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Introduction  
 

We are living in a highly urbanized world. With more than 50% of world’s population already 
living in urban areas, the number is estimated to increase close to 70% in next 30 years (UN 
2018). There is a natural pull towards the cities as wealth economies suitable for changed 
lifestyles and providing all infrastructure for comfortable living concentrate in urban centres 
(Boyd 2019). Rapid urbanization affects the usage of resources and can create a lack of space 
and housing, especially when urban environment is not used efficiently. For example, only 
around 60% of office space is used during the workday and often offices become empty in the 
evenings (Rapal 2019). The demand for housing is also changing – the average size of 
households has been shrinking throughout the decades and the number of one or two people 
households has been increasing significantly (Eurostat 2019). This leads to increased need for 
housing and again inefficient use of space. One of the sustainable ways of reducing the effects 
of urbanization, over-consumption and use scarce resources is sharing the spaces for working 
and living in the cities.  

This report builds on the idea of sharing economy and how one can enable an efficient and 
flexible use of spaces through sharing. First, the development of spaces, experience of 
buildings made for people and the concepts of value network and ecosystem approach are 
presented. Then, the report introduces the empirical part of the research and the 
development of smart flexible space ecosystem model. Later, the results of the study are 
presented and discussed.  

 
Theoretical background 
 

The rise of shared and flexible spaces 
 

In last few decades, technology has revolutionized our perspective of the world. Technology 
has created various tools and resources, putting each person’s most useful information at 
their fingertips. Technology not only created new products and services but also changed how 
businesses are operated and the ways people work.  

In addition, society has shifted from industry-based to service-based economy with 2/3 of 
employees in OECD countries working in service sector (D’Agostino et al. 2006). Due to 
technological development, the work changed from paper-based routine work towards 
collaborative knowledge-based work (McAfee 2011). Organizational structures have become 
less and less hierarchical with more decision-making power given to employees and less 
managerial intervention (Roy 2016). With digital connectivity and more decision-making 
power, people do not need to go to a specific workplace but can choose where and when to 
work, extending workplace far beyond a desk or even a building (Duffy et al. 1992). This led 
to the rise of coworking spaces, with almost 19 000 coworking spaces around the globe in 
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2018 compared to three coworking spaces in 2005 (Statista 2019). A concept of network of 
space has attracted corporations’ attention as well – they include coworking spaces in their 
office portfolio and now more than 10% of coworking users are employees of large 
corporations (Emergent Research 2017).  

With the help of technology and possibility to choose, the urban working and living start 
blending and create new experience of cities and spaces. Due to social, economic and 
technological change, buildings become more multi-functional and suitable for mixed uses. 
We can use homes as workspaces and workspaces as social hubs, whenever suitable. This 
change enables more intensive and dense use of buildings and requires rethinking of building 
types and neighbourhoods from perspectives of architecture, urban and real estate 
development. (Laing 2013).  

Laing (2013) described the change of workplace as moving from a homogeneous office space 
to a more heterogeneous workplace composed from multiple spaces, including traditional 
office, coworking spaces as well as public and semi-public spaces around urban environment 
(Picture 1). This way, previously homogeneous and unsustainable neighbourhoods start 
providing various activities and services, supporting changing ways of working and living 
(Laing 2013).  

 

Picture 1. Development of workplace (adapted from Laing 2013). 

 

 

Through this change, we move towards overall living and working experience, which 
incorporates both private and public space based on the demand. 

Various new concepts are rising around the world and not only for shared office spaces but 
also new living concepts. With WeWork’s concept WeLive, a trend of coliving gained speed. 
Finland also has multiple examples of creating living communities, where common rooms, 
sauna facilities, various activities and other services such as shared cars, cleaning and others 
are offered to its residents, for example Lipporanta in Oulu, Kotisatama senior housing or 
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Generations Block in Helsinki (e.g. Valtovaara 2019, Sukupolvienkortteli, nd.). Moreover, new 
concept of living provided by Noli will offer a combination of apartments, hotels, restaurant 
and office for one monthly price (Herrala 2014; Nolistudios 2019).  

