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Introduction

Coworking spaces are a relatively new phenomenon reflecting a broader
change in the contemporary economy from predominantly traditional offices
to a more fluid way of working based on networks and collaborations, wherein
competitiveness and digitalization are key factors for the market. In 2015, Gan-
dini stated that the coworking phenomenon in the context of the knowledge
labour market is expected to become ‘the new model of work in the context
of the collaborative and sharing economy’ (Gandini, 2015).

Nowadays social media, and new communication systems in general, are
shaping our society (Valentine & Skelton, 2008) and broader working culture.
Therefore, it is important to consider ‘online reality’ and subjective perception
through social networks while investigating social science issues. New tech-
nologies and social networks are tied to new working spaces, and coworking
spaces specifically (hereafter CSs). Indeed in 2020, COVID-19 twisted both
the work culture and spatial perception in general, including the work envi-
ronment (Kuebart & Stabler, 2020; Brinks & Ibert, 2020; Florida et al., 2021).

The relationship between CSs and COVID-19 has been examined by sev-
eral scholars, as illustrated in the next section of this chapter. However, beyond
some international surveys such as the Deskimag survey and the coworker.com sur-
vey, there is limited knowledge about users’ perception and subjectivity regard-
ing coworking in 2020.

This chapter seeks to fill this gap by analyzing the social debate on CSs in
2020 by looking at how coworking managers, coworkers, and other stakeholders
(i.e. members of the media, researchers, etc.) discuss these topics on Twitter. The
study employs digital ethnography, analyzing social media posts on Twitter, a plat-
form in which influential actors and stakeholders play an important role in setting
cultural agendas and informal norms through their online discussions and posts
(Chadwick, 2013; Neuman et al., 2014; Hemsley et al., 2020). Users use hashtags
(Bruns & Burgess, 2011; Small, 2011) or provide topical context (Golder & Huber-
man, 2006; Marwick & Boyd, 2011), so the analysis of hashtags, keywords, and
their mutual interactions unveils how cultural meaning is shaped (and reshaped)
within social media (Blaszka et al., 2012; Cunha et al., 2011; Cui et al., 2012).

DOI: 10.4324/9781003181163-3


http://coworker.com
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003181163-3

12 Alessandro Gerosa and Irene Manzini Ceinar

The main research question guiding the analysis is (1) How did people perceive
and debate the CSs situation during the COVID-19 pandemic and express it via
Tivitter?

To address the main question, we defined two sub-questions aimed at disen-
tangling the topic, which are (1a) What are the main trends that CSs experienced
in 2020, based on the existing literature, due to COVID-19 restrictions? and (1b) Is
the ‘web perception’ overlapping with the real dynamics occurring in CSs during 20202

Based on these research questions, this chapter is organized into three main
parts. The introduction is followed by a section devoted to a close investiga-
tion of the existing literature on CSs in 2020. The second section illustrates
the method used to analyze the ‘web perception’ of CSs through Twitter and
specialized magazines. In the third section, the main findings gathered from the
digital analysis are presented with a focus on the main topics of the debate and
their development over time. Lastly, the conclusion discusses the results of the
overlap between the literature review and a digital analysis based on an ethno-
graphic method; this is also done in comparative terms.

Trends experienced by coworking spaces in 2020

Among the different types of open workspaces worldwide, CSs (which represent
one of the most well-known and predominant types) are flourishing and their
number has grown significantly worldwide, from approximately 14 spaces in
2007 (Orel & Bennis, 2021) to 8,900 in 2015, to approximately 11,790 spaces
worldwide by 2017 (GCUC & Emergent Research, 2017). Over 26,000 were
predicted by the end of 2020 (Statista.com, 2020; Manzini Ceinar & Mari-
otti, 2021), with a forecast 2.6 million members (Deskmag, 2019). However,
those numbers must be adjusted and resized due to the COVID-19 pandemic,
which severely affected the coworking economy. Indeed, in 2020, the impact
of COVID-19 transtformed the work culture and also the spatial perception of
the work environment, accelerating processes and dynamics that were already in
place before COVID-19 (Avdikos & Merkel, 2020; Manzini Ceinar et al., 2021).

