, and both permanent and temporary configurations, thus promoting the 

emergence of trust and relationships in the community. 

Despite the benefits from co-location and spatial affordances, the studied theories 

seem to somewhat agree that a mere shared place does not guarantee the 

emergence of collaboration, because co-location alone does not ensure successful 

interaction and knowledge sharing (Boschma 2005, Cohendet and Simon 2007, 



Karoliina Liimatainen: Supporting Inter-Organizational Collaboration in Coworking Clusters 

II THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 
 

56 
 

Suire and Vicente 2009, Suire 2013, Parrino 2013). Therefore, the other two factors, 

community and coordination, are needed to explain the collaborative potential of 

coworking clusters further. Through coordination, cluster managers can support 

the development of the community in the coworking cluster. Coordination 

structures and activities can be viewed as tools to facilitate collaboration in the 

community through influencing 1) the diversity of capabilities present and observed 

by the members in the cluster, 2) the cognitive proximities among the members, 3) 

the creation of encounters that may lead to relationships, and 4) the interaction and 

shared rules among the actors which may promote trust in the community. The 

practical purpose of coordination in coworking clusters can therefore be seen as 

generating encounters and interaction among community members who would not 

probably otherwise become aware of their complementary collaboration potential, 

and lowering the threshold for future interaction and collaboration. 

The theories discussed indicate that even though physical places and coordination 

can be designed to support interaction in the cluster, the emergence of collaborative 

communities cannot be guaranteed (Wenger 1999, Brown and Duguid 2000, 

Capdevila 2014). In fact, too strong management is not advisable due to the organic 

nature of these communities. It has been noted that the emergence of a community 

can be enabled and supported but not forced (Wenger 1999, Krogh et al 2000). 

Earlier research has identified several types of ‘proximity’ that affect interaction 

among economic actors, such as geographical, cognitive, organizational, social and 

institutional proximities (e.g. Torre and Rallet 2005, Boschma 2005, Knoben and 

Oerlemans 2006). Of these, geographical proximity may be viewed to link to the 

place, whereas other types of proximities are affected by and operate through all the 

three main factors (place, community and coordination). Boschma (2005) took a 

rather critical stand towards the emphasis on the economic virtues of proximity by 

arguing that too little or too much of each type of proximity is problematic, and the 

balance of these different proximities is essential for interactive learning and 

collaboration. All three major factors influencing inter-organizational collaboration 

need to be considered in order to develop and maintain a balance of cognitive  and 

organizational proximities (in terms of diversity and compatibility), social proximity 

(strong and weak relationships, trust), institutional proximity (shared rules, norms 

and habits), and geographical proximity (affordances of privacy, propinquity, social 

designation).    
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Next, a tentative framework (Figure 3) is suggested to describe the major factors 
which need to be considered for supporting inter-organizational collaboration in 
coworking settings. It is argued that the factors presented in the framework enable 
the optimal conditions that support inter-organizational collaboration 
particularly in the context of creative work. The three identified factors (Place, 
Community, and Coordination) enable or hamper the collaboration individually but 
they are also interdependent of each other and act simultaneously. For this reason, 
the theoretical framework is presented in the form of a Venn-diagram of three 
overlapping factors affecting the conditions for interaction and collaboration. It is 
viewed in this thesis that all three factors are necessary to create the optimal 
conditions for inter-organizational collaboration in coworking clusters, and 
therefore the collaboration is located in the middle where the three factors intersect. 

 

Figure 3. The proposed theoretical framework presenting Place, Community and 
Coordination as the three major factors that create the optimal conditions for inter-
organizational collaboration in coworking clusters. 

The ‘Place’ in the framework presents the physical and locational aspect of the 
collaboration conditions. It describes the factors related to the question where the 
coworking cluster is located: in what kind of space and area. This theme was 
discussed in Chapter 2. Next, the ‘Community’ describes the social aspects of the 
collaboration in coworking clusters. It is closely related to the question who: what 
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kind of stakeholders are there in the community and its ecosystem. The community 

aspect was discussed in Chapter 3. Finally, the ‘Coordination’ explains the facilitative 

activities and structures that steer and direct the interaction in the cluster. It can be 

seen to answer the question how, regarding the means and support available for 

inter-organizational collaboration. It was discussed in Chapter 4.     

The existing theories provide only limited understanding of the relations and 

dynamics between the identified factors in a coworking cluster context. Therefore, 

the empirical study of this thesis aims to provide further insight on the relevance 

and role of each factor (Place, Community and Coordination), as well as the linkages 

between them. Next, in Part III, the tentative framework is examined with the 

empirical research data from eight thematic interviews with actors related to the 

case coworking cluster. The empirical study will address how the theoretical 

framework reflects the reality in the case cluster. Furthermore, the empirical study 

will be used to refine the tentative framework.  

 

  



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

III EMPIRICAL STUDY 

The case study provides new understanding on  

the requirements for collaboration in coworking clusters. 
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This Part III of the thesis examines the three main conditions of the theoretical 

framework through empirical analysis. The following chapters describe the context 

of the case (Chapter 6), the methods for data collection and the data analysis process 

(Chapter 7) and the findings from the empirical research (Chapter 8). 

6 CASE DESCRIPTION 

This chapter describes the current state and the future visions of the case used in 

this study: a coworking cluster pilot project. The case context and description 

presented in this chapter are based on a thorough review of documentary evidence 

gathered from several sources, such as existing reports (two internal reports 

conducted by an individual consulting company) and project plans, presentation 

materials, as well as the notes from eight thematic preliminary interviews 

conducted earlier by other researchers. A complimentary source for background 

information was informal discussions with key informants familiar to the case. 

6.1 Case context  

The pilot case of this study is strongly linked to the digital media and creative 

industries in Finland. The ongoing rapid changes in the digital media sector have 

direct effects on many of the actors present in the case. For this reason, the 

challenges in the industries are explained briefly.  

In Finland, as in many other countries, the media business is at its turning point. 

With digitalization, the old media and broadcasting industry structures are breaking 

down, and new “born global” business ecosystems are forming. Great achievements 

have been reached in developing new technologies for digital media, but the 

required transformation of operational and business models are lagging behind.  At 

the moment, the question remains unanswered: How can Finland’s media business 

survive in this transition? It seems that the large scale infrastructures, complex 

organizations and hierarchical management structures from the past have become 

obsolete. Right now, the digital media sector needs new competitive business 

models and business ecosystems, where media content will be produced and 

distributed in digitally supported, agile collaborative value networks of individuals, 

communities, organizations, and institutions – locally and globally. (Smeds and 

Irrmann 2014) 
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The concerns about digitalization are recognized by Finnish creative industry 

stakeholders, who view the increasing role of collaboration networks and 

globalization as major challenges for the creative industry. To ensure future 

competitiveness, the creative industry needs innovations, which in turn require 

collaboration across the traditional industry boundaries. (MARIANNE 2014) In the 

search for new answers to the pressing situation, two Finnish cities and a national 

public service broadcasting organization participated in the MARIANNE and CECO 

research projects (described in subchapter 1.4) to support the development of two 

emerging clusters from the Finnish digital media and creative sectors.  

6.2 Case description 

The case studied in this thesis is a joint pilot project of a national public service 

broadcasting organization and a large city in the capital area of Finland. In addition 

to these two actors, the pilot project is supported by a governmental ministry 

department and a national association for developing the creative industries in 

Finland. The purpose of the case pilot is to build a coworking cluster that can act as a 

platform for the future collaboration between actors in the digital media and 

creative industries. The case cluster represents an attempt to find new modes for 

business collaboration between individual actors on the digital media and creative 

sectors. The aim of the pilot is to bring together actors of different sizes and types - 

connected by the industry and challenged by its turbulence - and offer a platform for 

new value networks to form by supporting the formal and informal interaction 

between the actors. 

The case cluster studied in this thesis opened as a coworking space in the spring of 

2014. It is located in the main building of the national broadcasting organization in 

the capital city area of Finland. The case cluster is currently a part of a broader 

initiative to build a strong ecosystem for the creative digital media industry around 

the headquarters and production studios owned by the broadcasting organization in 

the area. The larger initiative aims to establish a location for collaboration of actors 

from the media and creative industries, educational institutions and public service 

organizations. The larger initiative was launched in 2012 and the case cluster pilot 

project as a part of it in 2014. During the writing of this thesis they were still at a 

very early stage of development and, thus, provided a vantage point for the 

beginning phases of an emerging coworking cluster.  
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Based on initial interviews conducted during spring 2014, the planned roles of the 

key actors in the case cluster pilot project were investigated. The results are 

presented in Table 5.  

Table 5. The planned roles of the key actors in the case cluster. 

Actor Main tasks and responsibilities 

National public service 

broadcasting organization 

Leasing office space for coworkers, 

providing facilities and basic infrastructure 

The city Business services and community building 

National association for  

developing the creative industries 

Organization of events, recruitment and 

practical issues (community operator) 

The vision of the case cluster is to create a shared office, a network and a meeting 

place for different actors from the media and creative industries. The aim is to create 

a space and venue that supports the creative encounters and interaction of actors, 

mixing ideas and skills, and the generation of new ideas and business opportunities. 

By leveraging the proximity of actors, the case cluster could cross-fertilize the 

technical and other competences coming from the different fields, and thereby 

facilitate the emergence of new activities, concepts, events and startups (Smeds and 

Irrmann 2014). From the perspective of the participating city, the pilot cluster was 

hoped to be the first of many successful coworking clusters where small and large 

entrepreneurial activity could prosper.  

At the case cluster, anyone can rent a mobile or a permanent desk. For the price 

ranging between 175 - 400€ per month, the actors get the access to the open floor 

plan office space, eight online-reservable conference rooms, two modifiable lounge 

areas (with tables, chairs, couches, curtain walls and presentation equipment for 

organizing events and workshops), three private rooms for making phone calls and 

a shared kitchen, as illustrated in Figure 4 and Figure 5. The premises also provide 

lockers, general office equipment, 24/7 access and parking. Catering services and 

more storage space are available for order in the premises. The case cluster is 

located in an urban area with plenty of public transit connections available. 

At the time of the case interviews in June 2014, there were seven organizations 

renting desks in the coworking cluster, including five small businesses, one 

association and one public project organization. In addition, support personnel from 

the city and the public broadcasting organization were also frequently present in the 
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Figure 4. The floor plan layout of the case coworking space.  

space to organize the development efforts of the coworking cluster. The resident 
actors did not have relationships with each other prior to joining the case cluster. At 
the time of the data collection, the interaction among the stakeholders consisted 
primarily of development workshops, breakfast meetings and mentoring activities.    
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Figure 5.  Working areas and other facilities in the case coworking cluster. 
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7 DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS 

This chapter describes sources of the data and the methods used for the data 

collection. Then, the chapter describes how the data was analyzed during the study.  

7.1 Data collection 

The empirical research data of this study consists of eight interviews conducted 

during June of 2014 as a part of MARIANNE research project, the preceding project 

for CECO. The data was collected from follow-up interviews organized after a co-

creative intervention workshop in May 2014 that was held on the premises of the 

emerging case cluster. The workshop was organized to bring together the different 

actors to discuss and envision the future collaboration opportunities and new 

shared business models the creative to-be community could lead to. The aim for the 

workshop was to increase the mutual understanding of the different actors in the 

Finnish digital media and creative industries, and provide a starting point for future 

collaboration. Participants of the workshop included entrepreneurs from the case 

cluster as well as representatives from supporting organizations (such as the public 

broadcasting organization, the city, and the association for creative industries). 

Thus, the workshop provided all the interviewed actors background information 

about the case cluster and introduction to the localized collaboration theme in 

general.  

I was involved in organizing the workshop and gathered the data used in this study. 

The data was gathered in eight thematic telephone interviews with an average 

length of 30 minutes. Each interview was a continuation to another 30 minute 

interview concerning the interaction during the workshop. Thus, the total length of 

each interview was 1 hour on average. The first part of the interviews regarded the 

events and the course of the workshop, whereas the latter half focused on the 

collaboration between actors of the media and creative industries and coworking 

clusters in general. Only the second part of the interviews is used as data in this 

thesis. The latter half of the interviews were structured around two related themes 

(see Appendix A for the complete interview structure with support questions): 

1. The role of collaboration in developing new business.  

2. Conditions for success in coworking clusters. 
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Both themes were discussed on a general level as well as in relation to the case 

cluster, so that the case cluster was discussed as an example of a coworking cluster. 

The purpose of the interviews was to gather data from actors who were familiar 

with the case cluster but also had general understanding on inter-organizational 

collaboration and coworking and cluster settings. All interviews were voice 

recorded with the permission from the interviewee. The confidentiality of the 

interviews was articulated clearly and respected over the course of the case study. 

The thematic interview was chosen as the method for data collection primarily for 

two reasons: to 1) ensure that all key themes were covered in the interviews and at 

the same time 2) allow for freer discussion based on emerging topics during the 

interview sessions. Since the themes of discussion in these interviews were highly 

abstract and complex in nature, some level of structure in the formulation of the 

topics was needed. This helped the discussion to flow fluently forward, while still 

maintaining a clear focus. Careful planning was exercised in the preparation of the 

interviews (Mason 2002) in order to help the interviewees to discuss topics that 

often lacked concrete examples from the case cluster at the time.  