 

Towards full experience in buildings 
 

Technological development and changes of working and living lead to new understanding of 
buildings, their management and services needed in the building and in surrounding 
neighbourhoods. Buildings become serviced environments that are consumed collaboratively 
and facilitated by new kinds of players and through technological solutions (Laing 2013). 
Buildings become enablers for community creation and knowledge sharing as facilitators 
provide not only spaces but also tools, services, events and activities to people and businesses 
(e.g. Laing 2013; Gupta 2016; Danivska 2018).  

The usage of buildings is increasingly flexible and often based on a short current need. Both 
work and life in general are becoming more collaborative and social, where various activities 
blend in one space (Laing 2013). Thus, the buildings and services in them or around them are 
provided as one experience for the user. Through web-solutions, people and organizations 
can find suitable available spaces wherever and whenever they need, and use them even by 
hours. For building suppliers, this means that they need to rethink how buildings are used and 
what are the current needs of the users. It also creates risks that are eventually priced into 
short-term rents (O’Roarty 2001; Lievonen 2017). Also, new service providers join the 
traditional building supply chain to provide overall experience and might start competing in 
the market. For example, universities open their spaces for outside users, train stations, 
airports or libraries start providing work and break environments. Nevertheless, flexible and 
collaborative space usage provides opportunities for large property owners to bring in their 
under-utilized or empty spaces into the market and even receive energy savings from 
collaborative consumption of buildings.  

 

Value network and platform approach 
 

In order to provide an overall working or living experience to people, all stakeholders, moving 
away from a traditional supply value chain, should use a value network approach. The 
strength of the value network lies in cooperation and interaction among participants that are 
motivated by increasing their revenues and reducing costs (Fjeldstad and Haanaes 2001; 
Haglind and Helander 1998). However, it is important to mention that customer, its needs are 
the main drivers for cooperation, and other stakeholders organize their activities around it 
(Peltoniemi 2004). These interactions between the participants can take various forms and 
often are enabled through multi-sided platforms (Uenlue 2017). The participants in the value 
network can be grouped into a demand and supply side and have effects both directly to its 
own group and indirectly to others (Uenlue 2017). Direct network effect means that same 
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side participants have effect on other same side participants, e.g. a number of users in social 
media while indirect network effects mean that users benefit more based on the participants 
in the other side of the platforms (Weyl 2010; Hagiu and Wright 2015; Uenlue 2017) (Picture 
2).  

 

Picture 2. Network effects (based on Uenlue 2017) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The value network and multi-sided platform approach leads towards the discussion on 
platform business model. In this situation, a platform provider is focused on facilitating 
interactions across a number of participants through providing structure and setting 
standards and protocols (Hermans, nd). Platform provider can be the owner of the platform 
or can act as an enabler, providing interface for other participants to connect and exchange 
value. In Picture 3, supply and demand sides are called as producers and consumers who 
exchange not only value but also data and feedback. As Haglind and Helander (1998) point 
out, in order for value network to work, all information should be available to all of its 
members. Otherwise, platform participants cannot benefit from a network effect.  

 

Picture 3.  Platform model by van Alstyne et al. (2016) 
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Technological development and societal changes, affecting how people use spaces, buildings, 
and cities, have motivated this research. In order to promote collaborative consumption and 
increase efficiency of buildings, we need to see understand how to create a value network of 
flexible shared spaces.  

 

Methodology 
 

The aim of this project was to develop a flexible space operating model and identify business 
opportunities for stakeholders. The development of the model was done through various 
experiments implemented in the test facility Kalasatama Urban Lab, provided by Forum 
Virium Helsinki.  

The research, thus, follows a case study approach with multiple data collection methods and 
analyses. As a research method, case study seeks to understand the studied phenomenon in-
depth and is well suited for contemporary events where there is not much information 
available (Creswell 2008). In this research, case study enables a deeper understanding of a 
complex model of shared spaces, involved stakeholders and their preferences. Moreover, 
case study approach helps in answering the questions “How” and “why” (Yin 2003) and this 
research particularly aims at understanding “how” the flexible space operating model should 
look like and “how” to make it work.  

