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Abstract

Coworking spaces are flexible and shared work environments that make a signifi-
cant effort to connect users with supportive networks that commonly result in effi-
cient work outputs, a high level of collaboration and knowledge transfer. Recent
years have seen swift growth and popularisation of the coworking model, making
these spaces an integral part of local entrepreneurial ecosystems and transforming
them into the localised pools of specialised talent. However, little research has been
conducted to understand the role of human talent in coworking spaces, indicating a
knowledge gap in human resource management and the role of contemporary cow-
orking environments. Therefore, the purpose of the following paper is to contextual-
ize coworking spaces as (local) talent hubs by investigating how they tend to build
their identity on their userbase. The manuscript explores the managerial practices
and mediation techniques by presenting empirical evidence and subsequent analysis
of talent attraction and retention mechanisms commonly used in coworking environ-
ments. The study shows that by facilitating interaction and collaboration between
users, coworking spaces offer support throughout the business life cycle and identify
themselves as local accelerators of entrepreneurship and talent development within
their local environments.
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1 Introduction

After the turn of the millennium, the last two decades have seen expeditious
changes in how knowledge work is conducted with telecommuting and frequently
isolating remote work practices increasingly becoming a new standard amongst
various types of workers (Golden 2009; Bentley et al. 2016; Golden and Gajen-
dran 2019; Wang et al. 2020). In parallel, contemporary coworking spaces, thor-
oughly flexible and towards collaboration orientated workspaces, have seen a
significant increase in popularity amongst workers who sought engaging office
grounds where they could ‘work along together’ (Spinuzzi 2012) while seeking
social support (Gerdenitsch et al. 2016) and collectivization (Avdiikos and Ilio-
poulou 2019) by actively or passively interacting with one another (Parrino 2015;
Rus and Orel 2015; Grazian 2020). Due to the increasing demand, coworking
spaces have soon started to appear both in urban and rural environments (Mer-
kel 2015; Nakano 2020), seemingly transforming various micro-locations into
centres for highly skilled and knowledgeable workers (Orel 2020; Grazian 2020;
Mariotti et al. 2021; Migliore et al. 2021).

In 2017, the American business magazine Inc. reported on a growing trend of
large companies identifying coworking environments as talent pools that can be
used to enhance their recruitment efforts. Three factors appear to have fuelled this
trend: First is the fact that millennials, who make up more than 30 percent of the
U.S. workforce, strongly prefer these collaborative and open environments as their
daily workplaces. With similar numbers and trends spanning across Europe, the
projection by the European Union indicates that by 2030, these hyper-connected,
commonly tech-savvy millennials will make up to 75% of the total workforce and
most likely seek active networks of highly skilled individuals who can support
them with obtaining new skills, open new connections or assist when shifting
career path (European Union 2020). Flexible, open-to-all and multigenerational
offices such as coworking environments seem to have the capacity to tackle these
trends (Lowell and Morris 2019; Buchnik and Frenkel 2021). Second, cowork-
ing spaces provide greater autonomy and productivity, and are heavily frequented
by highly specialised freelance and independent workers. And third, coworking
environments make a significant effort to connect their users with supportive net-
works that result in more efficient teamwork than one might typically find within
larger organisations (Dukes 2017).

The emerging trend of recognising coworking environments as hubs for highly
skilled individuals is already noticeable within the industry. Jessica Miller-Mer-
rell, one of Forbes’ top 50 social media influencers, announced an investment in a
coworking space as a springboard for establishing a talent pool of skilled workers
who could be outsourced by partner companies (Miller-Merrell 2017). Di Risio
(2019), a manager from the technology solutions firm Kisi, has drafted a strategic
framework for coworking companies to improve their chances of attracting top
talent at their locations. Among the recommendations are specialisation to attract
specific groups of users (e.g., developers, architects, writers, etc.), embracing sus-
tainability (for various teams identifying with the coworking space’s plan) and

@ Springer

Content courtesy of Springer Nature, terms of use apply. Rights reserved.



Coworking spaces as talent hubs: The imperative for community...

investment in wellness (to offer amenities in addition to a well-designed office,
which could help the workspace stand out in a competitive market). However,
it is essential to note that these sources are embedded within broader reasoning
of attracting working individuals to coworking spaces as paying customers and
not exclusively to generate human talent hubs. Thus, a more in-depth analysis is
needed.

While the industry has witnessed these rapid changes, academia has undertaken very
little research to understand human talent’s role in coworking spaces. As coworking
environments have emerged in response to the global economic transformation over the
past two decades (Orel and Dvoulety 2020), two versions of the flexible office arrange-
ment have begun to appear (Tremblay and Scaillerez 2020). Studies indicate that the
generally smaller, independently owned coworking spaces tend to focus on develop-
ing internal networks, creating a supportive community of peers who shape the iden-
tity of the environment together (Bouncken et al. 2018; Mayerhoffer 2020). In contrast,
franchised or multi-location coworking spaces are typically larger, and their footprint
spans multiple locations. Venues are selected based upon their surrounding talent pool,
and the franchise seeks to attract skilled workers through the use of various incentives
(Hochberg 2016; Bandinelli and Gandini 2019). The effectiveness of each approach,
however, remains poorly understood. Moreover, coworking spaces have been repeat-
edly seen to be largely beneficial for their users as they connect individuals in support-
ive and collaborative networks. However, the mechanisms that mediate interactions and
group actions, and subsequently attract prosperous users to work in a selected cowork-
ing space for a prolonged period, have not been thoroughly studied yet.

The latter suggests a knowledge gap in the field of human resources between man-
agement (HRM) and recruitment as to the role of contemporary coworking spaces.
First, it is not entirely clear how human talent is perceived within coworking environ-
ments, or how (and why) human skills are mapped to commence a recruitment process.
Second, it is vital to recognize the factors that attract skilled individuals and groups to
a particular setting, and what differences exist between the mediated and non-medi-
ated mechanisms that are used to appeal to this target audience. This paper will explore
managerial practices and mediation techniques, based on a sample of coworking spaces
within the four countries in the Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) region, which attract
highly-skilled individuals, interlace them in supportive networks and utilize their talent.
The purpose of the following work is to (i) understand the role of coworking spaces
in the context of human resource management, (ii) investigate how coworking spaces
build their identity through the support of the development of specialized human talent,
and (iii) explore mechanisms that are being used to attract and retain human talent. By
answering these questions, the following research contribution is a clarification of how
coworking spaces can—and if—be identified as local human talent hubs.