As noted by Yin (2009), the strength of interviews as a data collection method in 

case studies is related to the ability to provide targeted and insightful information. It 

is targeted in the sense that it allows the researcher to focus directly on case study 

topics and themes. It is insightful in the sense that it provides perceived causal 

explanations. However, the interview method exposes the research to risks of biases 

due to poorly articulated questions or responses, inaccuracies due to poor recall and 

reflexivity due to the interviewee answering what the interviewer wants to hear. 

(Yin 2009) In this study, these risks have been addressed in the formulation of the 

themes, questions and the structure of the interviews (see Appendix A), as well as 

the planning and conducting of the interviews. 

It is worthwhile to note that at the time of the data collection for this study, the 

original questions and themes were not designed to follow the three factors 

presented in the theoretical framework. Instead, the question setting at that point 

concentrated more on allowing the most important themes to emerge freely. The 

idea of the three dominating factors in the framework was realized later during the 

abductive research process, and this led to the more mature focus of the study.  
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The interviewed persons were selected based on their relevance for the envisioned 

future inter-organizational collaboration in the case cluster. They were selected to 

represent a variety of perspectives, which were most often linked to the 

organization they worked for, or their previous experiences and knowledge on 

creative and digital media industries.  All of the interviewees had participated in the 

workshop described earlier, and thus had the necessary background information 

about the theme and the emerging case cluster.  

The interviewees can roughly be categorized into three groups. First, the 

interviewees A.1, A.2 and A.3 are employees of the national public service 

organization, one of the initiators for the case cluster. Second, the interviewees B.1, 

B.2 and B.3 represent associations or organizations that are in a supporting role for 

the case cluster, either directly or indirectly. And third, the interviewees C.1 and C.2 

are from companies, who at the time of the interviews were renting desks in the 

case coworking cluster. Interviewees A.3 and B.1 are working more directly with 

another Finnish cluster, while the rest of the respondents are more related to the 

case cluster. Further information about the interviewees is provided in Table 6. 

Table 6. Description of the selected interviewees. 

Date ID Organization Role definition 

3.6.2014 A.1 
Public service broadcasting 

organization 

Publication designer, 

innovation coach 

3.6.2014 C.1 Small-sized design office Designer, partner 

4.6.2014 B.1 

Expert company in product 

development and innovation 

services, business park operator  

Cluster development 

manager 

5.6.2014 A.2 
Public service broadcasting 

organization 
Partnership manager 

5.6.2014 B.2 

Governmental ministry department 

(related to economic development 

and innovation) 

Negotiating officer 

6.6.2014 C.2 
Small-sized media, communications 

and marketing company 

Editor-in-chief, creative 

director 

6.6.2014 A.3 
Public service broadcasting 

organization 

Development manager 

and coordinator 

10.6.2014 B.3 
National association for developing 

the creative industries 
Executive director, 

expert advisor  
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7.2 Data analysis  

The analysis of the data gathered for this study focused on mapping how the three 

conditions identified in the framework (Place, Community and Coordination) were 

perceived and discussed by the different actors in the interviews. Furthermore, the 

analysis process examined the observed or anticipated influence of each framework 

factor on the collaboration in coworking clusters. Of particular interest to the 

analysis was what kind of interdependencies could be identified between the 

factors.  

The analysis of the interview data was conducted as an iterative process, in which 

the data was reviewed and analyzed several times. The analysis process followed 

roughly the phases for qualitative content analysis presented by Tuomi and 

Sarajärvi (2009): 1) reduction, 2) grouping and 3) conceptualization of the data. The 

purpose of the content analysis was to describe and summarize the phenomenon 

under investigation in a form that enables to view the results in relation to a broader 

context and other research on the theme (Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2000). The following 

steps provided several iteration rounds and built the understanding of the data 

gradually during the abductive research process, in conjunction with the theoretical 

review process: 

Reduction of the data: 

1. Going through the data for the first time in transcribed form. Initial color 

coding of the data into separate themes of discussion.  

2. Selection of themes to be analyzed further. 

3. New color coding of the data with refined categories from the framework:  

‘Place’, ‘Community’, ‘Activities’ (later renamed to ‘Coordination’) and ‘Other’ 

for interesting points outside the three main categories. 

Grouping of the data: 

4. Grouping together similar points from different interviewees and identifying 

sub-themes (Table 7). 

5. Going through all relevant data and mapping the linkages between each 

citation and all the other citations in Excel. A general pattern started to 

appear. 

6. Going through each citation again and visually mapping their linkages to 

each sub-theme on paper (Figure 6) to further validate the findings. 
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Conceptualization of the data: 

7. Identifying the interdependencies between the three main categories based 

on the linkages in the visual map and Excel spreadsheet documents.  

8. Interpretation of the specified themes and comparing the empirical findings 

to the theoretical framework.  

9. Forming the final conclusions.  

During the analysis process, the findings were categorized into the following themes 

(Table 7). The main three categories (Place, Community, Coordination) were 

formed according to the theoretical framework. The sub-categories emerged from 

listing similar points of discussion in the data into groups and searching for 

summarizing umbrella concepts and descriptions for the groups. After the 

summarizing phase, the raw data was once again compared to the sub-categories to 

avoid misunderstandings and ensure that the descriptions and categories indeed 

illustrate the essential features of the original data. The tentative and refined codes 

used during the data analysis process are listed in Appendix B. 

Table 7. Themes of the key findings identified during the iterative analysis process. 

Place Community Coordination 

 Gathering actors 

together 

 

 Improved interaction 

 

 Affordances of place 

 

 Limitations of place 

 

 Diversity and 

complementarity of 

actors 

 

 Compatibility of actors 

 

 Attitude to 

collaboration 

 

 Trust and 

transparency 

 

 Facilitative activities 

 

 Facilitative leadership 

 

 Managerial staff  

 

 Anchor’s  

contradictory role 

 

 Organic nature of 

community  

 

During the analysis process, the relevance of the tentative framework could be 

tested against the data related to the case cluster and developed further. After the 

analysis of the empirical evidence, a refined conceptual model of the investigated 

phenomenon could be formed. The steps from 5 to 7 in the content analysis process 

describe how the refined form of the framework was reached. 
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Figure 6. Visual map of the linkages between the interview citations related to Place 
(green arrows), Community (orange arrows) and Coordination (pink arrows) and 
the sub-categories of discussion. Each arrow represents one analyzed citation from 
the interviews. 

The analysis of the interview data was conducted in the original language of the 
interviews (Finnish), in the attempt to preserve the authentic expressions and 
choices of words as long as possible in the process. Not until the end of the analysis 
process, I translated the citations and their interpretations into English for the 
reporting of the findings. For the same reason, the excerpts from the data remained 
relatively long to preserve the context of the citation as fairly as possible, and were 
trimmed into reporting lengths only in the end of the process. Thus, the original 
context and meaning of the respondents answers were never lost during the 
analysis process.  
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8 FINDINGS  

This chapter presents the key findings of the analyzed interview data. The focus of 

the analysis is to understand what factors the different actors consider important 

for inter-organizational collaboration in the emerging case coworking cluster, and 

how these factors relate to each other. The findings of this study are related both to 

the case cluster and to the coworking phenomenon on a general level.  

The findings from the interview data, along with translated excerpts from the 

interviews, are presented according to the three primary factors from the 

theoretical framework (Table 7). The physical place is studied in subchapter 8.1, the 

social and community aspects of coworking clusters are discussed in subchapter 8.2, 

and the coordination that supports the collaboration among actors is addressed in 

subchapter 8.3.  

8.1 Place 

The literature review described the ‘Place’ factor of coworking clusters in terms of 

co-location and the design of the shared space. This spatial perspective takes into 

consideration the effects of geographical proximity between the actors and the 

affordances of the cluster settings.  

8.1.1 Gathering actors together 

The interviews with group B (supporting organizations) indicated that a shared 

location is significant to the whole creative industry and its public image. As the 

actors become more and more specialized, clusters that bring together the dispersed 

capabilities of actors are crucial to the forming of networks, and ultimately the 

competitiveness of the entire industry.    

B.2:  Our work and corporate structures are becoming increasingly fragmented 

into smaller units and we have more and more individual entrepreneurs. 

Especially in the creative industries the work thus requires you to pick up 

things from many sources. - - Spaces like this [the case coworking cluster] 

are important because they support the building of networks and trust. 

B.1: I see this [other emerging] cluster to have three layers. If we think about this 

as a physical campus, then it enables the member companies and 
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communities to work smoothly together, make productions, provide 

business for each other and trade. But also handle possible orders from 

outside easily and agilely. That is the core layer. The second layer is that even 

those who don’t come here benefit from the strong concentration of 

actors that takes the whole industry forward in the region. The third layer 

is that a good and tight cluster makes it attractive also internationally.   

Most interviewees found the availability of the physical space and facilities as 

critical factors for companies to join the cluster. Both interviewed company 

representatives named the need for flexible office space (e.g. conference rooms, 

team work space) as the initial and most prominent reason for coming into the case 

coworking cluster. To one interviewee, the increased credibility for the company – 

through sharing the address with a large and well-known organization – contributed 

to the decision. The other mentioned the prospect for new business opportunities as 

another reason to join the cluster. 

C.2: At first, we came because we had, and still have, a lot of collaboration 

negotiations with companies so we needed space for that. Since we were 

working in a home office but wanted to maintain a certain quality and 

image, we couldn’t invite them to our kitchen table. That’s why we had a lot 

of negotiations in cafés and coffee houses all over the city. Also, if we worked 

with another company or a freelancer then we needed space for the team 

work. - - And in the future, we will be able to organize workshops etc. in the 

conference rooms. 

C.1: We just needed the space where we can come together to work, and we 

also hoped to find new business there. 

8.1.2 Improved interaction  

The advantages of the shared physical place are not only limited to attracting new 

members. In fact, the role of the shared space was seen particularly significant in 

creating the suitable conditions for social interaction between various actors. The 

rationale was visible in all the interviews that well-functioning and versatile 

physical spaces can support day-to-day interaction between actors, and therefore 

enable a number of social benefits. The effects of a physical place to social 

interaction in the cluster were described in terms of generating incidental 

encounters, people getting familiar with each other, the emergence of trust, the ease 
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and quality of communication and the availability of collaboration partners nearby. 

The interviewees’ views on the benefits supported by a shared place are categorized 

in Table 8 in order to further clarify the linkages between physical and social 

aspects of collaboration.  

Table 8. Social benefits supported by a shared place. 

Aspects of social interaction supported by a shared place  

Encounters C.1: In order for real encounters to occur I believe there 

needs to be a shared space for that. You don’t just 

start chatting and brainstorming with a stranger via 

Skype but while taking a cup of coffee with someone 

you actually might.  

B.1: The random casual encounters will take place in 

the corridors. This is just of an incredible importance. 

Familiarity B.2: I think they [coworking clusters] are very important 

because they hopefully will bring different kinds of 

actors into the same premises, to get to know each 

other and to network with each other. 

A.2: The best way to get to know people is when you have 

enough physical presence.  

Trust  B.2: Intense collaboration requires deep trust and that sort 

of trust and confidence cannot arise if you haven’t sat 

sufficient amount of time around the same table. 

A.1: If you see others outside the immediate work 

context, for example saying hello in a cafe or canteen, 

you feel like that the person is right minded and you 

can trust him/her with some small trade secrets.  

Communication A.1: If you sit down together for a minute you can 

communicate in a whole different level than when 

just emailing ”do your vision of this script” and then 

sending it [versions] back and forth.  

A.2: It is also easier to work from a distance if you've 

been to face-to-face contact before and know the 

people.  

Availability A.3: It offers indeed a lot of opportunities if you are located 

close to each other, because you can meet on a 

shorter notice and even unexpectedly. - - it is useful 

to be available nearby.  
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8.1.3 Affordances of place 

The interviewee B.3 pointed out that the need for enhanced interaction is not 

limited to inside the cluster space. More places that afford interaction are required 

also outside the cluster walls, such as a vibrant area with cafés, restaurants, pubs 

and other leisure activities, in order to allow genuine informal encounters among 

the actors.  

B.3: The whole area quickly needs to set up restaurants, cafes, pubs and that 

sort of places where people can meet as informally and casually as 

possible. These things are often forgotten or neglected - - even though they 

[informal interaction] are the most important thing. 

Another actor found that the shared place has to go beyond the physical dimension 

of space. Interviewee A.2. underlined the role of computer-mediated participation to 

enable global access to the cluster. 

A.2: I don’t wanna be locked to the idea that it is all about the physical presence. 

Instead, we need to have opportunities for remote participation so that 

we can be truly global. - - So we need to offer virtual means for being part 

of and getting benefit from our activities, network and ecosystem. But of 

course, there has to be also the physical context for those who see it as an 

advantage.  

8.1.4 Limitations of place 

The interviews give the impression that, at the moment, the case cluster serves 

mainly as a mere working space. In contrast to the vision and future plans, the case 

cluster has yet little else to offer besides the office space.  

B.3: In a way, I do not want to use terms such as ‘actor concentration’ or ‘cluster’ 

in my own language, because this is just a mere space, and the actors who 

come here must have a need originating from their company that can be 

fulfilled by this space.  

