
  
 

 

6 New working spaces 
Policy perspectives before and after 
the COVID-19 pandemic 

Carolina Pacchi, Nicola Francesco Dotti, 
and Mariachiara Barzotto 

Introduction 

Coworking spaces (CSs) emerged in the US in the mid-2000s as part of a 
broader evolution of (urban) working spaces, moving beyond the traditional 
idea of large (Fordist) manufacturing plants. This internally diversifed phe-
nomenon includes various forms of new, shared working spaces such as incuba-
tors, makerspaces, and fabrication laboratories (fab labs). This diversity, which 
is part of the richness and potential of new working spaces, makes them difcult 
to defne (Akhavan, 2020) and this unclear conceptualization has implications 
for interventions aimed at supporting or promoting them (Avdikos & Merkel, 
2020). However, the potential for creating jobs, supporting start-ups and new 
forms of work organizations (as explained in the other chapters of this vol-
ume) has attracted policy interests to counteract deindustrialization processes 
in advanced economies. The emergence of the post-Fordist economy in devel-
oped countries left many brownfelds, both large ones on the urban fringes and 
smaller ones in the consolidated urban fabric, presenting critical challenges for 
urban transformations. At the same time, policymakers had to face job losses 
and growing socioeconomic polarization within cities. In this perspective, the 
new forms of working spaces combine economic, social, and urban aspects. 

This chapter maps the debate of new working spaces (particularly CSs) on 
the level of European policy making. It explores how new working spaces 
have been interpreted by the European Commission and how this debate 
has evolved from its origins up to the recent COVID-19 period. For these 
purposes, two diferent ideas of CSs will be presented and discussed: CSs as 
innovation drivers boosting economic development; and as opportunities for 
territorial regeneration, such as brownfeld redevelopment or local hubs pro-
moting social cohesion. Specifc attention is devoted to identifying the evolu-
tion of policies supporting these spaces with a focus on place-based and urban 
planning measures before and during the COVID-19 pandemic. This chapter 
empirically investigates this debate analyzing EU policy reports and case stud-
ies. Finally, remarks and suggestions for policy learning are presented. 

The remainder of the chapter is structured as follows. In Section  2, a 
(short) historical review of the emergence of new working spaces in advanced 
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economies is presented. Section 3 presents a conceptualization of new working 
spaces for policy design, with a focus on CSs as drivers of economic develop-
ment and urban regeneration. Section 4 refects on the efects of the COVID-
19 pandemic on CSs. Finally, Section 5 concludes by delineating remarks and 
suggestions for policy learning. 

The evolution of new working spaces in cities 
undergoing deindustrialization 

From a long-term perspective, CSs form part of the continuing evolution in 
the organization of workspaces, moving beyond the large (Fordist) manufac-
turing plants to introduce new, fexible forms of (shared) working spaces. This 
evolution has changed and is still changing the urban landscape and collec-
tive imagery of working spaces (Aerts et al., 2007; Caiazza, 2014; Grimaldi & 
Grandi, 2005; Mian et al., 2016; Smith & Zhang, 2012; Theodorakopoulos 
et  al., 2014). In the Europe-centred policy-oriented perspective chosen for 
this chapter, three main periods can be identifed, from the frst ‘incubator’ 
in the US, to the difusion of ‘business innovation centres’ in Europe, to the 
most recent CSs. This concise overview presents a framework to conceptualize 
policy interventions for CSs. 

The starting point can be identifed in the well-known case of the Batavia 
Industrial Center by Joseph Mancuso in New York, USA, which is considered 
the frst known business ‘incubator’. This frst example was mainly a proft-ori-
ented real-estate project for newly established companies. Its success spread from 
Northern America to Europe and was also replicated several times by govern-
ments and universities. Mancuso’s fundamental intuition was to provide equipped 
ofce space (and eventually production space) to newly established companies. 
However, this initial real-estate perspective was quickly integrated with the ben-
efts for early-stage entrepreneurs of being located in the same place, sharing 
experiences, tacit knowledge, and potential business networks among colleagues 
and with potential venture capitalists. This experience was viewed as successful 
due to the integration between ‘hard’ factors (working spaces) and ‘soft’ factors 
such as business networking, knowledge exchange, and informal contacts. 