Multiple data collection methods were included in this study, for example, testing of 
products/services and observations, questionnaires, workshops, interviews, and a desktop 
study of various literature. However, various tests of products/services with observations and 
questionnaires related to them are excluded from this part of the report and discussed in 
others. The data was collected during October 2018 and March 2019 and summarized in Table 
1. 

 

Table 1. Data collection methods and goal 

Data 
collection 
method 

Date Sample Goal 

Workshops 10. and 12.2018 5 and 8 
people 

Stakeholders map and Future 
scenarios 

Interviews  11.2018-2.2019 7 interviews Sharing spaces value map, 
possibilities for new value creation 

 

Amongst other interviews, seven interviews are included in the data analysis for 
understanding the value chain in sharing spaces model. Table 2 summarizes the interviewed 
stakeholders; all interviews took between 30-60 mins and very held in semi-structured 
manner with predefined topics for discussion, including general overview of flexible space 
model, value of sharing ecosystem, stakeholders and their interests.  
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Table 2. Description of interviews 

Interviewee, position Company/field Date 
Head of Innovation Insurance 11.2019 
CEO Business Innovation Accelerator 12.2019 
Sales manager ICT device  2.2019 
Project manager Construction  2.2019 
CEO Software platform 2.2019 
Innovation officer Digital platform 2.2019 
Sales manager ICT device 2.2019 

 

The first workshop with the key project stakeholders evolved around understanding the 
concept of sharing space model and structuring the stakeholders involved in the model. As an 
outcome, a stakeholder map was created which directed the following stages of data 
collection, testing, and analysis. Thus, interviewee selection was based on the identified key 
stakeholders and experts in the field. From ten approached organizations, seven agreed for 
interviews. In 6 out of 7 cases, the topics for discussion were sent out in advance and 6 out of 
7 interviews were held face-to-face with one phone interview. Five interviews were recorded 
and interview memos were written, in the rest two cases, only interview memos were taken.  

Interview data, workshop data, theoretical sampling and secondary data sources were then 
analyzed by using an interpretive content analysis. Interpretive content analysis allows 
deeper understanding of the complexity of the phenomenon, involved actors, events and 
actions (Gummesson 2003). The results of the analysis are discussed in the following chapter. 

 

Results 
 

Multiple stakeholders in flexible space ecosystem  
The stakeholder map was created during a workshop with project partners based on the 
previous research and work experience and is presented in the Picture 4. The map was used 
throughout the project for various purposes and tested through the interviews. Four main 
stakeholder categories were identified: core ecosystem partners, landlord/space related 
service providers, user service providers and other service providers bringing in and 
benefiting from the community. 

 

● Core ecosystem partners 

In order to make the physical space flexible and possible to share with a minimal need of 
human interaction, allowing better scalability of the model, basic requirements need to be 
met: it should be easy to find the space, book the space, pay for it, and access it. These needs 
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were confirmed by all the interviews, emphasizing the accessibility of the space as the main 
priority and the bottleneck of existing solutions. There are multiple booking system providers 
in the market that offer integrated calendar and payment solutions and which gather a 
database of spaces. However, accessing the space often still involves an actual person 
meeting/letting in the guests and other service providers or it requires a costly investment of 
installing a smart lock solution and controlling access rights to the space. Accessibility of 
spaces will be discussed in the following chapter in the Results section.  

 

● Landlord/space related service providers 

The following category of stakeholders is related to operations and the management of the 
spaces, which includes services such as maintenance and upkeep of spaces, cleaning, security 
and insurance services as well as services needed to meet the basic needs of users – furniture 
and basic audio/visual and other equipment depending on the type of spaces being offered. 
These services are the basics needed for any kind of serviced space – meaning that the space 
is equipped, operational and ready for immediate usage. In long-term occupation, these 
services might be ordered by a tenant/occupier or operator of the space (e.g. facility 
management company) but in short-term occupation, it is often done by the operator of the 
space (either outsourced operator company or a property owner itself). These types of 
services are most commonly purchased through service level agreements (SLAs). Currently, 
landlord/operator of space needs to make separate service agreements with each of the 
service provider and negotiate the terms of SLA. Moreover, according to the interviews and 
a market study, SLAs are usually space-related and are based on the size of the space and are 
not flexible to fit the flexible usage of space.  