As it is, the membership in the cluster may not present enough value for all 

residents. Something more is required, be it either more suitable spaces or new 

business opportunities. 
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C.1:  If we feel that the mere physical space works for us really well then that 

might be enough for us to stay. The space is maybe not that good at the 

moment. So we aren’t gonna stay just for the space. The collaboration 

and new business opportunities are our primary goal.     

In order to generate collaboration and new business, the cluster must offer more 

than the physical place. The interviews indicated that even if the space and facilities 

were perfect, they alone are not a sufficient condition for collaboration. Even 

optimal physical settings do not guarantee that the right people will join and stay in 

the coworking cluster, or that collaboration and new business will emerge.  

C.1: [The shared location is important] to some extent. It is not an automatic way 

to happiness because some of the [case cluster] actors commented that they 

don’t see anybody else here as they only come for the conference rooms 

behind the closed doors and then leave. So it [the space] does not create 

encounters automatically.  

A.3: It is a pretty strong view that co-location does not itself guarantee that 

anything new is born. Because the generation of new collaborative 

models does not belong to the core activities of any single actor. 

Next, the social aspect of the cluster are addressed in order to better understand the 

community’s role in the collaboration and the emergence of new business in the 

cluster. 

8.2 Community 

In the tentative framework, the ‘Community’ factor addresses the composition and 

balance of the competences and resources different actors bring to the cluster and 

its surrounding ecosystem. Furthermore, this perspective considers how knowledge 

and other resources circulate through relationships between the actors. The 

community perspective thus helps to understand how the members are able to 

utilize the benefits available in the cluster. 

8.2.1 Diversity and complementarity of actors  

As was discussed earlier in the subchapter 8.1, a place alone does not explain the 

conditions for collaboration in the cluster. One of the fundamental questions 
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discussed in the interviews was what kind of actors should be part of the cluster and 

its surrounding network. This seemed to be a challenging question as the 

interviewees had relatively vague ideas about the desired attributes of the members 

in the case cluster.  

B.3: But the key challenge is to get the right people in, because the place alone 

does not do anything. We need to get the right kind of actors there in order to 

create new business. 

In general, some level of diversity among the coworking actors was seen necessary, 

because diversity ensures a healthy variety of skills and knowledge.  

B.2: At the moment, new business and opportunities arise from the 

encounters between different fields, where new things combine: new 

needs, practices, models and the potential offered by the digitalization.  

A.3: I think maybe diversity here is of the essence.  

However, the interviewees had slightly divergent views on the suitable level 

complementarity among the actors.  Some thought that the community should aim 

at gathering complementary competences and resources (to build synergies, 

decrease internal competitiveness and enhance trust), while others would like to 

welcome also competing actors with similar or overlapping skills (to increase 

options and quality through competition).  

C.1: It must be something complementary to one’s own expertise and of equal 

quality, and so that it’s near but not exactly the same to create good 

synergies.  

A.1: If I think of myself as an entrepreneur then yes, I would like to get to select the 

people in my network, and yet there should be several options to choose 

from, not just one. For instance, if I happen to need the services of a graphic 

designer, then I’d like to have more than just one graphic artist whom I can 

ask, to reach different types of talent and competencies. 

A.2: The challenge is indeed to keep the competition in balance in a sense. So 

there has to be some competition within the same ecosystem, because it 

boosts the performance of everybody. We have to be able to create the 

kind of ecosystem where there are complementary stuff as well as competing 
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stuff. The social community has to be so that it sees competition as a 

positive thing. 

One interviewee felt that allowing the community to evolve freely and organically 

would be best:  

B.2: My thinking is that everybody belongs to the community and we should not 

define who belongs there and who doesn’t. It needs to be very open and try 

out things boldly. - - The actors will quite quickly realize if it doesn’t work out 

for them and are free to leave. 

In the interviews, what seems to be a major requirement for the cluster is the 

balance of the actors and what they can offer for the network. Naturally, different 

actors can bring different resources to the cluster and its community and also gain 

different benefits from the cluster. The ecosystem thinking emerged in several 

interviews. It was suggested that a functional and balanced ecosystem consists of 

larger organizations, educational institutions and small companies. 

B.3: The suitable combo of actors is in a way just part of that ecosystem 

thinking, that you need different pieces of the ecosystem present in the 

cluster. 

B.1: To make it [cluster] good, three things are needed: one larger company is 

needed as an anchor to trade with and attract employees and companies. - - 

Then an educational institution, such as a university or university of 

applied sciences is needed to create new talent. Third thing needed are the 

startups so as to create the buzz of new business. - - That is, the anchor’s role 

is pretty central to it. But only around that one it [cluster] cannot be built. 

Anchor and other larger companies 

The case coworking cluster is being built with the support of two larger actors: the 

facilities and some of the development activities are provided by the governmental 

broadcasting organization, and events and other content is organized by the city. Of 

these two, it was often the perceived by the interviewees that the broadcasting 

organization acts as a sort of ‘anchor’ around which the community of the coworking 

cluster is forming.  
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The anchor company’s role was seen significant especially in the beginning phase of 

a cluster, because larger companies have the resources to carry a financial risk to 

help bring the ecosystem forward. The interviewees also talked about how smaller 

actors may benefit from the stability and credibility that are usually associated with 

well-known organizations.  

A.3: In the beginning, you have to get on board actors that are large enough 

to be able to make decisions – and who also make those decisions – that 

bring something clear and provable added value to the cluster. - - The kind of 

actors who can influence the financing, the initial activities and take the risks.  

B.3: It [the anchor organization] affects the public image.  

A.2: We hope that it wouldn’t be only about [the case anchor] but it would be just 

one actor among many who keep the engine running with their 

resources.  

Small businesses 

In return for the resources and support, small or start-up companies can offer novel 

perspectives and solutions, inspiration, enthusiasm and 'buzz' to challenge other 

actors to improve and modernize their existing practices.  

A.1: We hope as an anchor to benefit from the talented and dynamic 

atmosphere [of the coworking community]. - - If we could just allow for 

external influence and talent to use some of our resources and thereby 

enliven us too, then we could also realize that ‘wait a minute – this can be 

done differently and with very fewer resources than before’, then it might 

fertilize the whole community.    

Also, the small companies should be able to take matters to their own hands and not 

rely too much on the larger organizations in building the cluster and business 

collaboration.  

A.2: And that the smaller actors [of the coworking community] would start to 

develop it [the cluster] on their own and aim for the international success 

stories.     

 



Karoliina Liimatainen: Supporting Inter-Organizational Collaboration in Coworking Clusters 

III EMPIRICAL STUDY 
 

79 
 

Intermediary associations 

Following the idea of ecosystem perspective, a company interviewee explained that 

the presence of intermediary, not-for-profit actors makes the cluster easier to 

approach for the small companies. This could be due to the more “neutral” image of 

these organizations, and presents an important observation of the role of these 

actors in the cluster.  

C.1: I see that the presence of [public service funding agency] and [association for 

creative fields] and other such actors makes the place feel more open and 

lowers the threshold to approach them in that place. 

An interviewee from group A argued that the cluster needs to first create some 

success to be able to attract new players. Therefore, A.1 found crucial to success the 

idea of creating a virtuous cycle, were existing talented actors in the cluster attract 

new talent to the cluster. Enthusiastic and creative atmosphere would be infectious 

and spread in the community. From this cycle, the interviewee described, would the 

new, innovative and unpredicted ideas then emerge. The breakthroughs cannot be 

planned thoroughly in advance, but the conditions must be right. The question how 

this cycle would be created in practice, though, remained unanswered for the time 

being. 

A.1: If there is an inspiring and enthusiastic atmosphere it inspires others 

too and encourages them to do their best. - - Creativity and talent attract 

more creative and talented people. Then from there arises something 

totally new and unimaginable, inevitably. But the results are often 

unexpected. 

A.1: If we’re able to create success here [case cluster and another cluster], it 

will draw other good actors here too. We should strive for this kind of 

positive cycle.  

8.2.2 Compatibility of actors 

Besides a sufficiently diverse range of competencies, the actors in the cluster must 

have something in common to be able to work well together. Some interviewees 

thought that mutual goals were most important.  
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C.1: Even if the expertise is different, then again, maybe the operational 

practices, thoughts or future visions, something must be in common. To 

understand the needs of our customers - -.   

A.3: These kinds of actor concentrations require a strong shared will to create 

something novel and great.   

B.2: It should form a network of companies that has common customers and 

common goals regarding the development of business. - - People would 

collaborate but not always do things 100% together. So that everyone still 

has a reason to belong to the community. 

Collaboration was overall seen as very important for the future of creative business, 

but some unresolved challenges were brought up. For example, it was mentioned by 

several interviewees that success in collaborative efforts may be hindered, or even 

entirely prevented, by mismatches in the actors’ approaches and operational 

models. Some companies may have a difficult time in adapting to the new ecosystem, 

as collaboration often requires totally new processes and approaches. Because of 

the challenges, it was explained that collaboration is often carried between different 

actors only if a mutual customer demands it. 

C.1: It [collaboration] can certainly be the key to success, but not necessarily. It is 

like a model just like any other so that it enables good things but it also 

brings difficulties with it. Basically, I always feel that when something is done 

together it will take more time but the results may be better. Or when you do 

things together the actors may understand the rules quite differently 

and have different approaches, so the coordination gets difficult. I think 

there are still challenges in the operational models that have not been solved. 

Interviewee C.1 explained that suitable partners are not necessarily easy to find due 

to compatibility issues.  

C.1: We would need a partner but we have not found any who understood 

what we needed or wanted, or can offer it.  

Interaction between the larger and the smaller actors in the cluster ecosystem was 

seen crucial. It was mentioned in several interviews that bigger organizations are 

not necessarily accustomed to collaborating with small businesses. There is a risk 

that large players may even end up competing with small companies. The larger 
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companies may have to adjust their practices before they are capable of 

collaborating with the small actors fluently.  

B.3: It is a challenge to get the interaction between [the anchor] and the 

small actors to work.- - [The anchor] still has to practice, it is so terribly 

easy to say that we are doing things together here but requires a lot of effort 

to descend to the same level with the ordinary  companies and begin to work 

together. 

C.2: If there will be larger players from the same sector as smaller ones then 

there will probably be jealousy. Maybe. 

A.1: The connection to the big engine, that is [the anchor] production, is a crucial 

factor here. [The anchor] must show that they’re truly able to 

collaborate - - take the smaller actors a bit closer, if we want them to live 

here.     

Interaction should exist also separated from the anchor company, so that the smaller 

coworking actors can collaborate on their own. 

8.2.3 Attitude to collaboration 

The attitude to collaboration was another underlying issue revealed in several 

interviews. The interviewees felt strongly that Finnish players should rather 

compete as one team in the international markets than against each other in the 

domestic market. Likewise, different creative industry clusters in Finland should not 

compete against each other but focus on how they could complement one another.  

In this context, the metaphor of a ‘cake’ (which represents the revenue of all Finnish 

creative industry actors combined) was brought up by several interviewees. Instead 

of thinking about how that cake is shared, the actors should think about increasing 

the size of the cake so that everybody benefits. Therefore, the fear of competition 

was seen harmful for the actors’ eagerness to seek collaborative opportunities. 

A.2: [Collaboration in the creative industries] is crucial but challenging. - - 

Because if  you talk about the media market in Finland, where the 

competition is fierce and the markets are so saturated that it’s difficult to 

collaborate as people are afraid of losing their business to the neighbor. 

If you look far enough in the future you realize that it could be advantageous 

to everybody if to take the whole industry forward. I think it is a defining 
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characteristic of the Finnish audio-visual sector that you can’t 

collaborate because of the competition. If you compare this situation to for 

example the game industry, which is almost entirely based on export and the 

market is global, then we suddenly see how the Finnish players are 

actually on the same team. - - So that actors would see the market on the 

global scale and understand that the benefit of my biggest competitor is 

most likely also my benefit in the long run, if we belong to the same 

ecosystem.  

C.2: I think collaboration needs actors who are not too protective about their 

knowledge and skills, or who would not refrain from putting every effort 

into the game.  

The same perspective was also brought up regarding the complementary roles of 

the different clusters.  

B.1: It’d be a good thing to build these [clusters] so that they are somehow 

connected and can complement each other from the international 

perspective, instead of competing of the domestic cake.   

Furthermore, to increase the combined benefits of the actors, collaboration was 

seen necessary. It was seen possible to ‘grow the cake’ (instead of dividing the cake) 

by creating new business through the combination of different backgrounds and 

industries. 

A.3: If the amount of money available per month is limited, then it means that 

someone’s benefit is always taken from someone else. Therefore you need to 

come up with new solutions, new customers and new innovations that 

will likely not emerge inside the media sector but from the collision and 

combination of fields - - 

C.2: The role of collaboration? . . . Well, it is inevitable. - - if you have very good 

networks, with good actors that complement your offerings, then you 

can offer the services of a big company but much better, more flexible and 

more inexpensive. So you know, it [collaboration] is just the most 

important thing in today’s entrepreneurship. 

A.3: I think that kind of cluster must be able to take advantage of what can be 

commonly shared. For example contacts and international connections. 
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8.2.4 Trust and transparency 

Trust was seen as a critical factor to the potential business collaboration in the 

cluster. All the interviewees shared the opinion that trust is a prerequisite for any 

collaboration. Trust was seen closely connected to transparency in activities in the 

coworking cluster and the ecosystem.   