Social distancing, together with the uncomfortable feeling of being in
indoor spaces, has changed how people work and perceive their surrounding
work environment, raising the need to reshape individuals’ work methods (Hu,
2020; Manzini Ceinar & Mariotti, 2021) and working spaces. This perspective
turns an emergency into an opportunity to accelerate and advance innovative
work dynamics, where companies have more flexibility to choose between the
‘hybrid model’ and “Virtual First’ (Kosner, 2020; Hu, 2020).

Since March 2020, the relationship between CSs and COVID-19 has been
examined by several scholars discussing mainly the following: (i) the taxonomy of
CSs (Orel & Bennis, 2021); (ii) new forms of working modalities and urban spatial
transformation (Manzini Ceinar et al., 2021); (iii) the use of CSs in 2020, along
with how users experienced those spaces (Manzini Ceinar & Mariotti, 2021);
(iv) work-life balance and new business models of CSs (Mariotti et al., 2021b);
and (v) travel behaviour and preferred location (Mariotti et al., 2021a).
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The existing literature reflects different trends and perspectives about CSs
depending on the different phases of the pandemic. Phase I coincides with the
lockdown phase experienced by most countries worldwide between March
and June 2020, phase II corresponds to summer 2020, while phase III cor-
responds to fall 2020.

In phase I of the COVID-19 pandemic, the literature reported negative hopes
about CSs. Surveys and reports highlighted concerns regarding open-plan offices
that would now require huge dimensions to allow social distancing and greater
investment of effortand resources to institute enhanced cleaning practices for daily
sanitization (Coworker.com, 2020; European SocialWorkplaces survey, 2020).
Additionally, scholars raised concerns about teleworking from a fixed location
(e.g. CSs) and ‘less-trip chaining’ (de Abreu e Silva & Melo, 2018). In terms of
location, it was hypothesized that coworking would decline and multi-location
strategies increase (JLL Research Report, 2020; Manzini Ceinar et al., 2021).
This was supported by the work-from-home transition during phase I and the
lockdown, which, occurring over just three weeks, affected several companies
worldwide which explored ‘dual-hub solutions’ and ‘back-up office strategies’
to relocate employees to more convenient locations.

However, positive aspects also emerged towards the end of phase I. A JLL
study in May 2020 forecast that traditional office environments would continue
to evolve and lose importance in favour of flexible workspaces such as CSs
due to the opportunity to choose more efficient and flexible ways of work-
ing. Moreover, despite the benefits of metropolitan areas in terms of trans-
port accessibility and urbanization economies (Florida, 2002), embracing
new widespread work practices would be a good strategy to revamp suburban
areas (Manzini Ceinar & Mariotti, 2021), reduce commuting, and downsize
the capacity of companies (Hrehova et al., 2021). This has been followed by
other emerging trends, such as the use of public CSs in urban areas to de-
density public services such as primary schools and public administration offices
(Mariotti et al., 2021b).

The recent Coworking Europe Survey (Deskmag, 2021) reveals that due to
the pandemic, CSs lost on average one fifth of their leasable desk supplies com-
pared to the first three months of 2020. Their capacity fell sharply, particularly
in major urban areas. Overall, membership numbers at the end of 2020 were
about a quarter lower than at the beginning of 2020.

In terms of use, the number of daily users on weekdays declined significantly
since the beginning of the pandemic. In January 2020, 60% of members in
Europe used their CS daily. By October—November, the number had dropped
to 40% (Deskmag, 2021). Moreover, before the pandemic, individual members
choosing and paying for CSs themselves were less likely to use them every day
than members whose companies opted for a CS. Today, the latter attend their
CS less frequently and presumably work more at home (Momoli & Pliakogi-
anni, 2021). Overall, it should be noted that the average contractual occupancy
rate for all CSs remained stable compared to the beginning of 2020. In Janu-
ary 2020, it was around 100%, as it was at the end of 2020.
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Perceiving coworking spaces in 2020: methods