 

● User-service providers 

This category of service providers includes services that are directly benefiting the users of 
spaces and improve the overall user experience. Most of the stakeholders in this category 
provide the basic services that can be found and are expected to be provided in any serviced 
space that is ready for immediate usage. Service providers in this category can work both with 
landlords/space operators or directly with the users of spaces, depending who takes the 
burden of making agreements or purchasing the service. For overall user experience, these 
services could be provided by the operator/landlord of the space, which would lead to more 
efficient use of resources. However, this would require a very good understanding of the user 
from landlord/operator perspective.  

 

● Service providers for community benefits 

The fourth category of stakeholders were grouped under the “Community benefit” umbrella. 
These services are not directly related to the space and the user of a certain space but might 
increase the user experience and attractiveness of space by providing a possibility to become 
a part of the community and receive the benefits related to the economies of scale – amount 
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of users/members. This category of stakeholders was not included in the interviewee 
selection and was not discussed in the interviews due to its slight connection to the 
ecosystem. However, secondary data and market study showed the relevance of the 
community creation for flexible space ecosystem. However, in order for these stakeholders 
to be included in the ecosystem, it requires a broader understanding of flexible space 
ecosystem, better data collection, usage, and sharing of the data and being motivated and 
able to share the information between different service providers.  

 

Picture 4. Flexible space ecosystem stakeholder map 

 
 

 

Difficulties related to flexible space ecosystem  
The interviews, workshops and other meetings (e.g. steering group meetings) brought up four 
main issues related to the implementation of flexible space ecosystem, which are discussed 
below.  

 

Managing the space 

● Access to spaces (installed locks/space for locks) 

Access to spaces seems to be one of the main topics discussed in regards to shared flexible 
spaces. Now often access to spaces is limited by working hours and personnel available in the 
space or requires a key that should be given by someone. This means that at least a single 
personal interaction is necessary and requires time from both the user and the manager of 
the space. Moreover, any kind of a service delivery is limited to the same issue. In order to 
make it more flexible and save time for involved stakeholders, smart locks are required which 
allow accessing space with a code by either entering it at a door or using the app. 
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However, smart locks are not a commonly available solution at the moment, thus, often 
require installation which might be both costly and time consuming. Changing the locks to 
smart ones might require electric wiring to doors, space for new locks and even changing the 
whole door, the least being the time and money required for installing a smart solution. These 
limitations often prevent building managers of installing the locks in existing older buildings.  

● The need of personnel and service management 

Access to spaces is not the only activity that requires personnel in shared flexible spaces. The 
management of booking system and services is very time consuming. Currently, each booking 
request is checked manually and needed services (such as cleaning, catering, and any other 
user services) are ordered separately. All faults in the space are also managed separately. 
Kalasatama Urban Lab pilot showed that around 20% of person’s time is spent on service and 
booking management which makes it difficult to scale the concept or requires a significant 
investment from a personnel point of view.  

● Data and service integration (open APIs, data about space) 

The previous two points (access to space and the need of personnel for service management) 
are related to the issues of data and service integration. Even between the core stakeholders 
and activities, seldom there is a full integration. For example, a booking calendar in the 
booking platform might not be integrated with other platforms such as outlook and if two or 
more booking platforms are used for the same space, available and reserved time slots need 
to be corrected manually. The booking system might not be integrated with a smart lock and 
access control, which would require a separate manual management as well. In most of the 
cases, smart locks have separate agreements with booking platform providers for integration 
but they do not share APIs openly.  Moreover, any needed services are booked separately 
and usually by a space manager communicating with both the space user and a service 
provider. Later, the payments for services are charged separately and invoicing needs to be 
managed by a space manager. In addition, there is a need of a manual input of information 
about the space itself into the booking platform as the databases are not integrated and 
information cannot be accessed automatically. User services might often be booked by a 
space user her/himself and then s/he receives invoices separately and might need to use 
multiple digital platforms to use the service which becomes inconvenient for the user.  