2 Literature review
The paper opens up with a brief meta-narrative review of the available literature

on human talent and coworking spaces. This method provides a glimpse into a par-
ticular research tradition that has unfolded over time and examines the range of
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approaches to comprehensively study an issue to create an account of the subject’s
development (Gough 2013). What is more, the meta-narrative review enables the
production of a synthesis that embrace the many complexities of a selected subject
by including both scholarly and non-scholarly sources (Greenhalgh et al. 2005). The
approach enables drawing a coherent story within the scope of a heterogeneous topic
across the paper. It builds on various, often overseen sources such as single papers,
conference contributions and industry reports. These sources may have examined
a particular subject differently due to taking unalike approaches or building their
understanding on different conceptual frameworks. Understanding contrasting per-
spectives and inconsistent approaches enables a scholar to dive into a particular sub-
ject with an over-arching narrative that opens up space to further explore an identi-
fied knowledge gap (Wong et al. 2013).

With that in mind and to gain insight into past and current trends in human tal-
ent among coworking environments, we draw upon non-peer-reviewed news sources
to seek implications, peer-reviewed research to understand the past investigation
related to our inquiry, as well as relevant industry reports that may share data-driven
insight into the field.

First, we explore how human resource management (HRM) is perceived in the
context of the open talent economy where independent professionals seek to utilize
their skills and knowledge, and subsequently craft a set of new opportunities in a
technology-enabled and borderless market. Second, we visit past studies that directly
or indirectly investigated human resource management in the context of coworking
spaces. The latter aims to provide a backdrop for the subsequent empirical explora-
tion of talent pool developments through a range of mechanisms that enable cowork-
ing managers to identify, recruit and retain highly skilled talents, and interlace them
into networks that support the utilization of their expertise.

2.1 HRM in the open talent economy

The structural changes caused by seismic market shifts in recent years are reshap-
ing both the demand and supply of talent and are transforming human resource
strategies. Companies are finding that the hiring process is frequently complicated
by the global shortage of skilled labour (Oxford Economics 2012). Despite these
challenges (or perhaps because of them), an open talent economy has emerged.
This collaborative and technology-laden method of conducting rapid-cycle business
through ecosystems and networks has paved the way for organisations to recruit on-
demand talent (Schwartz et al. 2013). Businesses face increasing pressure to become
acquainted with this novel approach to recruiting and widen their identification of
alternative pools of untapped talent (Hagel et al. 2017).

There are generally four types of talent that hiring managers can consider when
it comes to their on-demand workforce. First, balance-sheet talent is the traditional
view of corporate work and is typically denoted by a full-time employee of the
organisation. The worker is expected to follow the conventional line of career oppor-
tunities within the selected organisation. Second, borrowed talent is labour that is
recruited via contracted outsourcing through another organization. Third, freelance
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talent commonly refers to the self-employed and other forms of independent work-
ers. They possess expertise for a particular position or role and can complete a team
for a selected work process. Fourth and finally, open-source talent refers to the
labour of individual workers, or a community of workers, who are able and willing
to provide specific knowledge to the organisation, and are engaged free of charge
(Storey et al. 2005; Schwartz et al. 2013; Ribeiro and Machado 2017; Poon 2019).

Various talent types appear in different places and within different networks,
prompting organisations to construct highly flexible and adaptable recruiting strate-
gies. The open talent economy has contributed to a shift from organisations “own-
ing” talent to organisations seeking to access that talent (Stephan 2008; Collings
et al. 2019; Dirani and Nafukho 2018). This technology-enabled mindset has per-
mitted organisations to democratise the strategic approach towards the cycle of tal-
ent attraction and recruitment, allowing for the alteration of the standardised human
resource cycle. HR activities such as recruitment, selection, development, and reten-
tion of employees could be shifted to talent pools containing relevant expertise as
sought by a particular organisation. However, these talent pools would require a
capacity to attract individual workers, map their skills, connect them to relevant net-
works and construct a sense of belonging to retain them (Mikeld et al. 2010; Avey
et al. 2011; Seopa et al. 2015). It is important to note at this point that the underlying
meaning of talent is reflected within organisations, and across organisational bound-
aries, industries or countries because discourses arise and materialise within specific
contexts and we must acknowledge that talent discourses cannot be removed from
the context in which they operate (Wiblen and McDonnell 2020).

Due to the high fluctuation in the need for (and availability of) on-demand work-
ers, organisations tend to seek out highly motivated individuals. The objective is to
promote “organisational citizenship behaviour”—a concept that refers to voluntary,
positive and constructive contributions by members to the organisation that recruits
them (Organ, 2018). As the open talent economy pushes individuals to work in bor-
derless workplaces (Mihalcea 2017) and with on-demand workers generally being
less attached to their employer due to the lack of a standard employment relationship
(Kalleberg 2000; Keuskamp et al. 2013), an individual’s level of emotional engage-
ment and affinity with the recruiting entity may be questionable. Thus, it should
come as no surprise that businesses recruiting within the open talent economy often
target individuals who have already established identification with that organization
and commit to their line of work (Hassan 2012; Coetzee et al. 2019).

Rus and Orel (2015) suggest that flexible work environments such as community-
based coworking spaces can replicate the sense of belonging that motivates workers
to apply themselves to the task at hand. Garrett et al. (2017) note that many users
find in their coworking spaces the feeling of community that can elude freelancers
or independent contractors, who often lack the sort of camaraderie one associates
with a conventional worksite. Furthermore, Bouncken et al. (2020) propose that the
successful alignment of social space and workplace can empower the individual and
contribute to a sense of satisfaction with one’s work, helping to foster the entre-
preneurial spirit and innovative potential of highly-skilled workers. This, of course,
presumes that coworking spaces could indeed emerge as talent hubs that can play an
essential role in allocating individuals with the skill sets being sought.
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2.2 Coworking spaces in the context of talent management

When Lazar DZamié, a lecturer at Business School Lausanne, gave a keynote
speech at 2019’s Coworking and Coliving Conference CCCSEE on identifying
human resources in contemporary, flexible workspaces, he emphasised that talent
is recognised solely in a particular environment and could be overlooked in other
generic settings (DZami¢ 2020). In other words, flexible workspaces such as cowork-
ing environments may host individuals possessing a knack and aptitude for specific
skills. However, without a clear strategic framework for spotting, developing and
sharpening those talents, these workspaces would not gain any tactical advantage in
the labour market as potential talent pools.