Since the beginning of the pandemic, the vast amount of information on
CSs was also shared by companies, users, and trade magazines (i.e. Coworking
Insights or Coworker Global) on social media, influencing the general view of
CSs. To analyze this debate, this study relies on digital methods and digi-
tal ethnography in particular. Digital ethnography is a method inspired by
the digital methods approach (Rogers, 2013) that aims to ‘map the practises
through which Internet users and digital device structure social formations
around a focal object’ (Caliandro, 2018). The focus of this chapter is the debate
around CSs conducted online, considered ‘meta-fieldwork’, i.e. a temporary
informational artefact resulting from the act of ‘following’” a keyword or topic
(Airoldi, 2018).

This method can be adapted to various online spaces, including social
networks (Caliandro & Gandini, 2016; Semenzin & Bainotti, 2020; Bain-
otti et al., 2020). The choice of the platform(s) is not casual or neutral. The
researcher must always ‘follow the medium’ (Rogers, 2013). Every platform
has its own digital and technological infrastructure, leading to specific modes
of production and organization of the data and meta-data. The digital eth-
nographer needs to choose the most suitable platform based on the object
of analysis. In terms of CSs, several authors have investigated those spaces in
relation to social media, such as Twitter (see Table 1.1).

Table 1.1 Studies analyzing coworking spaces and social media.

Authors

Topic

Methodology

Hemsley et al., 2020

Uda, 2021

Manfredini &
Saloriani, 2021

Reuschke et al., 2021

De Falco et al., 2021

Intersection between new
working spaces, social
media, and physical
mobility of users.

Users’ experience of CSs
during COVID-19.

Physical and digital
proximity of both new
working spaces and their
users.

Locating creativity in the
city using Twitter data.

Users’ perception of
COVID-19 in the Italian
context.

Data collected from Twitter’s
streaming API using an open-
source tool kit.

Online text data from Twitter and
a content analysis using NVivo
software.

Social network analysis with Gephi
using DMI-TCAT software and
geo-localizing the followers of 11
cases studies.

Location analysis of tweets from
creatives. Use of geodatabase of
‘Points-of-Interest’ and Census
of Population residence and
workplace locations to match
tweets with types of places.

Social network analysis of Twitter
data combined with geo-location.

Source: Authors’ elaboration.
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For location patterns specifically, Reuschke et al. (2021) used Twitter
together with census data to locate creative economies in urban contexts, while
Manfredini and Soloriani related the physical proximity of new working spaces
to the digital proximity of their users, relying on both DMI-TCAT and Twitter
to extract information. A recent publication by Uda (2021) investigated users’
experience of CSs during COVID-19, extracting the online text data from
Twitter and conducting a content analysis.

Based on the existing literature and the experimental nature of this study,
Twitter emerged as the social network best suited to studying the online debate
around a certain topic among members of connected communities of profes-
sionals. For data collection, this study used the Twitter API v2 for academic
research. Indeed, in 2020 Twitter inaugurated a special product track for aca-
demic researchers that allows access to the full Twitter archive for approved,
non-commercial projects. The API v2 was accessed through the search tweets
Python library (Gonzales et al., 2020), querying for all tweets containing the
words ‘coworking’ or ‘co-working’ posted from 1 January 2020 to 31 Janu-
ary 2021. This query led to collection of the initial dataset consisting of 359,302
tweets. The next step was to select only tweets written in English that had
received at least one like and one retweet. This strategy was followed to ensure
language consistency and that even voices with the minimum recognition
would be analyzed, excluding as well at least some potential noise produced by
bots. The resulting final dataset contained 39,070 tweets. Data analysis, which
combined qualitative and quantitative approaches, was carried out using R, and
the data visualization relied on RAW Graphs 2.0 (Mauri et al., 2017).

Findings: Twitter debate on coworking spaces in 2020

Before delving into the most significant empirical results, it is useful to observe
some descriptive features of our debate. The distribution of the tweets over
time does not highlight any unexpected gaps or peaks. In general, the first
trimester (January, February, March 2020) had the highest number of tweets,
with February — when the debate on COVID-19 related to CSs was still nearly
absent — as the month with the most tweets (4,366). Instead, the months with
the lowest number of tweets on CSs (below 2,600) were April, May, Novem-
ber, and December 2020 and January 2021.