● Understanding the user 

Service integration and management might be both time and money- consuming, thus, 
choosing which services might need to be integrated is very important. Different kinds of 
users as well as different spaces might require different services as a minimum viable product 
to be offered. Moreover, collecting the feedback and learning how people are using the space, 
is important for further development of the offering both from space and service 
perspectives. However, collecting the feedback and learning about users proved to be difficult 
in case there is no person present. People tend to forget to leave the feedback and evaluation 
of the space and require constant reminders that often still need to be sent out manually. In 
addition, receiving information about other services they would value or require is difficult, 
as often people do not know themselves what they would like to have in a space.  
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Services and service providers: business as usual 

Flexible shared space ecosystem stakeholders were analysed through both the desktop study 
and interviews in order to identify their functions in the ecosystem and the value exchange 
between them. The matrix was drawn to show the roles and functions of each stakeholder in 
the ecosystem (Table 3).  

 

Table 3. Flexible shared space ecosystem businesses and their functions based on interviews 
and literature 
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Providing spaces                               
Managing space data                               
Providing access to spaces                               

Locks                               
Mobility as a Service (MaaS)                               
Parking                               
Deliveries                               

Providing booking calendars                               
Providing payment possibilities                               
Providing support for spaces                               

Cleaning                               
Maintenance                               
Insurance                               
Security                               

Providing coffee/catering                               
Providing printing                               
Providing Wi-Fi                               
Forming user community                               

 

Both interviews and a desktop study showed that most of the businesses are operating 
separately from others and the most of the functions in flexible shared space ecosystem are 
covered by the space operator. The operator also enables other functions/services by making 
agreements with separate service providers who are responsible only for the delivery of their 
own service. Second main stakeholder is the real estate developer or owner of the space, 
which provides and maintains the space. Then, the booking platform integrates several 
functions and enables some of the services related to booking and accessing the space.  
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● Value of integration 

According to a desktop study, six out of fifteen identified stakeholders would benefit from 
integrated services and a community created around the shared flexible space. When other 
service providers, providing services that are not locked to a specific shared space, are added, 
the number of beneficiaries increases. These stakeholders could benefit from increased 
amount of users and easiness to access their services through a platform.  

However, the interviews also revealed that most of the service providers do not see the value 
of integrating their functions together with others. Two possible reasons could explain this 
situation: (1) people and businesses are used to operating separately and it is a difficult 
mindset change to start running business differently; and (2) there is a lack of trust between 
players and a fear of competition.  

One example of how to show the value of integration and minimize the risks related to 
integration and data management and the fear of opening up the data and getting locked to 
one vendor is a vendor-neutral data ecosystem Platform of Trust. It aims to connect all built 
environment players and create a data marketplace, so new smart solutions could be easily 
developed and costs of integration reduced (Platform of Trust 2019). Although it is a first 
bigger trial to share the data in historically very closed and ‘traditional’ sectors such as 
construction, it indicates the problem and the need for such an ecosystem. This might be the 
first step for the whole built environment sector to help understanding the value of 
integration, value network thinking and business opportunities that lie in the ecosystem.  

● Data usage 

Data collection about customers is a standard business procedure to all of the involved 
stakeholders. Next to the customer data such as business/personal contact information, nine 
of the fifteen companies also collect user data such as order history, preferences, satisfaction 
and three collect building-related data. According to the interviews, the collected data is 
mainly used for marketing and sales processes. Other data is mostly stored and in some cases 
used for improving their own products or services. It seems that businesses operate in 
information silos both within the organization and between businesses. In the interviews, one 
of identified drawbacks for more extensive data usage was the difficulty to know where the 
data is and how to access it as well as how to make the data more manageable and usable for 
new value creation.  

