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Abstract

In a few decades, the digital age came into our lives changing lifestyles
and social behaviours, forcing the world to rethink daily experiences, including
those taking place in the workplaces. The digital nomadism that facilitates the
mobility and flexibility of work meets the requirements of today’s society and
stimulates the emergence of coworking spaces. Furniture design also needs to
approach the new demands of current lifestyle. Within this context, the article
intends to find out the role that furniture plays in such spaces. The research
was carried out by studying a random sample of coworking spaces in Porto. An
interview and a survey were conducted to the coworking space users in order
to identify the furniture’s common denominator in those places considering the
pairs ergonomic function/comfort, materials/sustainability and flexibility/form
as main parameters. The principal output of this study is to attract the atten-
tion of designers to the importance of furniture when considering the quality of
coworking spaces in its multifunctional capacities in the context of a responsi-
ble, ecologic and sustainable society.

Keywords: Collaborative, Nomadism, Flexibility, Sustainability, Ergo-
nomic, Covid-19

Resumen

En unas pocas décadas, la era digital llegé a nuestras vidas cambiando
los estilos de vida y los comportamientos sociales, obligando al mundo a re-
pensar las experiencias diarias, incluidas las que tienen lugar en los lugares
de trabajo. El nomadismo digital que facilita la movilidad y flexibilidad del
trabajo satisface las exigencias de la sociedad actual y estimula el surgimiento
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de espacios de coworking. El disenno de muebles también necesita abordar
las nuevas demandas del estilo de vida actual. En este contexto, el articulo pre-
tende averiguar el papel que desempenan los muebles en dichos espacios. La
investigacion se lleva a cabo mediante el estudio de una muestra aleatoria de
espacios de coworking en Porto. Se realizé una entrevista y una encuesta a los
usuarios del espacio de coworking con el fin de identificar el denominador co-
mun del mueble en aquellos lugares teniendo en cuenta la funcién ergonémica
de los pares/ comodidad, materiales / sostenibilidad y flexibilidad / forma como
parametros principales. El principal resultado de este estudio es atraer la aten-
ci6n de los disefniadores sobre la importancia del mobiliario a la hora de conside-
rar la calidad de los espacios de coworking en sus capacidades multifuncionales
en el contexto de una sociedad responsable, ecolégica y sostenible.

Palabras clave: Colaborativo, Nomadismo, Flexibilidad, Sostenibili-
dad, Ergonémico, Covid-19

1. Introduction

The effect of digital nomadism and the general fluidity of contemporary
lifestyles is reflected in society’s behaviour and routines, consequently it results
in new ways of working. This reality facilitates the mobility and flexibility of
work, meets the requirements of today’s society and stimulates the emergence
of coworking spaces (Kojo and Nenonen, 2014).!

Furniture design also needs to approach the new demands of current life-
style to create work environments suited to this work paradigm. Why do people
choose a coworking space to work? What is the impact of furniture in coworking
spaces? What is the impact of covid-19 on coworking?

In this context, a special emphasis is given to the study of a random sam-
ple of coworking spaces in Porto city. Following literature review and previous
research, a standard interview and a survey were created and applied to users
to get information about the furniture’s common denominator in those places
considering the pairs ergonomic function/comfort, materials/sustainability and
flexibility/form as main parameters.

This research intends to recognize furniture as a design feature in co-
working spaces, in the improvement of the quality of work, and also to contrib-
ute to designers’ awareness of placing furniture as core issue when considering
the quality of coworking spaces in its multifunctional capacities in a context of
a responsible, ecologic and sustainable society.