Existing literature suggests that talent identification has been associated with
flexible, drop-in workspaces from the Renaissance onward. Formica (2017) presents
evidence on 15th-century bottegas, or workshops that sprouted up in Florence in
which master artists, architects, engineers, anatomists and other skilled craftsmen
supported and mentored younger, talented peers. Bottegas utilised three main tools
to develop new talent. First, they enabled talented individuals to use fully-equipped
and shared workshops to turn ideas into action. Second, they actively fostered dia-
logue between skilled workers to help them expand their network. Lastly, they facili-
tated the convergence of art and science by creating a holistic approach to creativity.

Fast-forwarding to the nineteenth century, when similar collaborative workspaces
flourished across France, seasoned craftsmen established and managed shared stu-
dios to support local communities of gifted artists. Orel and Dvoulety (2020) report
that the primary tool for helping skilled individuals has been the everyday use of
shared physical spaces. Senior artists have taken on the role of mediators to accel-
erate informal interactions, and nurtured the development of supportive networks,
transforming these studios into early creative hubs. Over the next century, these
workspaces gradually began to specialise, hosting homogenous communities where
knowledge and other resources could be shared. The Writers Room, a New York-
based, café-styled environment for talented writers, first opened its doors in the
1970s. Its founders had a clear plan to support accomplished individuals and further
developed their strong points. Another example is found in the first contemporary
hackerspace, Berlin-based C-base. This shared workspace is intended for people
with interest in technology and computing, and offers an organisational culture that
supports the value of collaboration through the sharing of knowledge, equipment,
and ideas (Lindtner et al. 2014).

Contemporary coworking spaces emerged at the dawn of the twenty-first century.
Schraubenfabrik, a community centre for entrepreneurs, opened in Vienna, Austria,
in 2002 (Makakl1 et al. 2019). Three years later, Spiral Muse, believed to be one of
the earliest modern coworking spaces, opened its doors within the San Francisco-
based collective house of the same name (Spinuzzi 2012; Merkel 2015). The con-
cept began to proliferate, and coworking quickly gained popularity in the ensuing
decade, in part due to socioeconomic changes which served to support its growth
(Schmidt et al. 2014; Cabral and Winden 2016). By the end of 2019, there were an
estimated 22,400 such workspaces worldwide (Mazareanu 2019). While the early
coworking spaces have much more profiled communities of members, it appears
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that the swift popularisation of coworking spaces around the world have somewhat
eased on the gatekeeping trend that narrated who and when to accept in the work-
space and allow the integration in its inner network. Waters-Lynch and Potts (2017)
contend that coworking spaces have thrived due to their becoming focal points for
allocating people, ideas and other resources, and connecting them in tightly-knit net-
works. Bouncken and Gormar (2021) report that companies are constantly looking
for new ways to improve their innovation capacity and that the virtues of coworking
environments can strengthen and complement the company’s business orientation.
Gerdenitsch et al. (2016) suggest that coworking environments’ highly flexible infra-
structure enables users to access social support through various onsite mechanisms.
This trend has positive implications for enhanced entrepreneurial performance
(Bouncken and Reuschl 2018), which is crucial for independent workers who need
to tackle a vast array of challenges in marketing their services.

It is, however, not entirely clear how coworking spaces construct their strategies
to build talent pools as strategic assets, and the said mediation mechanisms do not
solely serve to attract users as paying customers. It appears that coworking environ-
ments have taken on a dual role when it comes to human resource management.
First, coworking spaces are commonly seen as optimised, cost-effective and appeal-
ing workspaces that bolster an employee’s well-being (Spreitzer et al. 2017), expand
their skillsets (Van De Vrande and Hynes 2016), increase work flexibility (Merkel
2015), and promote work-life balance (Johri and Teo 2018). These benefits serve
to motivate users (Brown 2017) and make them more productive (Marchegiani and
Arcese 2018). Second, coworking environments have successfully adapted to the
demands of the new economy, employing various tactics to attract particular target
workforces to their spaces, which in turn leads to the formation of tightly knit social
networks (Rus and Orel 2015; Bianchi et al. 2018; Spinuzzi et al. 2019). Scholars
commonly perceive these networks of support as collaborative communities (Mer-
kel 2015; Castilho et al. 2017; Spinuzzi et al. 2019) that enable the development of
users’ entrepreneurial potential, assisting them to compete in the open markets. In
other words; through a precisely curated third place, a community-orientated social
environment (Brown 2017), individuals are presented with the possibility to con-
tinue working alone but together in a group setting (Spinuzzi 2012). The latter can
be a product of spontaneous or mediated interactions. However, these interactions
are moderated either through direct interventions by community managers, cowork-
ing space employees who deploy selected strategies to deploy social capital forma-
tion (Cabral and Winden 2016), or indirectly using workspace setting and its spatial
comfortability (Orel and Almeida 2019).

In a similar matter, Waters-Lynch and Duff (2019) argued that coworking ambiv-
alence is a product of immaterial labour of individuals who regularly use a cow-
orking environment, implying that an open-based and curated workplace can ease
the transfer of explicit and implicit knowledge as previously indicated by Bouncken
et al. 2018). Furthermore, Cnossen and Bencherki (2019) suggested that a cowork-
ing space should be understood as a material assemblage as it participates in pro-
viding endurance to organize practice and provides them with meaning, going hand
in hand with the organizational culture behind the selected coworking environment
that is typically formed on the norms of mutual support, knowledge sharing and
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collaboration (Rus and Orel 2015). What is more, Bouncken et al. (2021) suggest
that fostering emotional and social values cannot be achieved solely with the said
mediation mechanism, but with the spatial intervention in the form of coworking
space’s interior design and architecture as these are crucial elements to create the
basis for a positive ambience within the workspace. In other words, atmospheres
that generally define coworking environments are by and large constituted by the
practices of coworking space users who are generating value in these environments.
However, the value co-creation does not evolve on the spur of the moment but rather
on the high diversity of users that tend to build relationships and strive for highly
innovative outcomes (Goermar et al. 2021).