The second milestone was the European Programme for Business Innovation 
Centres (BIC), launched in 1984 (cf. European Commission, 2002). This pro-
gramme was the frst policy programme explicitly aimed at the spread of new 
working spaces. At the time, BICs became the frst recognized channel for estab-
lishing new companies using public support. Nonetheless, importing this model 
from the US, European policymakers had to adapt the legal and business settings 
to the European context. Without going into the details of this programme, the 
expansion of BICs across Europe made these new forms of working spaces a 
primary channel for new companies, spreading this model across the continent. 
The strong emphasis on soft factors such as business networking, entrepreneur-
ship training (i.e. accelerator programmes), and knowledge exchange (Theo-
dorakopoulos et al., 2014) became a factor of success for many new companies. 
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The third phase can be identifed after 2000, when incubators, BICs, 
and other forms of fexible workspaces were already well established as cit-
ies deindustrialized. However, growing scepticism emerged, with questions 
related to the efective use of public funds for such expensive real-estate ini-
tiatives (Mian et al., 2016). While the ‘soft’ factors emerged as key elements, 
the tangible elements of these new working spaces were too expensive, often 
undermining the economic proftability of such initiatives. This weakness 
led to questions about the fnancial returns of BICs and incubators where 
the revitalization of brownfelds was justifed in the context of the urban/ 
built environment, but not in ‘economic’ terms, since freelancers, start-ups, 
and new companies hardly used these new spaces. 

In this third phase, CSs have emerged as a fexible compromise between 
‘traditional’ incubators, where the real-estate aspect was predominant, and the 
‘intangible’ accelerator programme focused on promoting entrepreneurship 
without providing ofce space (Aaboen, 2009; Aernoudt, 2004; Albert et al., 
2003). While incubators were seen as expensive/unproftable real-estate ini-
tiatives, the accelerator programmes were viewed as ‘just’ training, sometimes 
associated with venture capital funding or business angel initiatives (Bøllingtoft, 
2012). Thus, while incubators were too expensive and mainly focused on real-
estate, the accelerator programmes were seen as ‘too light’ and unable to solve 
the demand for (physical) working spaces for newly established companies. 
Between these two extremes, CSs provide fexible working spaces on smaller 
scales compared with incubators while maintaining the ‘soft’ elements. 

In this perspective, CSs can be seen as local mediators between multiple needs (cf. 
Dotti & Lupova-Henry, 2020). Like incubators, CSs ofer professional work areas 
endowed with the necessary business equipment such as desks, Wi-Fi/Internet 
connection, cafés, lounges, and meeting rooms. In contrast to incubators, 
the organization of CSs with fexible desks and ofces may change daily, 
optimizing physical spaces and potentially boosting the ‘soft’ elements such as 
intensifying informal contacts and providing workshops, upskilling courses, 
and professional/social networking. These soft opportunities facilitate knowl-
edge exchange, collaboration, and joint leisure activities (Gandini, 2015; 
Bouncken, 2017 in Bouncken et  al., 2020), representing critical aspects in 
boosting entrepreneurship and creativity (Bouncken & Aslam, 2019) in peo-
ple and organizations. On the other hand, CSs answer the need for ofces 
not ofered by the accelerator programmes. With regard to the ofce market, 
CSs allow short-term renting, potentially reducing this cost for start-ups and 
freelancers who might have difculty meeting a critical mass to rent their own 
ofce spaces. These elements are particularly relevant in central urban areas 
where real-estate market pressure is higher than in peripheral/suburban areas. 
At the same time, the concentration of a highly skilled workforce facilitates 
the emergence of new entrepreneurs (freelancers, start-ups, or other forms). 
Nonetheless, vague terminology and unclear notions undermine the pos-
sibility for policymakers to identify a feld for intervention (cf. European 
Commission, 2002). 
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Conceptualizing new working spaces for policy design 

The distinction among incubators/BICs, accelerator programmes, and CSs 
opens a theoretical issue between public and private initiatives. The frst incu-
bator in New York was a purely private initiative, BICs were a publicly pro-
moted initiative, and hybrid organizations like universities have also created 
these new forms of working spaces. According to Grimaldi and Grandi (2005), 
the distinction between public and private initiatives can be misleading, since 
most initiatives have hybrid forms, often adapting to the national legal frame-
work. Along these lines, the following distinction between public and private 
incubators can help better describe this issue. 

The main objective of public incubators was to reduce the costs of doing business by 
ofering a set of services ranging from the provision of space, infrastruc-
tures and facilities, to more elaborate services, as well as by ofering access 
to technical and managerial expertise, assistance in business plan develop-
ment, etc. The main source of proft for public incubators is the fees for 
the services they provide and the public funding from local, national and 
international schemes. . . . Private incubators can make money in several 
ways, including charging service fees, as well as taking a percentage of 
revenues from incubated companies or liquidity events of incubates. The 
purpose of for-proft incubators is quickly to create new ventures and in return to take 
a portion of equity in the new venture as fees. 