A.2: Well, that's [trust] incredibly essential.  No collaboration exists without 

trust, confidence and a common shared vision. 

A.3: - - if you cannot build such transparency, so that it leads to a crisis in trust, 

then things will fall apart right there. 

In addition, one interviewee pointed out that trust and transparency also directly 

affect the atmosphere as well as the imago of the cluster.  

B.3: It's part of the place’s sort of atmosphere and image, what kind of vibe 

there is. Transparency and trust go hand in hand there. 

It was recognized by a company interviewee that organizations may have different 

cultures and norms regarding the open sharing of ideas.  

C.1: If some business is done together then that's [trust] just really important. - - I 

somehow maybe already take a certain kind of transparency for 

granted. But perhaps it is not yet that everyday for all companies to 

share openly their work and practices. But it is a big thing and I believe 

that working life will become more transparent and, of course, trust emerges 

from the transparency too. 

One interviewee discussed the meaning of trust from the perspective of being able 

to rely on the performance of the cluster network: 

A.1: When trust is in good condition you can, for example, offer services of the 

whole network. - - If you can trust that there is available and reliable 

capacity in the network exactly at the moment you need them, and that 

they are the right people for the job and you can count on their behavior and 

the quality of their work, then these kinds of networked business 

collaboration models could work. - - I should have strong confidence that I 

know how these people work and I can trust that it won’t hurt my own 
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reputation when I say [to customers] that I have this network and I will do 

work together with them for you.   

Other interviewees saw that trust is built when you get to know others and get 

familiar with their working methods, and it accumulates through experiences. 

Therefore, trust may emerge from the interaction and shared activities in the 

community.  

A.2: [Trust emerges] from concrete deeds and good experiences. No matter 

how much you talk, trust only builds when you do stuff together and show 

trust. It must be grown and accumulated and earned, on both sides.   

C.1: But if it's just this rental contract with [the case cluster] where we all are, and 

not otherwise connected to each other, then we are still quite the strangers 

to each other.  

C.2: Trust is easier when you know the stories of the people and the 

companies, than when their completely strangers and you have suspicions 

about the other.  

Two interviewees talked about trust in relation to the creative and media industry 

context of the case cluster. According to their reasoning, trust has not been a natural 

attribute in the industry. This stems from the fear of somebody stealing your ideas 

before you get the change to implement them. 

A.3: If we think about how the copyright of content is linked to the 

implementation, then ideas are free to steal. Many people working with 

the production of content live out of their ideas and so they want to 

protect the ideas and not tell them publicly. However, if they think that 

new things emerge from collaboration, then there is a contradiction. 

The culture needs to be changed and perhaps a new idea of what trust means 

has to be adopted.   

B.1: If we talk about the creative industry and the media industry, trust is of the 

utmost importance. Myself, I come from outside the field and I’ve been 

confused, because I’m accustomed to startup way of thinking where 

everybody discusses their business ideas and strategies very openly. In 

contrast, in the creative sector nobody tells. The reason is that because 
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their ideas are so easy to steal. Everybody fears that their ideas are 

stolen.  

For these reasons, the interviewees suggested that the capabilities to implement 

ideas fast and to agree on basic rules were crucial to trust in the industry: 

A.3: I think that in order to build trust, it needs an environment that is able to 

implement those ideas faster, before they can be stolen. 

B.1: The building of trust requires that - - already in the beginning they have 

agreed on common rules, and how to distribute the potential profits 

among the actors. 

Next subchapter will discuss the role of coordination in generating business 

collaboration in the cluster.  

8.3 Coordination 

Based on the theoretical literature review, the ‘Coordination’ factor describes how 

facilitative activities and structures may help generate and support collaborative 

business efforts in coworking clusters. This subchapter examines the different views 

in the interviews on how interaction in the community could – and should – be 

facilitated and managed. This subchapter considers in light of the interviews what 

kind of coordination and management approaches would best support the business 

collaboration in the case cluster and in coworking clusters in general. 

8.3.1 Facilitative activities 

The need for facilitative coordination among the actors was articulated in every 

interview on some level. Organized activities were viewed as a way of providing 

more structured interaction in the coworking cluster. The purpose of the facilitated 

interaction was viewed in relation to bringing the actors together, helping them to 

get to know each other, and supporting their collaboration when needed. The need 

for prepared events where participants are encouraged or even ‘forced’ to talk to 

unfamiliar people was acknowledged in several interviews.   

C.1: I don’t believe that Finnish people network automatically no matter how 

much they would like. So yes, we have to be forced a little bit to go talk to 

strangers. 
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B.3: - - there must be those who just make the encounters happen.  

B.1: We also need informal interaction, but that will not be enough. Sometimes 

you need sort of facilitated encounters, where facilitator from outside 

makes you think about the collaboration you could do.  

Getting familiar with the other actors through facilitated encounters would help 

understand what others can offer and what they want. 

C.2: Hearing and discussing what others do will help you understand the bridges 

[collaboration potential] between the actors. 

A.2: - - it'd be good to arrange adequate social stuff to get acquainted, share 

your vision and communicate what each actor wants. And maybe inspire 

others to join your vision.  

At the moment, different workshops and meetings are organized frequently in the 

case cluster by public service organizations operating the cluster. Still, especially the 

company interviewees felt that the facilitation of interaction has been inadequate. 

C.2: I think the methods [for community building] are still perhaps 

immature. This is a relatively young [coworking cluster] but here how they 

[organizing actors] have brought these people and the companies closer to 

each other in the community has still been quite small.  

For instance, it was pointed out by both company interviewees that the interaction 

between the actual coworking companies is not supported enough in the events 

organized so far in the case cluster.  

C.1: I feel that we entrepreneurs will often participate in the events in the hope 

that we could network with other people, but usually there has not been 

set aside time for that and after the scheduled talker has finished, 

everybody has to already hurry for their next appointment. 

C.2: The common events have been so far so that some third party has come to talk 

about something, and then we sit as if in a row towards him . . . and not so 

that we could interact with each other.  

B.1: We need to encourage encounters between the actual businesses, 

between those who actually do the work.  
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It was also argued that the smaller companies should be provided a sense of equality 

by making their voices more heard in the activities. Both company interviewees 

thought that at the moment, they were just a minority in events organized by larger 

actors.  

C.2: I think we agreed with this girl that in these types of events, which are rather 

important us entrepreneurs of the creative industry, there are more people 

from some official bodies present. So we get to speak very little or we are 

sort of just a minority there. 

Some interviewees felt strongly that mere events are not enough to build the trust 

required for collaboration among the actors. Instead, it was stated that the actors 

need a chance to test collaborating by doing actual business together.  

A.2: I mean shared and concrete business activities, that is shared companies or 

projects where money is involved. None of the workshops or such builds the 

trust. Workshops do introduce people to each other, yes, but trust comes 

from concrete business stuff where you can experiment how the 

collaboration actually works with that other one. - - So we need a bit of 

both, because workshops and social meetings alone do not create the 

confidence and trust in the way I think that genuine business would follow. 

The business is generated by actual projects where you can test the 

structures. 

A.1: Trust requires that you have had the opportunities to do and practice things 

with the people, so that you know how they work. How do they work under 

pressure, how reliable they are, schedule-wise, and are they flexible. 

Some interviewees also emphasized equal treatment in the facilitative activities: all 

the actors in the community should have a chance to get involved. Thus, limiting the 

collaboration to dyadic agreements between actors would be less beneficial. 

A.3:  I would like to see in such projects . . . they’re not just connections between 

two parties but that everybody can be involved and benefit from it.  
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8.3.2 Facilitative leadership 

The interviewees proposed some general guidelines about how the community 

building as well as the business collaboration should be lead or supported, but 

occasionally, the discussion included somewhat controversial views.  

Almost all the interviewees said that someone needs to take a leading role and drive 

the business collaboration. The most prominent view was that a traditional 

authoritarian model does not work in this context. The desired approach for the 

leaderships and management was seen rather more facilitative than authoritarian. 

The interviewees saw that the case cluster needs facilitative leadership that respects 

the community’s internal terms. Thus, the leadership should focus on enabling and 

supporting shared business.  

A.2: Someone should be there to show the way. But it must not be traditional 

leadership, but more like change management and coaching attitude. - - 

Someone should facilitate the activities and try to bring complementary 

competencies together.  

B.2: It [collaboration] cannot be self-directed because we aren’t that kinda 

people and we don’t have that kinda culture where you'd actively involve the 

community. - - In my thoughts, it requires the kind of subtle facilitation 

and enabling, which is actually rather hard to do. - - So one must not 

over-steer and decide on behalf of the community what is to be done, but 

instead one should listen to the situation, grab opportunities, and support 

and inspire action, but also let the actors do it by themselves when things 

start rolling. 

The coordinator role was viewed important also from the perspective of smooth 

running of things inside the community and internal decision making, and not only 

related to actual business projects.  

B.3: In a sense, some things just don’t work if they are not controlled a bit. - - 

It’s far more natural when there’s an operator who takes care of everyday 

arrangements. 

C.2: There has to be someone who takes responsibility of the coordination in 

some way, so that things will get done and are not just left as good ideas. - - 

But whoever it is, somebody has to lead so that anything will happen.  
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B.1: That is the question we have tried to figure out in [another cluster] since last 

autumn: what is [the cluster’s] operational model? It’s not easy to-, we 

have not been able to find one good answer to the question. - - we do need 

that sort of leadership that brings issues to the table that require a 

common decision.- - It can’t be the kind of top-down leadership but more 

bottom-up driven model about how to decide on common matters. 

The interviewees stated that the cluster also needs to introduce a way for one-

contact principle, so that outside customers have a single channel to communicate 

with the community as one entity. Therefore a party would be needed who could 

take the ownership of business proposals originating outside the cluster.  

A.3:  [It’s a problem] if you have no party whom to contact. If we think about 

this one-stop shop principle, then it may be difficult time to get the activities 

launched other than within the community. So the kind of initiative from 

outside, there’s supposed to be some kind of way to come in to this 

community and that it will start a process. 

Some interviewees thought that both leadership and self-organization are relevant 

views in the coordination aiming for business collaboration.  

A.1: It is supposed to be both. To give them like ‘Here’s a shovel and a bucket for 

you, start doing something’ and see what happens. And also to say ‘These are 

the goals, what could we do together?’. 

A.3: I think we need . . . both. But if you aim to achieve something truly great, then 

there has to be some kind of symbolic leadership so that you get enough 

actors on board to aim for the goal. I do not really believe that can be self-

directed or that the media industry would renew themselves self-directed, or 

that the community would lead itself. So yes, I see a need for management 

and leadership at least in the early stages, but it must be, however, on a 

symbolic level . . . There’s probably a variety of options.  

On the other hand, one interviewee questioned the ability of any actor to 

intentionally generate business collaboration for others. Instead, the coordinator’s 

role would only be to ensure sufficient amount and quality of encounters. 

B.3: Yes, in my view, most of these businesses, if they are to be born, then yes 

they often will emerge on their own. And then the different events 



Karoliina Liimatainen: Supporting Inter-Organizational Collaboration in Coworking Clusters 

III EMPIRICAL STUDY 
 

90 
 

organized there bring these actors together and when they do some 

smaller projects together, it will lower the threshold all the time. But it 

cannot be kinda ‘Hey now, let’s get you all together now, and we will come up 

with common business for you!’  I don’t see that would work.  

One of the company interviewees, however, seemed more open to a stronger 

leadership model for the shared business, due to the improved efficiency. The 

interviewee thought that some actor has to gather the necessary stakeholders 

together and take the responsibility that things really get done. The network and 

ecosystem could then form around this initiating actor. 

C.1: Okay, yeah, probably there could be pretty equal collaboration models, but I 

haven’t yet come across those. Usually either one has the primary 

responsibility or the responsibility for the management, or the one to whom 

the others come and attach to and there is a network created. So that there 

is a clear owner of the case who decides the rules because if it is created 

from scratch then it takes so much time and effort that it’s not 

economically viable. 

8.3.3 Managerial staff 

The interviewees also talked about which actor(s) would best fill the role of 

coordinating the activities that support the building of connections between the 

community members. Many thought that the anchor organization should provide 

the coordination. Some suggested that an outsider should be hired for the job, while 

others thought that an insider would be better. One company interviewee suggested 

that structures and activities aimed at community building, such as events, could be 

organized by any actor, or in rotating turns.  

B.2: I think [the anchor] should hire a hostess or a host for the [case coworking 

cluster]. - - a coordinator,  who would also have a sufficient 

understanding of businesses and adequate knowledge about the 

industry so that they could then speed up the activity, maybe attract new 

members and establish relationships between the various actors. To give 

hints who should maybe collaborate. 

A.2: But, I hope the leadership would be found inside the project, someone 

with a clear interest and legitimacy from the gang. So that ‘we take the 
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leader role and we aim to show the direction, but on the team’s terms’. - - So I 

don’t think it [the leader] is supposed to be any of the city or anchor 

actors. 

C.2: They could for example pay some small fee to one of the actors to 

coordinate events. Or we could take turns.  