To ensure ideal conditions for both the interaction and the transfer of knowledge
to commence, the community manager needs to identify the individuals’ needs for
comfort (Orel and Almeida 2019) and forge a culture of collaborative interactions
(Yang et al. 2019) that is further fortified with the coworking space ambience. The
active mediation between the coworking users and achieving a shifting interplay of
formal and informal relationships within the workspace can thus provide a basis
for collective action (Blagoev et al. 2019) and a sense of community (Garrett et al.
2017). These two—apart from a chance for meaningful encounters—are a common
reason why individuals tend to use a local coworking space over working from home
or a coffee shop (Jakonen et al. 2017) and could explain the swift popularisation of
coworking environments in the last decade prior to the recent developments around
the Covid-19 pandemic. To put it in a different perspective; while coworking spaces
may indeed attract users as paying customers, they nevertheless generate the basis
for developing tightly-knit networks of support and subsequently a pool of various
human talents.

These previous findings suggest that today’s coworking spaces can be distin-
guished from their predecessors due to their evolution around users’ needs. Kuba-
tova (2016) reports that about ten percent of companies in the West utilise strat-
egies to identify untapped talent pools that can be allocated in coworking centres
due to their dynamic development but does not offer any empirical evidence how
these organisations approach individuals possessing the sought-after skillsets. By
implying that coworking spaces could function as a sort of talent incubator, we can
assume that these flexible workspaces have the capacity to become a recruitment
centre for highly skilled labour and talent pools in the eyes of larger organizations.
Tarry (2018) indicates that talent acquisition could become even more challenging
in the future due to the growing demand for highly skilled workers and specialised
profiles, and that coworking spaces could serve as potential talent sourcing pools.

Nevertheless, going through the existing sources, it becomes clear that there is a
knowledge gap in our understanding of how coworking spaces can serve as catalysts
for developing localised supportive communities built around talented individuals.
Moreover, it is unknown whether and how the organisational space and brand iden-
tity actually serve to attract specific talent that could be recruited in particular con-
texts. Understanding talent in the context of flexible work environments and the uti-
lisation of possible mechanisms to transform coworking spaces into talent hubs are
topics that remain largely unstudied. Scholarly work and commercial resources link-
ing human talent with the coworking model could best be described as scant, leaving
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a widening gap in the field of HRM. That said, there are three questions that we will
try to answer within the scope of the following empirical inquiry. First, we will be
seeking how coworking spaces tend to identify themselves in the context of human
talent. Second, there is the question of how coworking may or may not build a sense
of belonging to attract and subsequently retain human talent. And lastly—what are
the mechanisms that enable coworking spaces to be identified as talent pools?

3 Method

Given the objective of exploring human talent in the context of contemporary cow-
orking environments serving as pools of highly skilled individuals and groups,
an in-depth, qualitative interviewing technique was used. The main benefit of the
selected method was the richer understanding of the selected subjects and presents
a profound way to obtain the data within a relatively unresearched field. Moreover,
the qualitative interviewing enabled flexibility and intimacy when talking to inter-
viewees, revealing findings that could otherwise be left uncovered. Interviews were
conducted with managers and workspace operators in coworking spaces that are
located in Central and Eastern Europe, set across the four countries of the Visegrad
region—The Czech Republic, Slovakia, Poland and Hungary. The setting of the so-
called “Visegrad Four” has been selected due to the thriving economic landscape
(Ivanova et al. 2018; Gubik and Farkas 2019) and a rapidly growing flexible office
space market that results in a varied landscape of coworking environments (Kovécs
and Zoltan 2017; Sebestova et al. 2017; Isac 2019; Mayerhoffer 2020).

To diversify the sample, varying types of coworking spaces were selected. As
seen in Table 1, ten coworking spaces are purposed for individual use, six have been
designed primarily for groups of users, and four have been established as a launch-
ing pad for start-up companies. According to the taxonomy of contemporary cow-
orking spaces as proposed by Orel and Bennis (2021), the first type of workspace
aims to host independent professionals who are free to work from any location. The
group-purposed coworking spaces mainly target corporate groups that seek a work-
space with limited openness and socialise primarily on a more formal level. The
final type aims to promote the success of users who, for the most part, represent
small teams whose businesses are in the early stages of their life cycle.

Data collection took place in two stages. First, the principal investigator con-
ducted a thorough literature review and prepared a singular interview guide proto-
col that has been devised into five sections totalling fourteen basic questions. Every
part of the interview included probing questions as a “jumping off” point for topic
discussions, enabling the interviewer to explore different matters and dissimilar stra-
tegic approaches towards talent management. Interviewers sought to understand: (i)
how different coworking spaces are perceiving the human talent; (ii) how the iden-
tity of a particular coworking space is being built to attract a specific type of indi-
vidual; (iii) how coworking spaces are mapping skills and how are these skills being
connected into skillsets; (iv) what specific mechanisms are being used to attract and
retain skilled individuals; and finally (v) how the selected coworking spaces are
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strategically approaching the possible establishment of talent pools and the ultimate
utilisation of mapped talents for inner and outer sourcing.

Next, 20 interviews with general managers were conducted on location at selected
coworking spaces by four regional scholars. All of the discussions were undertaken
in the local languages, since the ability of the respondent to express themselves and
comprehend the interview in their mother tongue is essential to conducting research
that is both rigorous and culturally competent (Fryer 2019). Discussions were
recorded and transcribed by the interviewers, with transcripts subsequently being
translated into English for analysis and comparison of the data. The total length
of the recorded interviews was 1,225 min, with the average conversation lasting
61.25 min. There were no disagreements between the scholars who have collected
the data.

4 Analysis

The translated transcripts were returned to the principal investigator for analy-
sis. Since the data collected was complex and texturally rich, the examination was
conducted using template data analysis, a methodology of thematic analysis that
involves a high degree of structure. The centre of this technique is developing a cod-
ing template in the form of a conceptual framework (King 1998). Several examples
from prior workspace studies utilising this approach (e.g., Phipps et al. 2009; Viotti
2016; Morrison and Smollan 2020) emphasise a hierarchical coding, encompass
narrower and more specific themes, and utilise a clear overview of relevant findings
that elucidate previously unexplored fields (Table 2).