Although all interviewees recognized the potential value in big or cumulative data, they do 
not do anything in practice. Based on the desktop study, it seems that some of the data about 
customers and usage of spaces and services is often duplicated and business intelligence 
could be improved by sharing user data for better customer understanding and more specific 
product/service offer in real time.  
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Discussion 
 

The need for a mindset change – value network and platform thinking 
 

The academic literature identifies multiple factors related to platform and value network 
thinking. First of all, it is important to understand the network effect and the possibility to 
scale both sides - demand and supply. The value of the network grows both from increasing 
demand, thus, users of the space, and from increasing supply, meaning more spaces and 
services available in the network. Then we need to raise the question – who is the owner and 
the provider of the platform and who is the supplier to the platform? Should the platform be 
provided by a commercial partner, similarly as, for example, in a case of Uber? Or should it 
be provided by the government as a service to its people? 

 

The role of the City of Helsinki – space operator, platform owner/provider or both?  
 

The City of Helsinki is one of the biggest real estate owners in Finland with a diversified 
portfolio of properties. Many of the spaces are available for public use and the employees of 
the City of Helsinki manage the rents of those spaces. At the moment, the City of Helsinki acts 
as a space provider (Picture 5). However, due to the heavy workload and limited digital tools, 
the process requires many resources. This limits the flexibility and increasing shared use of 
spaces. As the City of Helsinki has many spaces designated for different uses, offering 
additional services to these spaces is difficult and time-consuming activity, thus, service offer 
is limited. Compared with Laing’s (2013) model of how urban working has changed, the 
current model is ill equipped to meet the changing demand. 

Current model follows traditional value chain and understanding of as physical space and not 
as an overall experience. In order to attain higher value from spaces through flexible and 
shared use, the network effect should be exploited. For that, a platform business model is 
needed (Picture 6). 

At the moment, the City of Helsinki has own digital space booking platform and considers 
further development of the tool. However, creating a wide platform for exploiting network 
effects requires much effort and resources and a lot of resources from the City already go to 
a management of spaces.  
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Picture 5. Traditional space operator model.                  Picture 6. Network – platform provider/owner 

                         
 

It is important to clearly define for the City of Helsinki what role in the potential platform it 
takes as now it seems that it potentially will take at least two roles. This becomes too resource 
consuming and risky. Thus, it is recommended that the City of Helsinki defines its role and 
strategically follows it. Due to the fact that it owns many spaces, it naturally could follow 
space operator/provider role. In order to make it more efficient and flexible, the city should 
develop a space operating model where limited personnel is needed - possibility to access 
spaces remotely, any time and possibility to provide services available by on-demand basis. 
The city could join in an existing platform and together with platform provider continue on 
developing the value network. In case the City of Helsinki decides to act as a platform provider 
and network creator, it would be recommended to divide space operating activities and either 
outsource it or create a separate department that is solely responsible for it.  

Another important issue regarding the space usage is the global call for significantly improving 
the resource efficiency of cities. The urgent need at the moment relates to climate change, 
but clearly many other sustainability indicators (Rockström et al 2009) collaborate with the 
need of improving resource efficiency. Thus, the future economic growth is suggested to be 
based on circularity. A circular economy is an economic system aimed at minimising waste 
and making the most of resources.  

Currently urban lifestyle has a poor record of sharing resources. Ala-Mantila and colleagues 
(2017) have illustrated that in Helsinki region the sharing of many resources seem, counter 
intuitively, to decrease compared with lifestyle further from the urban core. This is mainly 
due to smaller household sizes and the tradition of sharing resources within instead of 
between households; as the the household size gets smaller, the tradition of sharing 
decreases. 

Nevertheless, urbanization will continue for foreseeable future, and thus calls for new ways 
of sharing resources. This inter-household sharing can substantially be improved with just by 
starting to share spaces within the city of Helsinki. Fortunately, the evolution of workplace is 
strongly supporting sharing of spaces. Helsinki could support both of these goals by creating 
a platform where the public spaces could be share more efficiently. 
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