Additionally, more democratic models were suggested by some interviewees.  

C.2: - - a management team should be formed so that it consists of actors 

who are thinking about how these activities can be developed, and so 

that it’s not the big actors anymore. However, I'd like them also to be 

included but it’s just that the actors [in the case coworking cluster] should be 

included in the design work. 

A.3: I would see that there is not necessarily one person. . . . It is not likely to be a 

single actor who will take ideas forward, but maybe some kind of 

management team or such, which consists of the people who have a vision 

in which direction the development should go. 

8.3.4 Anchor’s contradictory role 

As was discussed in subchapter 8.2 regarding the roles in the ecosystem, it was 

viewed that especially in the beginning phase the cluster needs bold initiatives and 

close involvement of an actor who is able and willing to bear the risk of failure and 

provide financing. Such major actor was earlier referred to as the ‘anchor’ 

organization for the cluster. The interviewees from group A (the anchor company of 

the case cluster) saw their organization’s role as a driver for the whole sector. 

A.2: We feel that it’s our task to seek the answers. In our minds, this [establishing 

the case cluster] is a new form of public service. - - We are ready to become 

an actor who does not always make everything ourselves but also buy 

services. And I hope this gives opportunities and courage for some talents to 

develop when they realize that there will be business opportunities. 

A.3: Of course, [the anchor] is like a certain type of driver, and effects the 

beginning phase. - - [The anchor] has public service obligations to make 

the whole sector better. 
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A.1: All connections, of course, do not have to go through [the anchor], but what I 

tried to say is just that as a large actor we have a big responsibility. - - It’s 

already a valuable achievement if we are able to bring good people together. 

At the same time, however, the interviewees from the anchor company argued that 

the resources of the cluster activities should not be dependent solely on public 

funding or the anchor company in the long run. On the contrary, the cluster and its 

coordination should eventually be self-supporting.  

A.3: It does not mean that the place for joint action is only financed by some 

development project money, but there must be a way make profits from 

the activity. To have the means to make real outcomes that directly 

benefit the community and the companies involved in the operation. 

A.2: The fear is that it just becomes some kind of network of subcontractors 

who just come to pick up the low hanging fruit, the easy cash flows. And 

take their achievements elsewhere. Then it wouldn’t make them develop 

themselves at all but just think short-term benefit. And then it is not 

constructive at all.  Then it’s just another form of business support and that 

type of assistance is bad because I think it lasts exactly as long as there is 

enough money, but it does not develop anything further. 

The anchor company has recognized the risk that misleading comprehension of its 

role in the network may lead to some startups joining the cluster with false 

expectations. 

A.3: There are these false expectations around about what a big player like this 

is able to provide for the [cluster] community. - - Many people think that 

[the anchor company] is going to save the day. But it can’t be like that 

because if the industry is broken, then it needs to get fixed, regardless of 

whether there is Finnish public service or not. 

A.1: This cannot be based on someone just coming to collect your money and then 

fleeing with the money to home. Somehow, we need to build it a win-win 

and once again win situation, right? 

The issues about funding are particularly prominent in the case cluster due to the 

industry background. At the moment, the creative sector in Finland is highly 

characterized by and dependent on public funding. The challenge often stems from 
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the fact that the financial scheme of creative economy significantly differs from that 

of for example the manufacturing industry.  

A.3: If you think about how easy it is to get funding to a machine to manufacture 

some physical product which already has a buyer ready. - - And if you 

consider again that you go to do some content work, which also requires 

some kind of investment or funding and effort, then you won’t find it that 

easily because these methods of financing are very different. 

Therefore, the need for the case coworking cluster to be able to exist on its own was 

articulated clearly. It was even suggested that the involvement of the public service 

actor in a cluster gives rise to the risk of ‘artificial resuscitation’. According to the 

interviews, the cluster should not be dependent on the anchor company, even if the 

anchor is acting as an engine for the collaborative activities. 

A.1: I think it slips easily into artificial resuscitation if there are cities and 

municipalities involved. 

However, one interviewee from the group B mentioned that the right collaboration 

models between the different sized actors could be the key to healthy development 

of the whole field.  

B.1: Larger companies should learn how to collaborate fluently with startups 

and growing businesses, so that they could enable new business for the 

start-up companies, but not in the sense of business support. 

8.3.5 Organic nature of community 

For some interviewees, an iterative process of developing the operating model of the 

cluster was the most promising option. The interviewees B.1 and B.2 argued that the 

creative cluster needs to focus on creating a culture of rapid experimentation and 

hands-on work. It is not worth to plan the operating models too far, but rather 

iterate with fast experimentation. Especially a few actors felt that the models and 

approaches would be figured out along the way if there just was enough action.  

B.1: Perhaps my most important message is that we need a lot of activity, and 

the model will emerge from there later.- - But first we need to do things 

and see what works, what doesn’t.- - Agree on rules and start with some 

smaller issue, finish that, and then develop little by little. 
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B.2: I think it is something that should just be tried, and look for the ideal 

models. I think there should be enough of those experiments, and a 

sufficiently wide range, and from there would workable solutions filter out. 

It was also pointed out that the best solutions may be specific to the location and 

thus the ideal operational principles and models must be searched through trial and 

error. 

B.2:  And what works in [a city] may not work in [another city]. And some 

other places may require quite different things. Also the strengths and 

practices, they can be very local. But it is supposed to give the community 

freedom to develop organically into what the community itself wants. 

A.3: It [the cluster community] needs many bold initiatives starting 

simultaneously and fast, so that they also get successes and failures soon. 

C.1: It should be a kind of platform where people can come to build and 

make their own thing. So that it’s not too much defined what you will have 

to do here. - - but that it would give you the opportunity and space to start 

and experiment. 

In the following Part IV, the interview data is analyzed further in order to answer 

the research questions set for the study.  

  



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

IV DISCUSSION 

Analysis of the interviews revealed a process model  

where a shared place enables the self-reinforcing cycle  

between community and its coordination. 
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This Part IV combines the findings from both the theoretical literature and the 

empirical data into the final conclusions of this study (Chapter 9). Furthermore, this 

part presents the evaluation of the study (Chapter 10). Thereafter, the theoretical 

and practical implications of the study, as well as the potential topics and directions 

for future research are discussed (Chapter 11).  

9 CONCLUSIONS 

This chapter contrasts the findings from the literature review to the empirical 

findings of this study in order to provide the final conclusions on the optimal 

conditions for inter-organizational business collaboration in coworking clusters.  

9.1 Answers to research questions  

The perspectives of the interviewed actors are contrasted to the theoretical 

framework presented earlier in Chapter 5 to examine the perceived roles of the 

three factors identified from the literature: the Place, Community and Coordination. 

Thus, the findings aim to explain how each factor affects the conditions for inter-

organizational business collaboration in coworking clusters, and what kind of 

linkages between the factors could be found in the data.  

Although the interviewees were chosen to represent three quite different actor 

groups (the anchor company, the supporting parties and the resident companies) 

from the emerging ecosystem, the most prominent identified contradictions in views 

could not be explained by the interviewees’ background. Some mild differences were 

noticeable in the extent to which each actor addressed the themes discussed. 

However, the interviewed actors had surprisingly often compatible and even 

uniform perspectives on the roles of the place, community and coordination. 

RQ1: What factors support collaboration among co-located actors?  

It seems that the interviewed actors perceived all three theoretical factors to be 

highly relevant, although these had clearly different roles in supporting the 

emergence of collaboration in the cluster. These roles are explained and 

summarized in more detail in the following paragraphs.  
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Physical place provides a platform for encounters and interaction 

The literature and findings indicated slightly different views on the role of a shared 

physical place. In the academic literature, the necessity of geographical proximity 

seems much debated. Although the literature review recognized the role of all the 

three factors in the emergence of collaboration, it also suggested that geographical 

proximity may not be neither necessary nor sufficient a condition for interactive 

learning and collaboration (e.g. Boschma 2005). Furthermore, it was suggested in 

the literature that temporary co-location may provide adequate means for achieving 

the same benefits as permanent co-location (Knoben and Oerlemans 2006, Maskell 

et al. 2006).  

While the interviewees of this study agreed that mere co-location does not provide 

sufficient means for the emergence of business collaboration among the actors, they 

saw that the existence of the shared place was crucial to collaboration. All 

discussions with the interviewees about the physical cluster highlighted that there is 

a genuine rationale for a shared geographical location. Thus, the empirical data of 

this study indicates that the enabling role of the place may actually be a necessary 

condition for the collaboration, at least in this context. According to the data, 

therefore, the coworking cluster should provide adequate basis in respect to all of 

the three factors. 

The interview data suggested that the characteristics of the physical place are 

strongly linked to both the social and the operational capabilities of the case cluster. 

In the case cluster, co-location seems to support the practicality of collaboration, 

allowing for more efficient communication. Close geographical proximity may also 

support the formation of a collective party which outsiders could more easily 

contact, and thus create better conditions for new projects. In the literature, the link 

between the physical and the social perspectives was especially prominent in the 

potential of the physical settings to afford social behavior, such as encounters and 

informal interaction (Fayard and Weeks 2007). The interviewees, however, viewed 

that the place serves also as a driver for joining the coworking cluster. In fact, the 

physical place of the case cluster seems to present an attractive driver and an easy-

to-approach concrete way for small-sized companies to join the network of actors. 

This finding adds a valuable perspective to the theory of affordances in this context.  
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Despite the benefits from shared place, it became clear in the interviews that the 

physical factor has only limited potential in promoting the emergence of 

collaboration in the cluster. Although a shared place was seen necessary because it 

enables the community to interact efficiently, the place was not viewed as sufficient 

condition because successful collaboration also requires the right actors and the 

right coordination in the cluster. The findings thus showcased the insufficiency of a 

mere place, a view that was prominent also in the literature (e.g. Boschma 2005, 

Cohendet and Simon 2007, Suire and Vicente 2009, Suire 2013, Parrino 2013). 

Therefore, it can be argued that the physical factor acts more as an enabler for both 

the community of the cluster and its coordination. With these limitations in mind, it 

may be concluded that suitable physical conditions have an important role in 

supporting the collaboration in a coworking cluster, but something more is needed 

for knowledge sharing and new business collaboration to emerge. 

Community needs to be balanced for collaboration 

The composition of the cluster community was much emphasized in the existing 

literature (Nonaka and Takeuchi 1995, Jacobs 1961, Porter 1990, Porter 2008, Suire 

2013, Cohendet et al. 2014, Bathelt and Cohendet 2014). Similarly, also the 

interviewees directed special attention to what kind of companies should be allowed 

in or invited to the case cluster. In the interviews, the question about diversity but 

also compatibility of actors was highly relevant for the emergence of collaboration 

in the cluster community, as was argued also in the literature (Nooteboom 1999, 

Suire and Vicente 2009, Suire 2013). The data supports the view that the 

composition of the community may directly make the conditions more favorable for 

collaboration. This is because the complementary capabilities present in the 

community play an important role in the actors becoming non-strangers to each 

other. Therefore, reaching a healthy balance in the capabilities and goals of the 

actors seems to be crucial to the ecosystem.  

In the interviews, it was viewed that having actors from different ecosystem roles 

would be beneficial to the community. In particular, the interaction between the 

smaller actors of the coworking cluster and the larger actors in the surrounding 

ecosystem was considered most crucial by the interviewees. This finding can be 

seen to somewhat support the view presented by Cohendet et al. (2010, 2014) that 

interaction between the informal underground and formal upperground is crucial 
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for creative clusters. The potential ecosystem actors discussed in the interviews are 

summarized in Table 9. 

Table 9. Ecosystem roles according to the interviews. 

Complementary ecosystem actors  

Anchor and other larger 

companies 

Provide resources and carry financial risks 

especially in the beginning 

Startups and other small 

businesses  

Introduce new ideas and practices, challenge 

the existing ways of doing things, prevent 

stagnation, drive change 

Educational institutions Cultivate talent and skills  

Associations Increase approachability and lower the 

threshold of entry 

Interestingly, the interviewees did not discuss the requirements for the larger 

organizations of the network as much as the smaller ones, although some limitations 

were pointed out. This raises a question about whether it is implicitly assumed by 

the network that the upperground parties are a given or somehow fixed and the rest 

of the new ecosystem must adjust to them. Thus, the presence of one large anchor 

organization as a driver for the cluster would have a profound effect on what the 

ecosystem will be like, and perhaps also which collaboration approach the cluster 

adopts (Capdevila 2014, Himmelman 1996). Naturally, the resources provided by 

larger actors can be seen so essential to the survival of the cluster in its early phases 

that it leaves little room to negotiation. However, if the larger companies are able to 

receive external talent and influence, they can benefit as much from the atmosphere, 

get new ideas and perhaps learn better practices. Thus, they too may depend on the 

complementary actors. 

The obvious consequence of diverse actors being present is that the community 

must be able to digest the diverse needs and practices of a large number of 

independent actors. Simultaneously, the interviewees viewed that the community 

still needs to have shared goals, customers and a common purpose or intent. It can 

be viewed that the case cluster has not yet addressed all the issues of the problem-

setting phase required for the collaboration process to begin (Gray 1996).  