The transcripts were read multiple times by three researchers, who independently
identified key themes of the interviews with the coworking space managers. The key
themes were subsequently discussed and continuously challenged by the researchers
during weekly meetings, from which a total of eight main themes emerged: com-
munity, brand identity, talent attraction mechanisms, talent selection mechanisms,
talent development and retention mechanisms, talent mediation mechanisms, space
organization, sourcing of talent by externals and members. Upon further discussion,
the themes were synthesized into a working model, which was further refined upon
completion of the coding process, and focused solely on themes and sub-themes
which were cited in at least ten of the interviews. In taking this approach, the final
version of the model was re-validated through a final round of discussion by chal-
lenging the model against transcripts to determine fit.

5 Results
5.1 Community
The respondents allude to a focus on providing a framework for the functioning

of the community of their members. They note that shared values among users,
and generally accepted rules for interaction, enable them to co-create a sense of
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community. The interviews suggest that coworking spaces can be positioned along
a “Community vs. Business Focus” continuum, with a primary focus either on com-
munity building to foster collaboration of members and enhance well-being, or on
growing the coworking space through rapid expansions, both locally and interna-
tionally. The interviews shed light upon the goal of community-focused workspaces,
namely, the growth of one’s own enterprise by and through the community’s organic
growth. The following quote illustrates this further:

“So, the aim is not only to move our business forward but also to move their
business forward and to enrich one another, and all in all to move forward.”
(HubHub Prague).

In addition to the focus on either the community or the business, there are
degrees of attention to the wider (local) Community evident in the pursuit of sup-
porting “positive social change” (ImpactHub Budapest). Coworking spaces perceive
themselves as initiators and accelerators of movements and broader communities,
either focusing on a specific theme such as entrepreneurship, or on a more com-
prehensive mission such as environmental impact or social justice. In particular,
those spaces operating as subsidiaries of a larger enterprise (e.g., HubHub under
HB Reavis; Brain Embassy under Adger) seem to naturally lean towards the Busi-
ness Focus side of the continuum. These workspaces face more pressure to generate
returns through the growth of their clients’ businesses, often to refer clients to the
parent company, from which the clients can lease office space. In contrast to the
business focus, workspaces on the Community Focus side of the continuum treat
the building of community as “the most important thing” (Kubik Budapest). These
spaces encourage personal growth, and advocate collaboration among members to
create a tight-knit community that shares values and interacts on a meaningful basis.
Business growth may be part of the plan, but it is not necessarily a driving force.

The Atmosphere / Feel within the coworking space emerged as a significant sub-
theme. The operators are keenly aware of its importance: “Thanks to the creation of
a friendly atmosphere here.... We are trying to find ways how we can activate the
people here. So that they could experience this synergy” (Noa Co-work Warsaw). In
trying to create a setting that cultivates productivity and familiarity, members seem
to soak up the atmosphere, leading to boosts of motivation and synergies among
members. This is furthered by the focus on Long-term Collaboration between mem-
bers and the workspace, with the spaces investing in the relationship with their
members by supporting them throughout their business life cycle.

What results from this process is a feeling of organisational citizenship, where
individuals can learn and businesses can thrive. This even extends to former mem-
bers, or “alumni” (Kaptar Budapest) who return to the space for special events.
Establishing such a community makes it possible for the spaces to utilize the Com-
munity for Marketing Purposes, as word spreads and the space organically gains
new members who are interested in becoming part of the ecosystem: “And because
everything we offer is available to all members, the community then interconnects
organically, the community sparks interest internally but also externally, I mean that
people’s interest in what happens here grows.” (WeWork Prague). This mechanism
is further reinforced by the members’ Brand and Community Identification, with the
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feeling of pride that comes with a sense of belonging to relevant target groups. The
following quote illustrates this effect in place at HubHub in Bratislava:

“It means that when I introduce somebody to someone else, they say “this is a
HubHub member” and I identify myself as a member of a group. The objective
is to make that group strong and prestigious so that people want to belong to
it; that it’s going to be a quality sign, a sign that you qualify somewhere.”

5.2 Brand identity

A space’s brand identity emerged from the interviews as a key element in position-
ing the coworking space in the market and attracting talent. By developing and fur-
ther advancing their own DNA, and actively communicating this through public
relations efforts, workspaces can differentiate themselves in the local market, with a
focus on their global standing. Similarly, the spaces establish the Physical Space as
Part of the Brand Identity, opting for a unique interior which also becomes advanta-
geous for members looking to impress guests that they invite to the space, as out-
lined by Brain Embassy in Warsaw:

“They also said that the membership here influences business relationships in
a very positive way. You have a client who is entering this space and there is
something to talk about at the very first instance. There is nothing like “how
was your trip”, but rather “wow!” as a reaction to the place. Brainers [name
for their members] tell us that it has a very positive influence on the quality of
these meetings.”

Moreover, the physical space aids the functioning of the brand identity in attract-
ing their target group. For the latter, the sub-theme of Fitting the Cowork into the
Local emerged, which further outlines how the space is configured to the local needs
and market dynamics. Despite a centralized strategy of larger coworking space
operators, they nevertheless suggest an adaptation based on the given local context.
SvetHub in Prague explains it in this way:

“We are a small coworking space, that is distinct ... how to say this, it’s based
on people who live close by, they've been coming here for a long time, it’s not
any in-and-out sort of place. People have been members for at least a year,
they tend to be members for months or years at a time, it’s usually for more
than half a year.”

To more effectively draw their target group into the space, the brand identity
seems to be built around a Definition of Talent of their ideal members. This ranges
from an emphasis on hard skills to a softer understanding of talent as innate by look-
ing primarily for “somebody with talent” (HubHub Bratislava). A key criterion
appears to be the Value added to the Community, which comprises both soft and
hard factors. The following quote exemplifies this:

“The profile of the “dream” client is a person who is open. It is someone who
likes to talk about their business, likes to build relationships, is happy to coop-
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erate, so cares about this space, feels engaged here. Although it is us who are
supposed to provide services and service here.... this feeling of comm.....of
belonging...” (Noa Co-work Warsaw).

5.3 Talent attraction mechanisms

Following the coworking space’s conscious positioning in the local talent market
and narrowing down the requirements for members, the goal is to fill the space with
the most suitable members. With an initial membership base, the space solidifies its
market position, allowing for an organic, non-mediated attraction of talent as new
members fitting the profile are drawn into the space:

“When you have an attractive tech company, other tech companies follow,
and hiring, I don’t want to use this word because we don’t do hiring, but |
mean that it becomes easier to attract top tech companies, they start respond-
ing when they find out you are already developing a tech community and you
already have some tech startups.” (HubHub Prague).