An analysis of the most prolific authors tweeting on the topic was also use-
ful for insights into who was animating the debate. This may therefore be
considered an indirect proxy of the quality of the debate using digital methods
techniques. A rich and varied set of voices contributed to the debate. The fif-
teen most prolific users published a total of 3,982 tweets, equal to 10.2% of the
entire dataset. The most prolific user shared 773 tweets, while the fifteenth user
shared 113, showing no disproportionate influence on the dataset.

A qualitative inspection of the profiles of this user subset revealed a diverse set
of voices. They include 2 websites of CS-specialized news, 4 communities or
organizers of specialized conferences on CSs, 3 platforms or websites providing
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services to CSs, 3 CSs, 1 business space, 1 incubator, and 1 professional. Thus,
the range of entities mirrors the most relevant players in the coworking scenario.
Additionally, they represent important players: 10 out of 15 users have more
than 1,000 followers, and the top three have, respectively, 9,110, 6,521, and
9,694 tollowers. Only the fourteenth most prolific user appears to be an outlier
with 39 followers, being a new specialized information website. To analyze the
debate, we used the metadata directly provided by Twitter API v2 and context
annotations. Although Twitter does not release precise information about the
methods used for the inquiry, simply stating that ‘annotations are inferred based
on the Tweet text and result in domain and/or entity labels’ (developer.twitter.
com, 2021), it has the typical features of a supervised machine-learning classifi-
cation of topics (Kotsiantis, 2007). Such models analyze and classify the content
of a string of text from among a set of topics predetermined by the researcher
through machine learning techniques, training the algorithm to distinguish and
classify the text into the correct topics.

Thus, to analyze the debate in the Twitter sphere, we considered all the top-
ics — ‘entities’ in Twitter jargon — with a frequency higher than 400. To gain
more analytical depth, a second level of entities associated with the first was
also included.

In fact, every tweet may have more than one entity attributed to it. By link-
ing the first-level topic with second-level topics, it is possible to obtain a more
detailed outline of the topics debated in the dataset. Of the dataset, 18,113
tweets were not classified by the algorithm because they were not attributable
to an entity. From the classification analysis of other tweets, a series of thematic
debate categories emerge.

The first topic is ‘business and finance’, which appears as the most discussed
(5,270 tweets). The most frequent sub-topic by far is ‘startups’ (2,107), fol-
lowed by ‘personal finance’ (647), ‘entrepreneurship’ (647), ‘technology’ (373),
and ‘small business’ (322). The predominance of business and finance is hardly
a surprise. However, it is significant that the most frequent sub-topic is startups,
which can also be paired with the less frequent (although similar) sub-topic of
small business. This confirms that the potential role of firms as CS customers
gained a lot of relevance in the 2020 debate.

The second most frequent topic can be identified in a series of entities related
to the pandemics and its effects. The most prominent is ‘COVID-19’, which
was identified in 3,199 tweets. Most (2,488) do not have a second, related
sub-topic; the only exceptions are the 482 tweets also related to business and
finance. COVID-19 is followed by ‘remote working’ (3,114 tweets), confirm-
ing its relevance in relation to CSs in 2020 in the professional debate. The
direct link between remote working and the pandemic is confirmed by the fact
that a large portion of tweets (2,557) are also associated with the COVID-19
topic. Lastly, the sub-topic of the ‘future of work’ can also be ascribed to this
overall theme, with 755 tweets.

The third topic consists of ‘drinks’ (1,553) and ‘food’ (761). Upon more
thorough inspection, they mark both the relevance of community and social
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features of coworking spaces and the growing relevance of hybrid workspaces,
i.e. cafés, pubs, and ‘third spaces’ in general that also present themselves as new
(co)working spaces.

These three topics are followed by a set of topics related to the debate on
CSs but of minor relevance for our discussion: ‘technology’, ‘home and fam-
ily’ (which confirms the dimension of domestic work during the pandemic),
‘services’ (related to social networks in particular), and ‘travel’.