The role of trust in collaboration was emphasized in the interviews, which may be 

due to the early stage of development in the case cluster, the lack of existing 

relationships as well as the fear of competition typical to the creative industry. The 
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interviewees thought that the balance in diversity, along with necessary 

transparency, is particularly important for trust to emerge in the community. 

However, all companies are not sufficiently accustomed to open culture. The 

literature review explained how creative and novel solutions often emerge from 

collective thinking within communities (e.g. Capdevila 2013b, Bathelt and Cohendet 

2014). This is not possible if the actors are not open to knowledge sharing and 

collaboration. According to the interviews, trust seems to have a twofold role in 

inter-organizational collaboration: mutual trust seems to be both a prerequisite for 

relationships and the collaboration associated with them, as well as the end product 

of the collaboration and the relationships. What is more, trust must be seen as 

economically worthwhile in order for the collaboration to be possible. An 

interconnected community with actors who perceive collaboration as a source of 

common benefit was viewed to contribute to the collaboration within the cluster, 

and thereby create opportunities for new business. 

Another interesting contradiction between the reviewed literature and the findings 

could be found regarding the attitude to competition. The reviewed literature 

proposed that competition within the cluster is a driver for success (e.g. Porter 

1990, Porter 2008). However, the interviewed case cluster actors saw trust so 

prominent an issue, that many of them anticipated that fear of competitors could 

hinder collaboration. Thus, the composition of the community members and their 

capability to collaborate appeared as a more important perspective to the success of 

coworking clusters. This cautious perspective of the interviewees seems to be 

fostered by the characteristics and tradition of the case industry. 

Coordination facilitates business collaboration 

The importance of facilitative coordination was prominent in the literature 

(Huxham 1996, Himmelman 1996, Parrino 2013). Consistently, the need for 

coordination was articulated in every interview at least on some level. It was evident 

in the interviews that coordination is needed to generate more formal interaction 

that may lead to business collaboration among the actors. Activities and structures 

managed by an organizing party were seen to provide an important source of 

interaction among the independent actors who come to the coworking space often 

as strangers to everybody else. However, it was strongly argued that the cluster 

must eventually be able to support itself financially. Therefore, the activities and 
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enabling structures should be designed to direct the community into profitable 

operational models.  

The interviewees discussed what kind of coordination is needed in the cluster and 

how these activities and structures should be managed. It could be concluded from 

the interviews that collaboration, particularly in the Finnish creative industry, does 

not happen on its own. Instead, someone must lead the business collaboration and 

create the rules; otherwise, the collaboration may be too inefficient especially for the 

smaller actors to participate in. This can be viewed as an indicator of the importance 

of institutional support in emerging coworking clusters (Knack and Keefer 1997, 

Boschma 2005, Bathelt and Cohendet 2014).  

However, the interviews also indicated that the ideal leadership or management 

model for coordination in the coworking cluster is still an open question. It was 

evident in the interviews that some kind of coordinator or operator is needed to 

either just enable or also to plan and execute the community related coordination 

that supports the business collaboration. The practical implementation, however, is 

not fully solved yet. One prominent suggestion was that a manager would give the 

necessary tools and offer coaching, but the actors themselves could define together 

what to do and how to work. Such hope for facilitative and enabling coordination is 

consistent with the theory that community building cannot be too strictly controlled, 

but requires room for organic development (Wenger 1999, Brown and Duguid 2000, 

von Krogh et al. 2000).  

The interviewees also talked about which actor(s) would best fill the role of 

coordinating the facilitative activities and structures aimed at building connections 

between the cluster actors. Although the need for a community operator was 

evident, there was no clear consensus about who should lead the community 

development inside the cluster or how. Some interviewees thought that the 

facilitator should come from inside the group, or an executive team to be formed 

from the members. Others saw more potential from an outsider filling the role. In 

the literature on coworking clusters, the (potential) facilitator or coordinator was 

usually assumed to be the manager or the owner of the space (Parrino 2013, 

Capdevila 2014). However, previous studies have not addressed the effects of 

different actors as facilitators in this context.  
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In the interviews, the discussion about organizing business collaboration 

overlapped with the coordination and management of shared day-to-day activities 

and structures aimed at supporting the formation of the community. This may 

indicate that the fundamental operational logic and the roles of the key actors are 

still rather unclear to the actors. On the other hand, it may also mean that the 

interviewees found these roles highly interdependent. In the findings, these two 

interrelated themes were discussed separately from the perspective of how the 

coordination might support the emergence of business collaboration in the cluster. 

Existing theory, however, has not yet provided a distinction for this issue.  

There was also some ambiguity noticeable in the interviews especially over the roles 

and responsibilities of the key actors. In the interviews, the role of the anchor 

organization seems to be intrinsically contradictory. While the case cluster anchor 

recognizes its public duty to support the creative sector by keeping the ‘engine‘ of 

the cluster running, it must simultaneously drive the network towards a more self-

sustainable direction. Interviewees from the anchor organization expressed some 

worry about using their resources to sustain other actors in the cluster in an 

unproductive way, which would not develop the whole industry further. There is a 

risk that this twofold role may make the expectations towards the anchor company a 

bit fuzzy and thus hamper the emergence of desired collaboration in the coworking 

cluster. Considering the multi-sector nature of the case cluster, the cluster would 

benefit from defining the roles of the actors more specifically, as was suggested by 

Himmelman (1996). 

Furhermore, the lack of a common goal was visible among the case actors. This 

indicates that coordination is essential for creating a shared understanding of the 

concrete benefits that inter-organizational collaboration may bring and direct the 

community members’ attention to collaborative practices. This is one of the issues 

Gray (1996) sees that must be resolved in the problem setting phase of 

collaboration processes. In addition, as inter-organizational collaboration also 

brings new challenges, the unresolved challenges of collaboration suggest that there 

is a real need for support and facilitation also in the future. For example, the 

interviewees viewed that mismatches in operational models of actors, especially 

between small and large actors, present a difficult challenge.  

The main perspectives to the role of each framework factor are summarized in 

Table 10. 
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Table 10. Key findings related to each factor and their sub-themes. 

Place Community Coordination 

 brings actors together 

(draws in especially the 

small actors) 

 positively impacts the 

whole industry 

 increases and 

improves interaction 

(encounters, getting 

familiar, quality of 

communication, 

availability of partners 

nearby, emergence of 

trust) 

 is an insufficient 

condition for 

collaboration, even if it 

were perfect 

 requires diversity 

among the actors  

 gets benefits from 

complementary 

ecosystem roles 

(anchors, larger 

organizations, small 

businesses, educational 

institutions, 

associations) 

 enables collaboration 

only among compatible 

actors  

 cannot function if 

actors do not view 

collaboration as 

mutually beneficial 

 must cultivate trust 

and transparency for 

collaborative 

relationships to 

develop (critical factor 

especially in the creative 

industries) 

 is needed to 

complement emergent 

informal interaction  

 is important for the 

internal decision 

making in the 

community 

 should help 

experimenting how the 

collaboration works 

 relies on larger actors’ 

resources in the 

beginning, but must 

pursue for self-

sustainability 

 may support business 

collaboration by 

providing facilitative 

leadership 

RQ2: How are the identified factors related? 

It was evident from the interviews that regarding the case cluster and its current 

stage of development, the three framework factors were interdependent in the 

sense that the characteristics of one major condition factor influence the other 

factors. However, the nature of these connections between the factors was not 

linear, and thus a more in-depth analysis is provided on the linkages.  

Many benefits stemming from the shared physical place were viewed as crucial for 

the inter-organizational collaboration in the cluster. The interviewees viewed that 

by gathering together dispersed actors, the place can create a community with 

diversely skilled actors. Furthermore, the co-location in a place was viewed as a 

driver for creative atmosphere, the emergence of a sense of community and the 

depth and intensity of collaboration. Through increased interaction, the place can 
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also generate trust. Regardless of the significance of co-location, however, 

geographical proximity was not seen as a panacea – though a powerful enabler – for 

successful collaboration, as was articulated also in the literature (Porter 1990, 

Boschma 2005, Evans 2009, Suire 2013, Cohendet et al. 2014). This was also 

highlighted in that at the time of the interviews, some thought that the benefits 

offered by the physical settings in the case cluster were not a sufficient reason to 

stay in the cluster. This finding is consistent with what coworkers from all over the 

world seem to think: the place alone is not enough (Foertsch 2010). 

The interviewees viewed that the cluster should create favorable conditions for the 

interaction on two levels: by offering opportunities for 1) incidental informal 

encounters due to the geographical proximity and the affordances of the space and 

the environment, and 2) facilitated interaction through enabling interaction 

structures or organized events and projects. In the interviews, the facilitated 

encounters were seen to complement the emergent casual interaction which, 

according to the theoretical review, originates from the physical proximity 

(Boschma 2005, Knoben and Oerlemans 2006) and spatial affordances (Fayard and 

Weeks 2007) in the cluster. Both emergent and facilitated interaction are needed to 

build the community and to create new business collaboration. Therefore, the 

combination of self-generated and organized encounters between the actors was 

viewed as beneficial by the case actors.  

The shared activities and structures can be used to build common understanding, 

practices and confidence among the community members, and help resolve similar 

challenges of collaboration as were described by Gray (1996). The findings 

showcase that by providing concrete ways to experiment on the collaboration and 

accumulate trust, the coordination in the cluster can also build and strengthen the 

relationships among the community. Thus, coordination structures and activities 

can activate the community in the cluster through different kinds of interaction 

platforms, events, projects and by providing institutional support for the 

collaboration. It could be concluded from both the literature and the empirical 

findings that coworking communities need an enabling and facilitating approach 

that does not compromise the freedom and independence of the actors (Foertsch 

2010, Capdevila 2013a, Stiefel and Rief 2014). However, the data added the notion 

that building new business collaboration among the actors requires more 

determination and support. 
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The connection between coordination and the building of trust is clear in the data. 

As trust was viewed to emerge from shared concrete activities, then the 

coordination provided by the cluster environment can be the means to facilitate the 

emergence of trust among the community. By providing concrete ways to 

experiment on the collaboration, the coordination in the cluster can create a 

virtuous cycle of trust among the actors, thus building and strengthening the 

community. For instance, facilitated opportunities for shared business projects can 

be used to build common practices, confidence and trust in other actors. In addition, 

getting familiar with the other actors in person through facilitated encounters would 

help understand what others can offer and what they want. This could significantly 

lower the threshold of starting to do business together.  

According to the interviews, the existing coordination in the case cluster seems not 

to support the forming of relationships and trust sufficiently. For instance, the 

challenges of providing a sense of equality between different ecosystem actors in the 

events indicate that the logic with which the case cluster supports interaction 

between the actors is still rather immature. Most interviewees agreed that the case 

coworking cluster needs more face-to-face interaction, including both incidental 

informal and facilitated formal encounters between the actors. However, the 

interviewees did not specify further what should be the desired strategic approach 

to collaboration that the future coordination could support (e.g. Himmelman 1996, 

Capdevila 2014). Based on the interviews, it can be argued that one important 

objective of coordination is to create favorable social designation (Fayard and 

Weeks 2007) for the cluster place. 

9.2 Refined framework  

The findings from the empirical study are used to supplement and refine the initial 

framework further. As a result of the analysis, the three primary factors remained 

content-wise roughly the same as was suggested in the theoretical synthesis. 

However, the interdependencies among the three factors were not well-defined in 

the literature and only dyadic linkages could be found. The empirical findings 

provided further insight to the relations between the factors perceived by the case 

cluster actors. Instead of the overlapping Venn-diagram model, the findings indicate 

that a process model is a more accurate way of describing the conditions that 

support collaboration in coworking clusters. Therefore, the refined framework is 
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used in explaining how the three factors interact to create the optimal conditions for 
inter-organizational collaboration. The main observations from the theory and the 
case are presented in a simplified form in the refined framework of Figure 7.  

Figure 7. The refined framework presenting the optimal conditions for inter-
organizational collaboration in early-stage coworking clusters as a part of a 
collaborative process model. 

According to both the literature and the empirical findings, the physical place acts as 
a platform for encounters and interaction, thus enabling collaboration to emerge in 
the coworking cluster. The enabling role of the place is presented in the refined 
framework in two respects: it is arranged as 1) a necessary step towards the optimal 
conditions for collaboration in the flow of events, and 2) a surrounding shape that 
provides background for the other two factors (Figure 7).     

In this thesis, social community has its basis on the people and their competences in 
the cluster. The emergence of a collaborative community is facilitated by co-location, 
which creates opportunities for the sharing of tacit knowledge and the development 
of trust through face-to-face interaction. Actors who do not have any shared activity 
are merely a group of actors. However, when the actors participate in mutual 
activities and have a common goal, they may develop into a community where 
knowledge and other resources flow creating benefits for the whole network, as was 
described by Porter (1990). The community provides context and resources (such 
as competences, knowledge and manpower) for the shared coordination between 
the actors. The community is thus presented in the refined framework as one of the 
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two interactive components in a cycle that generates the optimal conditions for 

collaboration in the cluster (Figure 7). 

Coordination consists of structures and activities which can facilitate and support 

the emergence of interaction and business collaboration in the cluster. Such 

coordination relies on the community to provide a pool of diverse, yet 

complementary and compatible actors. Some of the coordination activities may 

present direct business collaboration opportunities (e.g. projects and assignments), 

while others support the emergence of new business collaboration indirectly 

through facilitating constructive interaction and building connections in the 

community (e.g. workshops and events). A straightforward distinction, however, 

cannot be made between these two activity types, as both can support either goal. 