This is further aided by active Publicity through engagement on social media
channels, investment in SEO and Adwords, while also relying on organically gener-
ated word of mouth of members attracting further candidates from the desired tar-
get group. In addition to this, Events as Talent Attraction Tools function by open-
ing the space to the general public, enabling guests to engage with members. The
respondents stress this as perhaps the most critical tool to generate new members,
suggesting an inevitable return on investment whereby, in addition to enlarging the
membership base, networking further contributes to the development and growth of
current members:

“Actually, we are able to convert people who take part at an event to our
(wide) community, to our clients or connect them to someone within our com-
munity. The events can be the biggest channel 1 would say, it’s quite impor-
tant.” (Campus City Bratislava).

5.4 Talent selection mechanisms

With a focus on full occupancy of the space, coworking spaces actively assess can-
didates in line with the respective policies and strategies of the space to determine
their fit, both in terms of the community and the prospective member’s skill set, as
highlighted in the following quote:

“The goal at the end of the day is that when we are fully occupied and will
be able to choose who will be here, that the candidates will have to qualify.”
(HubHub Bratislava).

For assessment purposes, the sub-theme of Selection Criteria emerged, which,
in line with the underlying understanding of talent within the space, narrows down
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the profile of the ideal member to be selected by the staff member in charge, for
instance, based upon specific personality traits:

“It is more of intuition. I can feel if someone has a natural personal culture,
conduct.... Or not... If I have more people who apply for the space here...
I actually use such personal criteria. Some people call it “chemistry”. This
chemistry usually grows in personal relationship but there is an assumption
here that in Noa co-work we also work on more familiar basis.” (Noa Co-work
Warsaw).

Furthermore, respondents hint at the Community as a Self-Selection Mechanism.
Hence, a non-mediated process, where prospective members get to develop a feeling
for the space’s atmosphere and members either during an event, or while making
use of a free trial day. When that sense of synergy is lacking, they de-select and no
longer wish to become members:

“And somehow, those who don’t share our approach go away, and it happens
organically, which I like. I think that in the course of our existence we decided
to say good-bye to two members. And usually, the people who go away don’t
share our mindset, they don’t enjoy the relaxed, pleasant and friendly space,
they prefer to be on formal terms, they prefer an enclosed office and a hotel-
like services that we don’t provide. They leave because they might be dissatis-
fied, the place is not a good fit for them and that’s completely fine, because we
can’t accommodate everyone and we have some boundaries that we can cross
and that we can’t cross.” (ImpactHub Prague).

The third selection parameter is the pursuit of Pricing Strategies, in particular
setting prices in higher market segments, with which the coworking spaces further
narrow down their target group to individuals, small teams, or other businesses with
stable growth and income, and in doing so, turn away candidates with less financial
stability: “Please also remember that the price, the fee does the job. We do not have
the whole spectrum of the society.” (WeWork Warsaw).

5.5 Talent development and retention mechanisms

The respondents outline how coworking spaces assume “the role of an educator,
of a change maker” (Brain Embassy Warsaw) for their members in helping them
advance both in terms of their personal growth, as well as their businesses. By mak-
ing use of internal and external Mentors/Coaches/Experts, the coworking spaces
actively develop their members in a mediated process:

“We have a database of mentors. So, when he [the business] comes to me and
says “We have grown up and we need help with financial matters”, I will say
that OK, here is the CFO of Microsoft, I can connect you. Thus, top people in
the country to whom they would never get a chance to get, these people teach
or convey their knowledge, and for them it is again that HubHub forms a gate-
way—they know that when we link them to someone, it is not going to be just
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anybody from the street who wants something and a there is a filter in place.”
(HubHub Bratislava).

To further enable the development and retention of members, Resource Provision
is considered a necessity to allow members to focus on developing their potential
fully. Such resources range from basic amenities such as high-speed internet and
coffee, to more customized service offerings:

“It sounds ridiculous but it’s basics, and if this doesn’t work well, everything
else we’re trying to build falls to pieces.” (ImpactHub Prague).

An additional approach taken in the development of members is the establish-
ment of Forms of Incubation/Acceleration within the coworking spaces, support-
ing individuals and businesses in various stages of their business life cycle. This, in
turn, also benefits the coworking spaces through the expansion of their network and
draws interest from investors. In the pursuit of maximizing the benefits from talent
development and retention mechanisms, Awareness of Members’ Needs is described
as a crucial element and a continuous effort to tailor their offerings to the changing
needs of their members. The following quote highlights this point:

“Every company has needs. You can have a first impression that there is a
marketing agency that is doing very well but after a conversation like this it
turns out there are some problems that they have not addressed, and that we
can actually help them. This is, in fact, the source of our activity.” (HubHub
Warsaw).

For this purpose, a variety of Tools to Investigate Members’ Needs are utilized,
ranging from surveys to feedback meetings or less formal chats. In addition to the
space’s own development efforts, Member-Led Talent Development functions
through community initiatives by members, for members, and is actively encouraged
by the coworking space. These may also take the form of Events as Talent Develop-
ment and Retention Tools, either covering a specific, business-related topic, or other
inspirational topics. These events are offered free of charge to members, who also
get the opportunity to interact with fellow members, or network with guests who pay
to join the events:

“And because everything we offer is available to all members, the community
then interconnects organically, the community sparks interest internally but
also externally, I mean that people’s interest in what happens here grows. Well
at least three times a week, we host an event for all our members. And because
we don’t rent out our space externally, this is also an added value for the peo-
ple who sit here because they organize their own events or presentations here.
And when, for instance, our startup decides to have a presentation here, the
whole building can attend. So, they become known to the community and once
they are known to the community, somehow organically the information is
passed on.” (WeWork Prague).

The combination of these mechanisms allows coworking spaces to develop their
members, and in doing so, ensure the retention of talent.
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5.6 Talent mediation mechanisms

Another way that workspaces actively develop members is through the use of
talent mediation mechanisms. As coworking space members make connec-
tions with each other, they find new opportunities for personal and professional
growth. In the words of an analogy shared by HubHub Warsaw, “We like to give
the fishing rod, not the fish. We try to connect people; we try to help them take
advantage of one another’s skills”.