(Grimaldi & Grandi, 2005, pp. 112–113, emphasis added) 

In Grimaldi and Grandi’s framework, two models can be identifed. In Model 
1, working spaces have a business model based on the returns generated by user 
fees, while Model 2, in contrast, profts from ‘(re-)selling’ the hosted businesses. 
While other classifcations do exist (cf. Aerts et al., 2007; Bergek & Norrman, 
2008; Bruneel et al., 2012), this taxonomy has been broadly accepted in the 
literature because it goes beyond the formal/legal defnitions between public 
and private organizations, which may be afected by diferences in the vari-
ous national legal systems. For policymakers, this distinction is crucial because 
Model 1 working spaces can ofer fexible, often afordable ofces in central 
(i.e. congested) urban areas. In contrast, Model 2 seems more adapted to riskier 
business initiatives, thus involving more private investors. 

The distinction between these business models contributes to conceptualiz-
ing CSs as local mediators working between user demands and investor expec-
tations (Dotti & Lupova-Henry, 2020). As incubators, CSs can adopt diferent 
ownerships; they can be public, private, or hybrid. Looking at CSs in Helsinki, 
Kojo and Nenonen (2016) identifed a typology of spaces according to two 
dimensions: the business model (proft vs non-proft strategies); and the level of 
user access to the places (public, semi-public, or private). The authors describe 
six types of CSs: public/non-proft spaces (public ofces, free of charge); semi-
public/non-proft (collaboration hubs); private/non-proft (incubators); pub-
lic/proft (third places); semi-public/proft (coworking hotels); and private/ 
proft (shared studios). 
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CS members can be heterogeneous. These spaces attract freelancers, start-
ups, and scale-up companies (Talent Garden, 2020). Start-ups are developing 
their business idea and usually participate in accelerators or incubator pro-
grammes (often organized by the CSs) while looking for investors or business 
angels. Conversely, scale-ups are companies that have already passed the start-
up stage and are validating their product on the market, facing the challenging 
phase of growing to become well-established SMEs. As Talent Garden (2020) 
highlights, CSs represent a fexible, collaborative, safe environment for scale-
ups that want to minimize risk. Scale-ups may grow fast, and CSs can provide 
a space for the team at a variable cost. At the same time, CSs are places where 
employees can learn and upskill, be exposed and connected to international 
communities, and improve their brand image. 

From this brief review, we observe that for local policymakers, the challenge 
runs from ofering afordable working spaces to boosting innovation and eco-
nomic growth, for which they often have limited possibilities for intervention. 
Especially in central urban areas, the demand for afordable working spaces is cru-
cial for ‘protecting’ or ‘sheltering’ emerging businesses such as freelancers, start-
ups, and scale-ups (Pacchi, 2018; Pacchi & Mariotti, 2021). For these emerging 
businesses, a central location is needed to survive during the most critical phase 
of the business life cycle. On the contrary, Model 2 working spaces have the 
highest potential for growth in deprived suburbs and regions where a riskier 
approach may open the possibility for a substantial socioeconomic upgrade. 

Public policies aimed at supporting and strengthening urban social cohe-
sion and local community-building have been at the heart of several local-
ized policy experiments across Europe in the past thirty years (Vinci, 2020). 
Major structural phenomena such as deindustrialization and overseas migra-
tion have occurred, but the impacts on local social cohesion have been very 
non-uniform across European cities. In the past thirty years, European and 
national policy responses to the local efects of such trends have been proposed 
and experimented in the form of ‘area-based’ and, more recently, ‘place-based’ 
interventions (Andersson & Musterd, 2005; Briata et al., 2009; Barca, 2009). 
Such policies have generally been based on integrated approaches, matching 
the focus on renewing decayed physical spaces with policy measures to enhance 
intangible resources such as social capital and collective efcacy and to foster 
economic development and employment. The rationale of these integrated 
approaches has been tied to triggering synergy between the diferent policy 
measures and minimizing mismatches and missed opportunities. 

Many experiments in new working spaces stem from similar perspectives on 
the role of urban spaces and the ways to make them lively, accessible, and wel-
coming. In order to understand and interpret policies supporting new work-
spaces, we organize the variety of urban regeneration policies tested across 
European cities in this phase along two axes (see Table 6.1): 

• one that connects the two polarities of top-down (local or supra-local authority-
led urban regeneration) and bottom-up (social innovation-based and com-
munity-driven regeneration projects); 
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  Table 6.1 Type of policy interventions aimed at urban regeneration. (Prepared by the 
authors) 

Infrastructure interventions Projects in the social sphere 

Top-down to fll according to the to fll according to the projects 
(local or supra-local interventions analyzed analyzed 

authority-led urban 
regeneration) 

Bottom-up to fll according to the to fll according to the projects 
(social innovation-based interventions analyzed analyzed 

and community-driven 
regeneration projects) 

Source: Authors. 