The coordination is presented in the refined framework as one of the two interactive 

components in a cycle that generates the optimal conditions for collaboration in the 

cluster (Figure 7). 

The optimal conditions that support collaboration in coworking clusters are 

presented in the refined framework as the self-reinforcing cycle between the 

coordination and the community factors (Figure 7). In this mutually supporting 

circular process, the community feeds resources to the shared coordination in the 

cluster, and also sets some internal boundaries for common action. In turn, the 

coordination among the cluster actors activates the actors and builds up and 

strengthens the relationships of the community. Together, this process can support 

the emergence of collaboration and lead to new business collaboration in the 

coworking cluster. The refined version of the framework aims to capture the idea 

that both emergent interaction (enabled by the shared place) and facilitated 

interaction (provided through the coordination) are essential in order to develop 

and maintain a strong community with relationships and trust, which in turn feeds 

the activity. Both the community and its shared facilitative coordination are needed 

to create genuine collaboration in the cluster. From this collaboration may then 

emerge new business. 
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10 EVALUATION 

This study has been conducted by using a literature review and an empirical case 

study. This chapter discusses the trustworthiness of this thesis by evaluating the 

credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability of the study. 

Furthermore, this chapter addresses the limitations of the study. 

The methodology applied in this research presents several advantages. The research 

was based on an exploratory study because it deals with an emergent phenomenon 

that lacks previous research which could adequately explain the theme (Eisenhardt 

1989). The case study provided a particularly appropriate means for theory building 

in this study, as case research does not rely on prior literature or previous empirical 

evidence (Eisenhardt 1989).    

10.1 Credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability  

The conventional positivist research paradigm uses validity, reliability and 

objectivity as criteria to evaluate the quality and trustworthiness of research 

(Lincoln and Guba 1985, Zhang and Wildemuth 2009, Saaranen-Kauppinen and 

Puusniekka 2009).  The qualitative content analysis is, however, interpretative in 

nature and differs from the positivist tradition in its research purposes, fundamental 

assumptions and inference processes (Bradley 1993). Therefore, the conventional 

criteria are often seen unsuitable for evaluating the research results of qualitative 

research (Bradley 1993, Saaranen-Kauppinen and Puusniekka 2009). Recognizing 

this gap, Lincoln and Guba (1985) propose four criteria for the evaluation of 

interpretive research work: credibility, transferability, dependability and 

confirmability. 

Credibility is described in terms of truthfulness and persuasiveness of the inferred 

causalities and relationships (Guba and Lincoln 1989). Bradley (1993) refers to 

credibility as the adequateness of representation of the social world construction 

under study. Credibility of the study is therefore justified by the credibility of 

interpretations, external validation of the inquiry, continuous revision of 

hypotheses, and referential adequacy (Lincoln and Guba 1985).  

This study has applied abductive reasoning to the research problem, which presents 

the advantage of analyzing the theoretical literature and the empirical data in an 
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iterative process in which they inform one another over the course of the research 

(Dubois and Gadde 2002). Credibility in mind, the data collection strategies were 

designed to provide adequate representations of the studied phenomena. The data 

was compiled by conducting thematic interviews with representatives of the key 

actors in the case hub. All interviews were voice recorded and transcribed. The 

thematic interview structure was tested, rehearsed and adjusted accordingly 

beforehand in order to improve the reliability of the data collection and ensure that 

key aspects of the studied phenomena could be covered. Observing and questioning 

were used to complement the case description for a prolonged period of time. 

Furthermore, a complimentary source for background information was a thorough 

review documentary evidence of the pilot case, such as reports and memos of 

meetings and discussions. The use of multiple sources of evidence was justified by 

the need to cover several aspects of the case and to form a holistic understanding of 

the case context (Yin 2009). 

As recommended by Lincoln and Guba (1985), the data was analyzed with peer 

debriefing during the analysis process to identify potential bias, clarify 

interpretations and expose working hypotheses to test. All the interviews were 

voice recorded and archived in their original form to allow for later review of the 

analysis and interpretations (Lincoln and Guba 1985). Also, the conclusions drawn 

during the different stages of analysis have been recorded and described in digital 

spreadsheets for the purposes of reviewing the credibility of interpretations. The 

processes of coding, analyzing and drawing conclusions from the data have been 

explained with the aim for transparent descriptions (Zhang and Wildemuth 2009) in 

Chapter 7.    

The analysis used as much of the available evidence as was possible within the time 

and space constraints of this study, and the interpretation procedure was designed 

to account for all the evidence. Rival explanations for the findings were examined 

and addressed (Yin 2009). During the content analysis, themes were allowed to 

emerge from the data in order to see if the proposed conceptual tentative 

framework could be validated or extended based on the interviews. 

Transferability refers to the extent to which the findings can be applied to other 

contexts (Lincoln and Guba 1985, Zhang and Wildemuth 2009). This study has 

aimed at providing thorough descriptions and documentation about the context, 

theory, methods, analysis process, decisions and results that are rich enough to 
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enable other researchers to make judgments about and assess the findings’ 

transferability to different settings or contexts (Lincoln and Guba 1985, Zhang and 

Wildemuth 2009). The limitations regarding the generalizability of the data are 

discussed in more detail in subchapter 10.2.  

Dependability can be described as the coherence of the internal process and the 

way the researcher accounts for changing conditions in the phenomena (Bradley 

1993). Thus, dependability addresses the consistency of the study with the aim of 

providing results of a trackable and inspectable process independent from the 

researcher’s identity (Guba and Lincoln 1989).   

During the writing of this thesis, I have been a member of the CECO research group 

and participated in the data collection from the beginning. Together with one 

colleague researcher, I carried out seven of the eight interviews, while one of the 

interviews was conducted by another research group member. The close 

involvement with the case studied in this thesis has provided the opportunity to 

absorb information directly during the research. However, this involvement may 

have also influenced the interpretations of the findings more strongly compared to 

an unrelated researcher. To address the risk of over-interpretation of the data, high 

neutrality has been pursued in the presentation of the evidence, its context and the 

choices made during the research. Both supporting and challenging data has been 

presented to allow the reader to draw independent conclusions about the validity of 

a particular interpretation (Yin 2009, Eisenhardt 1989). Also, the iterative analysis 

included multiple rounds of review of the empirical data, which helped establish the 

causal relationships between the data and the interpretations. Transparency was 

pursued in all documentation in order to enable validation and reflection of the 

interpretations in collaboration with other researchers.  

Moreover, the interviews were conducted in Finnish, and I translated them into 

English for the purposes of reporting in this thesis. It must be acknowledged that the 

translation is always associated with a certain ambiguity, and the interpretations of 

the translator affect the outcome. This risk was addressed by conducting the 

analysis process in the original language of the interviews and translating the 

selected quotes only after the analysis process was otherwise done. 

At the time of the data collection, the understanding of the three suggested factors 

(Place, Community, Coordination) of collaboration conditions was still immature. 
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The tentative framework was not presented to the interviewees, which allowed the 

researcher to more neutrally investigate what topics emerged from the 

conversations. Furthermore, this exclusion of the tentative framework provided 

more reliability to the study by not directing and limiting the focus of the research to 

those factors too early.  

Confirmability, the fourth criterion, addresses the extent to which the 

characteristics of the data, as posited by the researcher, can be confirmed and traced 

back to the data by others who review the research results (Bradley 1993, Lincoln 

and Guba 1985). Thus, confirmability regards the neutrality of the study in the sense 

that it is free of bias, values and prejudice (Guba and Lincoln 1989). Both 

confirmability and dependability can be established through audits of the research 

processes and findings (Lincoln and Guba 1985). First, quotes from the data are 

presented in Chapter 8 to support the empirical findings. Also, as was mentioned in 

the previous criteria, the original interview recordings and the detailed 

categorizations the data can be accessed for inspection and validation of the findings 

(Lincoln and Guba 1985).   

10.2 Limitations of the study  

The most apparent limitation of this study is related to the generalizability of the 

results.  Due to the qualitative research approach, the findings of this study are not 

generalizable to populations or universes, but rather to theoretical propositions (Yin 

2009). Thus, this study relies on analytic generalization (as opposed to statistical 

generalization) where the particular sets of results are generalizable to the broader 

theory (Yin 2009, p. 43).    

The focus of this single case study was on examining the conditions for collaboration 

in a specific case which represents the context, specific participants and motivations 

in question.  It can be argued that the combination of the three identified conditional 

factors may be unique to the situation. Although the interview discussions were not 

limited to the case cluster, this study lacks the broad data of other contexts that 

would enable to go further in interpreting the effects of the identified factors. 

Although there is no reason to expect that the suggested effects of place, community 

and coordination are not transposable beyond the context of this particular case 

coworking cluster, the data does not permit to make claims about this. Therefore, 
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future work is needed to substantiate the generalizability of the results and 

conclusions.  

Another limitation of the study is also the quality and amount of data available. The 

case coworking cluster was in its very beginnings. Therefore, the interviews 

revealed the opinions and hopes that the interviewees had for the future of the 

cluster, and less often actual experiences in the case cluster. Due to the early phase 

of development, the case coworking cluster had only limited number of stakeholders 

present. This limitation was particularly visible in the number of company actors 

available for interviews. Thus, numerical analysis of the data was not suitable 

method due to the limited amount of interviews. Also, there was no opportunity to 

investigate possible national cultural differences in the views of the respondents 

because the case cluster is at the moment a national pilot. Further, the data was 

collected from phone interviews and the analysis was therefore limited to the verbal 

communication, excluding the role of nonverbal communication. The absence of 

supportive visual material may limit the understanding of the actors’ perspectives 

or feelings (Mason 2002). Also, the defining of the research subject may have left 

other important aspects unstudied.   
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11 IMPLICATIONS 

This chapter describes the most important implications of this study. Based on the 

results of the study, practical and theoretical implications are proposed, along with 

areas for future research. 

11.1 Practical implications  

The practical objective of this thesis was to increase knowledge on how the business 

collaboration among co-located actors can be initiated and later on supported. This 

study presents perspectives that may help case-related and other decision makers 

to support effective organization and facilitation of creative collaboration in existing 

and future coworking clusters. Different actors can benefit from this study, such as 

public service decision makers trying to boost the economic performance of local or 

national actors, as well as larger companies and operators planning to build or 

manage co-located communities of actors in their ecosystems. Several managerial 

implications to the case cluster can be established based on this thesis. Suggestions 

for the future development of the case cluster are presented in Table 11.  

Table 11. Suggestions for the future development directions in the case cluster. 

Factor Suggested future development direction 

Place Improve the physical settings to afford more casual informal 

interaction.  

Community Concentrate on gathering complementary capabilities to the 

cluster and building both strong and weak relationships among 

the ecosystem actors.  

Coordination Provide rich channels for interaction and communication 

among all the actors. Design the facilitative structures and 

community activities according to the collaborative strategy of 

the cluster. Pursue to resolve especially the following issues of 

the problem-setting phase of collaboration: 

 Identification of stakeholders 

 Commitment to collaborate 

 Characteristics of the leader 

 Identification of resources 

Earlier research has not offered a visual model of coworking clusters. This study 

provides a conceptual visualization of an early-stage coworking cluster. The 
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framework for collaboration conditions in coworking clusters, illustrated earlier in 

Figure 7, provides a general view of the primary factors that influence collaborative 

business efforts among co-located actors. It may be used as a tool for planning and 

articulating the focus areas that must be addressed especially in the early stages of 

coworking clusters. Furthermore, it may be utilized in profiling and analyzing 

existing collaborative clusters as well.The results of this thesis also provide general 

guidelines for supporting the early phases of localized collaboration ecosystems.  

 Shared place is not enough to generate collaboration, but can be used to 

attract businesses to join. During the writing of this thesis the pilot cluster 

project was still at a very immature stage. The role of the shared place was 

emphasized in the emerging case cluster in the sense that at that moment, the 

place was practically the sole connector of the actors present in the cluster. As 

there was currently no other significant connecting factor, such as a common 

goal, relationships or a sense of community, it was evident from the interviews 

that the case coworking space and the planned ecosystem did not yet meet the 

needs of the actors. Thus, the case cluster has not been able to attract all the 

necessary businesses to join the community. It must be, however, noted that the 

office space and facilities presented a significant driver for small companies and 

entrepreneurs to join. It would be advisable to take advantage of this fact in order 

to draw a balanced group of actors together by offering the shared space, and 

then facilitate the interaction of the complementary competencies in that space. 

 

 The community must be allowed to evolve organically, but a healthy 

composition of actors should be supported. The composition and 

compatibility of actors must be taken into consideration when rich potential for 

knowledge transfer and co-creation is pursued. Each actor’s motives for joining 

the cluster have significant effects on the relationships, trust and attitude to 

collaboration that result in the community. The case indicated that although 

competitive atmosphere might boost the performance of all actors, too much 

competition among the community would be detrimental to all interaction. 