This process is aided by the use of Talent Management Tools. These entail
selective invitations for External Talent to connect with members. Some spaces
also report that they are being directly contacted by external parties looking to
engage. Talent Pools/Systems are provided as a digital tool, where members
create profiles and search through the member database. By filtering for skills,
location, interests and the like, meaningful relationships can be built even across
locations and countries. This directly feeds into the functioning of Community
as Talent Mediation Mechanism, with the active exchange of ideas. Ideally,
this results in collaboration among members, as illustrated by Noa Co-work in
Warsaw:

“There are also some “higher level” things such as interactions .... For
example, since this open space is a shared space, people get to know one
another in different constellations. Sometimes their professions are com-
plementary and they can start some cooperation. For example, a designer
with a software developer can create projects together. It is the most com-
mon example. But also, the professions that are similar take advantage of
sharing things in common here. They have similar problems; they can con-
sult each other. So, it is a nice value added, apart from using this space.
They can even consult their ideas with other people.”

This is portrayed as flourishing further with (Professional) Diversity Lead-
ing to Personal Understanding among members from different backgrounds.
The final aspect in creating the necessary framework for effective talent media-
tion consists of Informal Mediation Mechanisms where coworking space staff
actively contribute to creating a friendly, open environment with informal inter-
actions among members, nudging them to connect with others:

“Maybe just a small percentage of people who are outgoing, open, will
start talking to others in the street.... But really it is just a small percent-
age of such people... majority of people need support. I come here: “Hi”,
“hi”.. “what’s up?” With this approach I open other people .... They
notice that there is somebody else next to them ... that a conversation can
be interesting... that even when you have a small talk something can hap-
pen later on... it is really hard work, the work of community teams, you
know...” (Brain Embassy Warsaw).
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5.7 Space organization

A second key element within the space is its organization, both from an operational
perspective and from a strategic/visionary perspective. To enhance the function-
ing of the space, the operators look for Inspiration by travelling to other cowork-
ing spaces or meeting with community managers from other spaces, as described by
Kubik Budapest:

“I used to do a lot of overseas viewing of what they do, how they do it. I've
just been to Tel Aviv, and there was a WeWork, I went to look around, very
designer offices, I've collected a lot of ideas from them before, but it’s getting
harder to figure out what’s new.”

The Founder/Owner exerts a strong influence over the shape of the coworking
space, fashioning it in line with their personal ideals and needs, as noted by the co-
founder and current owner of SvetHub Prague:

“So, I designed this space so I myself could use it, and the design is built on
my own needs and it reflects my personality that likes to connect these diverse
sectors.”

To better run the space, the owners hire a Coworking Space Team (CWS Team)
with similar values to nurture the community and its atmosphere. Both members
and coworking space operators benefit from Member/Information Exchange among
Spaces, where members can use multiple locations of the larger coworking chain,
and coworking space operators may also exchange knowledge with non-related
spaces. Such exchanges are made possible by the spaces’ self-perception not as
competitors, but as part of a larger ecosystem of local, independent centres who
“complement one another rather than compete with one another” (Noa Co-work
Warsaw). Other space organization elements include the use of Communication
Platforms for members to engage one another. These tend to be digital platforms,
such as Slack or Facebook, but can also be internal systems specifically designed
for the space. Lastly, the Physical Space is consciously created with amenities such
as kitchenettes, which are described as “the heart of the central point of the space”
(HubHub Prague). These areas provide a general Spatial Layout to Foster Com-
munity-Building, so that members can chat informally and bond with others. Some
spaces even allow for (Member-based) Changes in Spatial Layout to enhance the fit
of the physical space to their members’ needs.

5.8 Sourcing of talent by externals and members

As coworking spaces attract and develop a base of talented members, they draw
interest from companies within the broader business environment who seek to con-
tract with some of the members. Similarly, members themselves leverage the cow-
orking space as a talent pool to acquire new employees. One group which actively
attempts to source talent from coworking spaces is made up of Investors/Incubators/
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Accelerators. Some of the respondents describe how they cultivate these sorts of
relationships to forward them potentially interesting candidates, such as HubHub
Bratislava:

“We try to provide a flexible space and events that can be developmental, also
a network of contacts and introducing them to people — their future business
partners, investors or mentors.”

A more direct benefit of solid talent management of coworking spaces can be
observed in the case of ImpactHub Prague, reporting to be approached by externals
asking for contacts to fill certain positions, highlighting how building a strong talent
pool has built the coworking space’s reputation in the business environment. How-
ever, the interviewee reports to be protective of the community by not disclosing
information directly, and instead giving the choice to members through the approach
towards externals outlined below, thus also benefitting members by providing them
with new development opportunities:

“...send me info about what you're looking for, and a short piece introducing
your company, so that I know who’s asking, and I’ll share it with the people I
think might be interested and they would potentially get back to you”

With talent management measures in place, a common strategy has emerged for
members’ connection to externals, resulting in “Outgrowing Clients”, and thus, in
businesses that outgrow the coworking space. In particular, those spaces operating
under a larger office space provider (e.g., Business Link under SKANSKA), are able
to feed the newly matured business back to the parent company, which can accom-
modate its growing needs, as explained below:

“If you have a very large enterprise like American Express for example or a
large bank. They will certainly aim to have permanent outlets, locations. If
they start with us, they will be, in the end, interested in traditional leasing (of
office area). Our “marriage” with SKANSKA can secure this as well, as part
of our capital group. We can offer some office space for their beginning but
later SKANSKA will meet their further demands.” (Business Link Warsaw).

(Fig. 1)

6 Discussion

The findings discussed in this paper lay out a comprehensive model for the function-
ing of talent mechanisms in coworking spaces. This model consists of four major
elements.

First, the conscious building of a strong brand identity for the coworking space
is a prerequisite for subsequent talent mechanisms to take effect. Importantly,
with its underlying concept of talent specific to the space, the brand identity helps
to determine the ultimate effectiveness of talent recruitment efforts by reinforc-
ing the space’s connection to the target group of highly skilled workers in that
location. Moreover, the relationship between brand identity and talent attraction
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Fig. 1 Model 1. Human talent cycle in coworking environments

mechanisms may be understood as reciprocal, with the brand benefitting from,
and being strengthened by, the community of increasingly talented members.
With talent attraction mechanisms as the initiator, the interviews depict a
human resource cycle that entails selection, development, and retention efforts by
the coworking space. Because this second element is cyclical in nature, it is best
understood as an ongoing process which gradually allows a space to maximize
its efficacy. Once the space has reached a “critical mass” of talented members,
its operators can become more particular in their selection criteria for potential
new members. Conversely, they may also begin to de-select underperforming
members based on continuous performance reviews as observed in some cases.
Furthermore, as talent development and retention efforts become more custom-
ized, brand identity is enhanced, and external talent begins to view membership
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as something they should aspire to. In essence, talent attraction begins to take on
a life of its own, and these mechanisms’ functioning improves over time.