• another that highlights the tension between infrastructure interventions to 
upgrade and refurbish physical assets and initiatives and projects in the social 
sphere, aimed at strengthening social cohesion. 

Support for and fostering new working spaces, including CSs in particular, 
falls within the same categories. In most cases, CSs are a bottom-up phe-
nomenon, emerging from market dynamics, local social dynamics, or both 
with mixed forms (Akhavan, 2020). These hybrid origins represent a challenge 
for existing planning processes and regulations concerning ofce space (Babb 
et al., 2018; Leducq & Ananian, 2019). While only a small fraction of local and 
regional authorities have instituted direct support policies, many have indi-
rectly supported and fostered the spread of CSs. This indirect support has been 
achieved through local development policies targeting youth, entrepreneurship, 
urban regeneration, and social cohesion. Empirical evidence from diferent 
cities confrms that CSs can contribute to local social cohesion and neigh-
bourhood regeneration while also supporting freelancers and other individual 
workers (Akhavan  & Mariotti, 2018). Thus, CSs can be seen as mediators 
between diferent policy domains, which both infuence urban development 
and are infuenced by the surrounding context (Mariotti et al., 2017). 

Within this policy mix, EU funds and programmes, and the EU Cohesion 
Policy in particular, have played a signifcant role in providing continuity in 
experimentation and funding opportunities for local and regional policymak-
ers across Europe. Starting with the seminal URBAN Programme in the late 
1990s (Pike et al., 2006) continuity can be seen up to the 2014–20 program-
ming period, in which the EU Cohesion Policy devoted 5% of its budget for 
urban and metropolitan areas. The result was national and regional operational 
programmes focusing on employability and entrepreneurship, for which CSs 
became a crucial tool. In some cases, individual cities promoted policies for 
CSs to foster urban regeneration and strengthen the local innovation milieu, 
with specifc attention for the social innovation ecosystem (Avdikos & Merkel, 
2020). This is the case of Milan, Italy, which has proposed policies on both 
the supply and demand sides (Pacchi, 2018), that is, measures aimed at CS 
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managers to improve their infrastructure and equipment, and measures aimed 
at workers to settle at certifed CSs. More recently, the City of Milan has 
invested signifcantly in the strategic perspective of the ‘15-minute city’ and in 
measures to strengthen neighbourhood liveability, which entail the promotion 
and difusion of CSs locally as a means to contribute to reorganizing work pat-
terns (Comune di Milano, 2020). 

Refections on the efects of the pandemic on CSs 

The European labour market has been impacted signifcantly by the COVID-
19 pandemic and the lockdowns implemented to guarantee social distanc-
ing is the most common, visible, and impactful measure across countries 
(Bourdin et  al., 2020). These lockdowns have changed the work-life bal-
ance, driving teleworking in its various forms (from home-working to fex-
ible teleworking). This shift has afected and is still creating huge impacts on 
the residential choices of millions of concerned workers across developed 
countries in Europe and North America (Manzini Ceinar et al., 2020; Sos-
tero et  al., 2020). While around 5% of the working population in Europe 
worked remotely before the pandemic, during the subsequent lockdowns in 
diferent European countries, the share of the remote-working population 
rose signifcantly, up to 60% in specifc segments of the job market, edu-
cational profles, and demographics (Manzini Ceinar et  al., 2020; Sostero 
et al., 2020). 

Moreover, in the post-COVID socioeconomic environment, Florida and 
colleagues (2021) foresee the emergence of two main scenarios. The frst is the 
‘youthifcation’ of cities via the presence of young, educated people attracted 
by economic opportunities, dense labour markets, social connections, and the 
related amenities that cities will still provide after the end of the pandemic. 
The second is the relocation of highly educated households (particularly those 
with young children) to the suburbs, moving closer to semi-remote working 
modes in more family-friendly settings, given the more extensive availability 
of local amenities. In this setting, intermediate cities such as smaller tech hubs 
and university towns may look more appealing to the latter demographic group 
because they maintain a cosmopolitan culture and present a safer environment 
due to the lack of crowding (Florida et al., 2021). 