Despite the need to create a well-balanced composition of actors and capabilities 

in the cluster, it was evident that the development of the community should, 

however be more enabled than controlled. In the case cluster, the interviewed 

actors agreed that facilitative leadership and management approaches would be 

more suitable than too strict or authoritarian models. 
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 The cluster needs to promote interaction among the actors in order to 

create a vibrant collaborative community. Co-location is not enough for inter-

organizational business collaboration to emerge among actors. Even a perfect 

mix of complementary capabilities in the community may not lead into business 

collaboration on its own. In the case cluster, both casual and more formal 

business-related interaction would be needed to build the required level of trust 

and familiarity between the actors. The actors found that new shared business 

could only be built upon mutual trust. The lack of trust to potential business 

partners was emphasized in the case partly due to the creative industry context 

which sets limitations to how naturally trust emerges among the actors. The 

cluster management may be able to resolve cluster-specific issues that hamper 

collaboration by designing activities and structures to target the relevant 

matters. In this case, coordination could help to build common understanding on 

the benefits of inter-organizational collaboration and facilitate trust-based 

relationships in the community.     

11.2 Theoretical implications and future research 

Despite the growing numbers of coworking configurations around the world, there 

is lack of research on the intentional creation and facilitation of collaboration in co-

located communities. This thesis contributes to the existing literature by presenting 

a broad investigation of the conditions that support and hamper inter-

organizational learning and collaboration in coworking settings. As a result, findings 

of other studies may become more comparable with the help of the proposed 

conceptual framework presented in this thesis. Thus, the thesis allows more 

accumulated knowledge development.  

The theoretical objective of this thesis was to deepen the understanding about the 

factors that affect the inter-organizational business collaboration among co-located 

actors. For these purposes, this study identified and described three relevant factors 

(Place, Community, and Coordination) that integrate knowledge from a variety of 

fields related to the organizational sciences. The three factors have not been used 

before to describe local collaborative agglomerations. Hence, this thesis provides a 

novel perspective to the explanatory factors that influence the emergence, amount 

and quality of inter-organizational business collaboration in coworking clusters. As 
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a result, this thesis adds to the existing research on clusters (e.g. Porter 1990, 

Maskell and Kebir 2006, Porter 2008, Suire 2013) at a micro scale, and more 

particularly, to co-located coworking settings (e.g. Spinuzzi 2012, Capdevila 2013-

2014, Parrino 2013).   

The abductive approach allowed the research to go back and forth between the 

theory and data in order to accumulate the understanding of the studied 

phenomenon. During the process, a tentative framework was formulated based on 

the literature, and later it was refined according to the empirical findings. The most 

important findings were summarized in the refined framework (Figure 7) which 

depicts a collaborative process model that may lead to new shared business in the 

cluster. As the dynamics of physical, social and coordinational aspects have not been 

previously studied in enabling business collaboration in coworking cluster settings, 

no detailed knowledge has been available about how the conditions contribute to 

the collaboration in early-stage coworking cluster settings. The suggested 

framework seems to explain the relations between the identified framework factors 

further in this context. These theoretical implications, along with suggestions for 

future research directions, are explained in more detail in the following paragraphs. 

The role of physical co-location was one of the key themes in this study. The role and 

relevance of geographical proximity is a vastly debated theme in the field (e.g. 

Boschma 2005, Evans 2009, Suire 2013, Cohendet et al. 2014). This study supports 

the view that physical place is an important enabler of diverse benefits related to 

improved interaction (Nooteboom 1999, Storper and Venables 2004, Boschma 

2005, Knoben and Oerlemans 2006, Fayard and Weeks 2007) and the combination 

of complementarities (Porter 1990, Suire 2013, Capdevila 2013a). What is more, this 

study suggests that the place may also represent a powerful driver for small-sized 

actors to join a coworking cluster and a necessary step towards collaboration in 

early-stage coworking clusters.  

In the context of this study, the place appeared as a crucial factor in the 

collaboration conditions. However, as modern ICT offer even more advanced 

solutions to the interaction between dispersed participants, new insights may 

become relevant in the years to come. Already now we are seeing everyday 

examples where the physical presence can be supplemented by technology. So, what 

would be the implications for coworking clusters, if the environment was not 

physical but virtual? Would the same principles presented in this study still apply? 
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More research would be needed to understand if face-to-face encounters could be 

replaced by virtual or ICT-supported interaction modes, and how these mechanisms 

would affect the results of the business collaboration. It can be at least speculated 

that sharing tacit knowledge and building trust could be more challenging, and the 

community could thus not be as open to everyone. Therefore, a potentially 

interesting direction for future research would be to understand the applicability of 

the findings to collaborative clusters on entirely virtual or only temporarily co-

located communities where the concepts, such as cognitive, social and institutional 

proximities still have a clear meaning but would perhaps operationalize in very 

different ways. 

Similarly to several earlier studies (e.g. Nonaka and Takeuchi 1995, Nooteboom 

1999, Suire and Vicente 2009, Suire 2013, Cohedet et al. 2014), this thesis suggests 

that the role of diversity is essential to the inter-organizational business 

collaboration. The role of complementary diversity was emphazised especially in 

enabling knowledge sharing and the development of trust between the actors. Thus, 

this thesis further validates the existing research on trust in inter-organizational 

interactions (e.g. Uzzi 1997, Nooteboom 1999, Suire and Vicente 2009). However, 

this thesis also deepens the understanding that beneficial diversity may stems from 

the complementary ecosystems roles of cluster actors, such as the larger and smaller 

businesses, educational institutions and associations. These findings from the 

empirical study are closely connected to the upperground-middleground-

underground model suggested by Cohendet et al. (2010, 2014) and Grandadam et al. 

(2013) and seem to support such ecosystem perspective.    

The importance of facilitating collaboration has been stressed earlier for instance by 

Huxham (1996). The need for coordination was visible also in the case cluster of this 

study. However, this study was able to combine existing knowledge to provide a 

more systematic perspective to the requirements of coordination, and how the 

facilitative activities and structures must be aligned to the desired collaboration 

strategy (Gray 1996, Himmelman 1996, Parrino 2013, Capdevila 2014). However, 

future research could address what would be the role of coordination if the cluster 

was not business-oriented? And also, would it affect the need for coordination if 

there were no anchor organizations in the cluster? 

This study revealed a strong connection between the aspects of community and 

coordination in an early-stage cluster. The findings show that the optimal conditions 
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for collaboration stem from the self-reinforcing cycle where balanced community 

provides the necessary resources for facilitative coordination, which in turn 

activates and strengthens the community. Thus, this study stresses that it is 

impossible to attribute the optimal conditions for inter-organizational collaboration 

to any single factor or incident in the cluster, but as the influence of many factors 

and their interaction. Further studies on the role of individual factors should aim to 

take into account the interactions between factors, such as the three framework 

factors presented in this thesis, in order to ensure that not only one type of factor is 

studied. The three main factors distinguished in this thesis and their suggested 

interdependencies may provide a starting point for such research, and thus decrease 

future ambiguity on the conditions affecting inter-organizational collaboration in 

coworking settings.  In the future, more focused interviews to test the framework 

and understand better what the different factors include would be ideal. 

Considering that this study was conducted in the early beginnings of a coworking 

cluster, another area for further work could be the birth mechanisms of coworking 

clusters. What is the main driver for a coworking cluster? Is it one of the three 

factors, or some other? More specifically, the coworking space could be built on an 

existing place, a lively community or shared activities, instead of an anchor 

organization. Several scenarios of the initial drivers for coworking clusters are 

presented. First, extra space could be utilized by setting up rentable work stations 

which may develop into collaborative coworking clusters.  Although the initial aim 

might be solely to generate new income, these collective places could turn into 

something more. Second, another source of coworking clusters may be public 

funding programs, which aim at common good by supporting the entrepreneurship 

on the area. Third, educational institutions, such as universities may decide to 

provide learning opportunities for students by creating a coworking cluster.  Fourth, 

larger companies may want to establish links to the creative underground or 

generate synergies on their field and ecosystem. Fifth, also volunteers could set up a 

coworking space in order to do common good around some specific theme.  Finally, 

individual professionals could establish their own coworking cluster for the benefits 

of shared costs, socializing, peer support and synergies. But how do they evolve to 

become successful, business co-creating clusters? In addition, the effects of the 

development phase of the cluster could also provide a fruitful area of investigation. 
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Despite the comprehensive review of perspectives related to coworking clusters, 

this study has only been able to scratch the surface of the topical issue of co-located 

settings aimed at serving as a shared platform for inter-organizational business 

collaboration. Further investigation of the conditions that afford various 

interactions would have both theoretical and practical benefits. Especially, 

understanding the context-specific factors of the case would be favorable to the 

future attempts to building and supporting coworking clusters. Multiple cases with 

diverse contexts and methods should be examined in order to provide more 

generalizable and transferable results. In the case studied in this thesis, the effects of 

the industry were prominent for example in the perceived significance of trust and 

the fear of competition. Investigating how much the industry shapes the role of the 

conditions in the proposed framework would reveal if the same principles apply for 

other industries. In addition, the research theme of this thesis could be linked to the 

studies on how community size affects the development of trust and relationships 

with business intention. The perspectives of critical mass and, on the other hand, the 

personal quality of relationships could be considered. Additionally, the interaction 

and collaboration potential between different coworking clusters could also provide 

a fruitful area of research. 

In conclusion, this thesis has distinct theoretical implications for research on 

coworking clusters. The case cluster studied in this thesis provided a vantage point 

to the emergence and early development of a coworking cluster. Hence, this study 

was able to add new insights to the current understanding of creating favorable 

conditions for inter-organizational business collaboration in co-located settings. 

Nevertheless, more case studies are needed to validate the findings of the thesis in 

other contexts and further deepen the understanding. The review of the previous 

research and the empirical study were used in developing sharper and more 

insightful questions about the topic for future research.  
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APPENDICES 

APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW THEMES AND SUPPORT QUESTIONS 

(translated from Finnish) 

The supporting sub-questions were used as guidance for the interviewer when the 

interviewee needed further help with discussing the main themes. 

INTRO 

 Permission to record the interview? 

 The interview is confidential. 

 The interview consists of two parts. The total reserved time is 1 hour.  

- Part I. Working in the workshop (‘From creative visions into practice’ 

held on Wed 21 of May). 

- Part II. Creative collaboration and actor concentrations. 

 Introductions:  

- Tell us about yourself. (Stakeholder group and background?) 

- In which city and group did you participate in the workshop? 

 Would you like us to e-mail you the structure of the workshop to help recall 

the day? 

- The agenda of the workshop briefly: Intro, two warm-up tasks, case 

task, presentations and discussion, implementation tasks, ending.  

PART I – Working in the workshop 

1. Interaction during the workshop 

2. Ideation and brainstorming 

3. Social presence 

4. Workshop schedule 

PART II – Creative collaboration and actor concentrations 

Part II is to be started no later than 25 minutes before the scheduled ending of the 

interview. 

5. The role of collaboration in developing new business in general 

 How do you see the role of collaboration in the development of new business? 

 Who should your company or organization collaborate in order to create new 

business? 

- Who would be the most important business partners? 

- Where are the main partners located at the moment? 

- How should the various actors work together? 

 Who else should be involved in the new business? 

 What kinds of knowledge and competences should they have? 
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6. Actor concentrations (such as the emerging example clusters) 

 How do you see the future actor concentrations? / What would you like them 

to be in the future? 

- How many actors should be involved? 

- What sizes of actors: Do you see large, well-established players in the 

field as part of the concentrations or do you see concentrations only for 

small actors? 

- Should the cities, municipalities or other institutions have some role in 

the actor concentrations? 

 Do you think actor concentrations will help the emergence of new business? 

- If yes, then how / If not, why not? 

 Would it make sense for your organization to be involved in an actor 

concentration now or in the future? 

- If you were involved in an actor concentration, what would you expect 

or hope from it? 

- In what role would you see yourself in the actor concentration? 

- What do you see as the nebefits of actor concentrations like [the 

example clusters]? 

 Should the collaboration between actors be lead or managed? 

- If yes, by whom and how? 

- If not, why not? 

 How does a shared location affect the actions or actors? 

- What do you see as the effect if the actor concentration is located near 

one of the major players in the field, or close to the relevant 

infrastructure and technology? 

- What if there wasn’t an actor concentration? How do the separate 

locations affect the operation? 

 What forms of interaction should there be in the actor concentration in order 

for new business to be generated (e.g. meetings, workshops, electronic forms 

of communication, informal encounters)? 

- Who should organize the events or other activity? 

 What is the role of trust in the actor concentration? 

- What affects the trust? 

 What should be the results of an actor concentration in the creative and media 

industry? / What should be achieved in the actor concentration? 

 What things do you think is important (/ would like) to monitor or evaluate 

during the development of an actor concentration? 

 Is there something else that comes to your mind regarding the collaboration 

or actor concentrations?  
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APPENDIX B: CATEGORIES USED IN DATA ANALYSIS  

(translated from Finnish) 

Initial categories and the respective color codes 

 Meta description for reporting 
 Background of the role of collaboration, needs etc. 
 Trust as a prerequisite for collaboration 
 Goals and benefits of collaborative hubs 
 Organizational and management models 
 The role of location 
 Modes of interaction 

New categories and the respective color codes 

  Meta description or context 
  Physical place 
  Social Community 
  Functional activities  
  Other 

 

 