Nevertheless, to optimize the effective functioning of this human resource cycle,
the space’s organisation and the talent mediation play a crucial role. This third ele-
ment provides the operational framework to allow for any of the mechanisms to be
employed, including that of the physical environment itself, to best cater to its mem-
bers’ varied and changing needs. Talent mediation within the space fuels the effec-
tive functioning of talent mechanisms by interlacing members, in both mediated and
non-mediated approaches, to build community and enable members to take advan-
tage of any synergies the shared workspace offers.

The fourth and final element of the conceptual model is the continuous sourcing
of talent, both by businesses within the space who hire new employees or contract
with other members and external businesses who recruit from the co-located talent
pool. This is where coworking spaces are able to reap the benefits of the financial
and non-financial investments they have made in the functioning and continuous
improvement of the human resource cycle. From the perspective of workspace users,
this is where their career and business growth are helped most clearly.

7 Conclusion, Implications of the Study and Directions for Future
Research

The empirical evidence from different coworking spaces is relevant to research on
high-performance work systems, and contributes to the study of talent management
in relation to coworking environments and their role in labour markets. First, the
results have shown that coworking spaces identify themselves as local accelerators
of entrepreneurship within communities, contributing to positive social change in
their local environments. By facilitating interaction and collaboration between users,
coworking spaces offer support throughout the business life cycle, with various life-
long learning and professional growth tools.

Second, the evidence suggests that coworking spaces consciously work to build
brand identification and a sense of belonging. The latter stands as the hallmark of
an entrepreneurial environment, where individuals can hone their skills and acquire
knowledge. Coworking spaces thus become identified as hubs of highly skilled tal-
ent by local businesses and policymakers.

Third, in order to realise their potential as talent pools, coworking spaces con-
struct and adapt a vast array of talent attraction, selection and retention mechanisms.
The evidence indicates that these mechanisms are different in every workspace, and
are generally part of the strategic framework that establishes the position of a cow-
orking space on a local market. Nevertheless, some similarities between the said
mechanisms can be identified as they all build their basis on first identifying the
talent, recognising the compatibility of the prosperous users and being invested into
building meaningful relationships between onboarded users.

This paper can help raise awareness of policymakers about the importance of
understanding coworking spaces as contemporary entrepreneurial hubs and help
them formulate relevant policies supporting these flexible work environments.
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Moreover, the industry can better understand how different types of coworking
spaces operate in terms of HRM, and how they position themselves in the chang-
ing landscape of a flexible economy that demands a supply of highly skilled indi-
viduals. For practitioners, the outlined talent mechanisms offer an opportunity to
be seized. However, they might also be viewed as a threat, pushing them to adopt
defensive measures for retaining talent in the face of highly developed cowork-
ing competitors. Overall, taking a strategic approach to talent management may
benefit coworking spaces, especially in the long-term, due to the nature of the
human resources cycle in continuously improving further by enhancing subse-
quent mechanisms (e.g., successful development and retention improving the
brand identity as perceived by potential new members, thus contributing further
to attraction mechanisms).

Due to the current COVID-19 pandemic and the resulting shutdown of com-
merce in many countries during the first half of 2020, the open talent economy has
been significantly disrupted. Both traditional and flexible workplaces have been
transformed, with the need for social distancing eclipsing the sort of openness and
interaction between workplace users previously promoted. Nevertheless, while the
coworking industry has been hit particularly hard by the pandemic, coworking envi-
ronments may yet re-emerge as places offering the sort of flexibility that will be
perceived as an asset to local economies. Bureau a Partager, the main platform for
connecting individuals and organisations with drop-in workspaces in France, sug-
gests that coworking environments will play a significant role in restarting the flex-
ible economy (Calders 2020). JLL, a commercial real estate service provider has
gone a step further, positing that the coworking model will likely take a larger share
of the global office market, thanks to its resilience and ability to adapt to the needs
of the economy (Huwart 2020). Future development and the changing landscape for
flexible workspaces will demand additional research to further delineate the role of
coworking environments in human resource management.

There are two possible outcomes to consider in terms of (re)establishing talent
pools within coworking environments in the post-COVID-19 world. First, cowork-
ing spaces situate their users within a supportive network that is strongly connected
to the physical environment. While most of the premises have closed their doors in
the opening months of the crisis due to the need for physical distancing, many cow-
orking spaces have initiated virtual coworking sessions for their members in order
to maintain connections and nurture a sense of community and belonging (Roussel
2020). Efficient moderation of community-based activities and mediation of rela-
tionships might prove to be a go-to tool for retaining individuals within relevant net-
works. However, the COVID-19 pandemic could change that and a more personal-
ised approach will be needed to attract the very same individuals back to coworking
spaces.

Second, early coworking spaces underwent a sort of “growth spurt” follow-
ing the global economic crisis of 2008 and 2009, with self-employed individuals
and independent workers showing a demand for flexible workspaces with access
to collaborative networks and new business opportunities. Assuming that cowork-
ing spaces can retain their position as talent pools, attract new skilled individuals,
and effectively utilise mediation mechanisms that promote connectivity between
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individual members and companies, they could become a focal point for reigniting
local economies.

Having said that, an additional scholarly inquiry will be needed. First, it will be
essential to understand how smaller, localised and independent coworking spaces
may reintroduce the gatekeeping process of selecting individuals who would befit
their internal networks of support. Second, with markets being reshaped due to the
Covid-19 disruption, coworking spaces may focus on a particular field of knowledge
and a specific set of skills and subsequently attract such talent. Third, in parallel
to onsite coworking spaces, these spaces may start to actively develop their digital
presence, posing the question of how virtual coworking spaces attract individuals
and effectively connect them in networks of support.

Supplementary Information The online version contains supplementary material available at https://doi.
org/10.1007/s11846-021-00487-4.
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