In this critical situation, several governments have had to intervene to pre-
serve and support economic activities while facing the health crisis. Although 
an exhaustive overview of all policies implemented across the world lies beyond 
the scope of this work, some examples may be relevant for the case of CSs (see 
Bonzanni et  al., 2020a, 2020b, 2020c). These fexible forms of working are 
likely impacting the work-area market, though its implications are still unclear. 
In this perspective, countries like Germany, Luxembourg, Poland, Spain, and 
the UK have suspended sanctions for unpaid rent. Since many businesses were 
fnding it difcult to pay their lease agreement, this suspension was needed to 
preserve the existence of such economic activities. 
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Belgium introduced the possibility of teleworking for all non-essential jobs. 
This removed legal physical constraints, opening opportunities for teleworking. 
While CSs had previously been concentrated in large metropolitan areas like 
Brussels and Antwerp, it opened the possibility to redefne this geography in 
favour of more peripheral/rural areas, reducing the congestion in and pressure 
on dense urban areas. In a city-region like Brussels, about half of jobs are held 
by people living in the rest of Belgium and commuting daily (Adam et al., 2017; 
BISA, 2018; De Witte & Macharis, 2010). These measures are likely to have an 
indirect infuence on CSs. 

These measures for teleworking imply a redefnition of the geography of 
working spaces. While many businesses seem unlikely to survive while pay-
ing high rents in central urban areas, teleworking presents the opportunity to 
relocate to less expensive areas. However, this has implications for frms that are 
no longer able to beneft from accessing the ‘local buzz’ that comes with being 
clustered with other frms (Bathelt et al., 2004). In this context, CSs can ofer 
fexible forms of working organization while being located in diferent areas. 

For the post-pandemic recovery, it is worth mentioning that CSs do not 
seem to be considered by the Recovery and Resilience Plans, the most promi-
nent policy promoted by the EU to recover from the pandemic and address 
other societal challenges like climate change. An overview of the plans adopted 
up to August  2021 shows no specifc attention for CSs or, in general, new 
forms of working spaces. While digitization and fexible forms jobs are crucial, 
specifc measures for CSs have not been adopted. In the Italian Recovery Plan, 
for example, co-working, together with smart-working, is only mentioned in 
relation to general aims to reduce intergenerational inequalities, and not as the 
object of specifc, targeted policy measures (Next Generation Italia, 2021). 

Beyond interventions by the EU, most policies seem to cover top-down, 
economy-oriented measures. Urban renovation and local impacts are expected 
to follow from this, changing the urban working landscape and pushing com-
munities to re-organize. However, national policymakers were not able to 
address structural urban changes while facing the immediate COVID-19 cri-
sis. By defnition, urban renewal has a longer-term perspective, whereas the 
COVID-19 pandemic imposed urgent needs. Nonetheless, the digital tech-
nologies used for teleworking were already available before this crisis, and CSs 
were already showing the possibility for new, fexible forms of work organi-
zation. While independent workers, micro-entrepreneurs, and start-ups were 
already using CSs, this crisis has raised the interest of large organizations such as 
multinational enterprises, public organizations, and large companies that need 
solutions for fexible forms of work, such as employees working partially at 
home and partially on business premises. 

Finally, the pandemic has presented the opportunity and need for new poli-
cies. Starting from a national, economy-oriented policy, CSs might arise as a 
possible solution to permanent teleworking, even after the pandemic. This shift 
is likely to have implications for the urban work landscape, although it seems 
too early to draw conclusions. 
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Conclusions: further directions for policy research 

Although we are still in the midst of uncertainty due to the long tail of the 
pandemic, we have seen that it is possible to envisage diferent future scenarios 
in terms of work-life organization across diferent areas (Florida et al., 2021). 
Due to their local assets and service provisions, these diferent spatial and ter-
ritorial confgurations will have particular efects for new working spaces and 
CSs in particular (Manzini Ceinar et al., 2020). Policymakers can play a cru-
cial role in supporting CSs and, in turn, fostering local employment and long-
term place sustainability. While the main national and supra-national recovery 
plans and projects do not seem to address the possible role of new work-
spaces – thereby overlooking signifcant potential – local policy experiments 
appear to be better able to include such spaces in their strategies, though with 
very localized, contextual experiments. 

Direct policies promoting shared workspaces should be implemented to 
target territorial contexts diferently, since CSs in suburbs will undertake 
diferent functions compared to those in cities. More specifcally, they rep-
resent a diferent response to various societal, labour, and real-estate needs. 
In support of direct policies, indirect ones are required to nourish the (re) 
generation of urban and suburban areas by boosting the excellent quality 
education, healthcare, and transport networks that can foster the generation 
of the ‘live-work neighbourhoods’ extensively encouraged by urban planners 
(Florida et al., 2021). 
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