To further interpret the topics, we analyzed the most frequent hashtags in
the dataset by comparing the most frequent ones in the whole dataset and in
the three most relevant entities. The hashtags are shown in Table 1.2. For the
analysis, hashtags with a very close meaning or wording were unified. For each
column, the first 20 hashtags are reported and the hashtags that are unique to
an entity are highlighted in bold.

Looking at the overall frequency, #startups and #remoteworking, which
can also be associated with the #flexibleworkpace hashtag, emerge as the most
relevant hashtags in the debate, confirming the importance of these trends.
Another relevant trend is the growth of office spaces within CSs, which is dem-
onstrated by the fact that Hofficespace appears as much as #workspace. The
#tutureofwork hashtag is relevant both in the overall list and in the ‘business
and finance’ and ‘remote working’ topics, confirming how the debate in these
two fields keeps a close eye on future scenarios. The frequency of #realestate
and #cre (acronym for corporate real estate) confirms the interest that trans-
formations involving startups and office spaces within coworking spaces has for
these economic sectors.

Looking at the individual entities, it is interesting that beyond the sub-topics
mentioned above, the business and finance sector shows relatively little attention
for the world of freelancers, confirming that the focus of the debate possibly over-
shadowed traditional CS customers. The COVID-19 topic features many specific
hashtags related more prominently to the pandemic that do not appear elsewhere.
In the remote working topic, the #digitalnomads hashtag appears which is absent
elsewhere.

Up to this point, the analysis focused on the contents of the debate in the
Twitter sphere. However, to inspect the debate in relation to the pandemic, a
diachronic analysis was critical for looking at the single entities in their devel-
opment over time. Figure 1.1 reports the development of the topics by month,
while Figure 1.2 shows the most frequent topics by trimester. Their combined
analysis highlights the birth and development of individual topics as well as
their salience during the different phases.

Figure 1.1 shows that the most significant results regard the ‘remote work-
ing’ and ‘future of work’ topics. The former seems completely absent from the
debate on CSs before March, the latter before June. They enter the debate and
immediately acquire greater relevance, remote working specifically. This is in
line with the scientific literature analyzed in the previous section, highlighting
that the debate on location factors, working from home, and multi-location
strategies emerged during the phase I lockdown early in 2020.



Table 1.2 Most frequent hashtags for main entities.

total dataset business covid19 remote working

hashtag frequency hashtag frequency hashtag frequency hashtag frequency

#Hstartupls| 3180 Hstartup|s] 1908 #covid[_][19] 1013 #remotework|[ing] 1524

[coronavirus]|

#Hremotework[ing] 2338 #entrepreneur|s| 1128 #flex|iblework]|space 233 #wlork]|[ing]f[rom|h[ome] 1083

H#workspace 1972 #business 615 Hstartup|s] 189 #covid[19][coronavirus)| 425

#entrepreneur 1948 #workspace 470 #workspace 151 #flex[iblework]space 297

#flex|iblework] 1894 #officespace 446 #officespace 136 #futureofwork 230
space

#ofhicespace 1861 frealestate 444 #stay[safe|[home] 127 #Hentrepreneur|s| 204

Heovid[_][19] 1766 #Hfutureofwork 441 #Hbusiness 121 #digitalnomad 187
[coronavirus]|

#business 1598 #flex[iblework] 425 Hcre 104 #business 168

space

Hoffice 1586 Hoflice 412 Hoflice 104 #homeoftice 153

#utureofwork 1578 #smallbusiness 338 #Hentrepreneur|s| 100 #workspace 152

#community 1515 #community 334 #realestate 90 Hstartupls| 148

#wlork|[ing|t[rom| 1407 #ireelancer]s| 293 #socialdistancing 90 Hoflice 143
h{ome]

#cowork 1301 #entrepreneurship 280 #community 86 #Hofficespace 143

#workplace 806 #workplace 247 #workingfromhome 76 #ireelancer[s] 109

#Hrealestate 756 #innovation 213 #workplace 73 #Hremoteoffice 93

Hcre 670 #technology 204 #lockdown 69 #remotejobs 92

#smallbusiness 665 Here 196 #Hwork 52 #remoteworker 91

#digitalnomad 587 #virtualoffice 193 #pandemic 51 #community 86

Hwork 577 Htech 192 #Hcoworkinglife 44 #workplace 84

#virtualoffice 551 #work 160 #coworkingcommunity 42 #flexibleworking 83

Source: Authors’ elaboration.
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Figure 1.1 Topics by month.

Source: Authors’ elaboration.
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Figure 1.2 Most frequent topics by trimester.

Source: Authors’ elaboration.

Remote working started to be debated in correspondence with phase I of
the COVID-19 pandemic in March, while the reason for the rise of the future
of work topic in June is less straightforward. One hypothesis, which should
nevertheless be corroborated by other data, relates to the substantial drop in
new COVID-19 cases in most European countries between the end of May
and the beginning of June. This could have fostered development of the debate
beyond present matters (COVID-19 and remote working) towards speculation
on the future of the sector.

Figure 1.2 instead focuses on the predominance of the topics in the debate.
The first trimester provides a glimpse of the structure of the debate before the
pandemic. Excluding the COVID-19 theme which surged in March, business
and finance is by far the first topic, followed by drinks, food, and travel. The
surge of the pandemic in Western countries caused a sharp renewal of this
topical hierarchy in the debate. In the second trimester, COVID-19 became
the most debated topic, followed by business (whose relevance is reduced),
and remote working. Traveling almost disappears, while drinks and food also
lose importance. The third and fourth trimesters show a more settled context
under the ‘new normal’. After the phase I lockdown measures in most Western
countries, the debate directly regarding COVID-19 and lockdown measures
progressively loses relevance. The debate shifts towards other topics regard-
ing the future of CSs: business and remote working topics become the most
discussed (nearly equal in importance) and the future of work gains relevance,
together with technology (particularly in the fourth trimester). This process
aligns with the numbers and scientific literature. In fact, remote working in
the fourth trimester was embraced by most CS users. In October, November,
and December 2020, the number of members in Europe attending their CS
dropped to 40% compared to January 2020 (Deskmag, 2021). Moreover, new
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remote working modes for both companies (Hrehova et al., 2021) and free-
lancers (Manzini Ceinar et al., 2021) emerged.

Conclusions

This chapter summarizes the main topics of the debate on the coworking envi-
ronment during the COVID-19 pandemic and its development during differ-
ent phases through a literature review and digital ethnography of the debate
on Twitter.

From an empirical point of view, the results from the literature review and
digital ethnography are consistent and suggest that after the first trimester of
2020 (January, February, and March; see Graph 2), when the debate focused
on the direct impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on CSs and the possibility of
an abrupt crisis in the entire ecosystem, this risk seemed less and less concrete
over time. Interestingly, this is in line with data on the average contractual
occupancy rate, which remained stable. In phase II, the debate rapidly shifted
to the opportunities for CSs that opened due to the pandemic given the spread
of remote working and the role that CSs could play in the future of work. From
this point of view, the COVID-19 pandemic can be seen as a blueprint for
accelerating the shift of the work culture towards a more flexible way of work-
ing. This is due to the fact that what was previously considered an exception
could potentially become the new normal, even though large companies such
as Google are more likely to bring employees back to the office (Kelly, 2021).

From a methodological point of view, this chapter contributes to the exist-
ing literature by advancing a novel framework that could be explored further.
It highlights how the data gathered through digital methods can potentially
enhance and enrich the framework deriving from the review of the scientific
literature, creating synergies and strengthening the accuracy of the analysis.

Furthermore, this chapter opened a discussion about the use of data collected
from social media in qualitative research complementary to traditional sources
such as official data, reports, censuses, etc. The positive aspect of this method is
the enormous amount of data that is constantly available, although one limitation
is that data is subjective and cannot be checked in terms of reliability. In addition,
some restrictions raised by Twitter highlight the fact that results based on a social
media dataset need to be evaluated carefully (Manfredini & Saloriani, 2021).
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