2. New ways of work: Coworking

Globalization, technological progress and demographic changes are meg-
atrends that have the potential to change the nature of work, affecting the
quantity and quality of available jobs, such as the way they are carried out
(OECD, 2019).2 Already in 2001, Giddens highlighted the radical transforma-
tion of the essence of our daily experiences, that by changing the relationship
between people and the functioning of institutions, it is necessary to create new
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work patterns with more flexible schemes for better professional performance
and still maintain balance between family and work.? As technology and cul-
ture evolve and the new virtual workspaces in society grow, so do lifestyles also
change, including the ways we understand and live the meaning of work in our
lives (O’Brien, 2011).*Today the workplace is away from the conventional office
concept, yet the need for physical work locations still exists, although in more
flexible, versatile and mobile forms. Workplaces had to adapt to technological
innovation, new devices and tools which influenced the working routines. If we
think about the evolution of the desk since the 80’s (fig.1) we realize that there
was a drastic reduction in the number of objects that we need to work. The desk
full of big objects as computer, books, phone, fax machine, journal, calendar,
calculator, corkboard, globe, etc., is reduced to a laptop and a mobile phone
with all functions of the old objects. The evolution of work objects reflects the
lifestyles of society. In fact, “a collection of objects expresses the technological
development of a human group, the ecological conditions it supports and the
social relations system it practices”.’

Fig. 1: The evolution of the desk by the Harvard innovation lab. Vimeo, accessed
January 10, 2020, https://vimeo.com/107569286

Nowadays, the availability of digital devices enables the office to be any-
where: at home, at the cafe, in the library or even on travel as in trains, air-
planes and airports. However, workers still seek workplaces that stimulate
networking and collaboration potential. Reference companies such as Vitra, in
which the CEO himself believes that technological evolution and demographic
change are the main forces that transform our world of work, points out that
“the office of today ought to support these new forms of work such as project
work, spontaneous collaboration or mobile working and be an open space for
innovation and creativity”.®
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The digital nomadism that facilitates the mobility and the flexibility of
work meets the requirements of today’s society and stimulates the emergence
of coworking spaces. The number of freelancers who seek these spaces to escape
the isolation of work at home or in individual offices is increasing. Coworking
enhances the possibility to cooperate with other users from different areas of
studies and professions. Job’s market is changing, the number of entrepreneurs,
startups and small businesses has been growing and consequently the demand
for these coworking spaces. Millennials (generation Y)’who grew up within the
digital technologies are also responsible for the demand of coworking spaces as
places that promote and balance a professional performance with, among other
facilities, break, conviviality, well-being, creativity, flexibility and cooperation.®

Coworking spaces are collaborative and sharing spaces that embrace
these new ways of working, creating a flexible and collaborative environment
and physical conditions that attract more and more professionals to work in
these spaces.

3. Motivations to work in a coworking space

In the last decade, the popularity for coworking spaces has been increas-
ing (Roth and Mirchandani, 2016° Coworking Resources, 2020'°). The major
motivation for the growing demand of these workplaces was the combined re-
sult of two factors: 1) the technological evolution and digital nomadism that
facilitates the mobility and the flexibility of work and 2) the awareness of the
disadvantages of working in a classic office, at home, at the library or at the
local café, such as the possible lack of social and professional interaction, isola-
tion, and the blurred boundary between a private and a professional life. The
coworking spaces combine the possibility of cooperation, networking, socializ-
ing and enhance creativity to various conditions and gains associated with a
work spot. These diverse factors that highlight coworking spaces from other
workplaces provide conditions that help improve productivity. The fact that
1t 1s a collaborative space, which allows interaction between the community of
workers, promotes connections, networking and generating creativity. These
sharing spaces also allow to escape from isolation and find a life and work bal-
ance, advantages that help in the organization and performance of daily tasks
and consequently improves productivity and wellbeing.

The freelancers are the professionals who look most for these spaces to
work, yet there is an increasing number of entrepreneurs, startups and small
businesses who have been looking for them too. Digital nomads are also a group
of professionals who have been growing and looking for coworking spaces to
work temporarily in different locations all over the world, they are not confined
to specific localities. Not only are these professionals able to work from wherev-
er they please, but also they choose to pursue a life of perpetual movement, they
work and travel at the same time and they do it simply by choice, to get to know
new cultures and gain different experiences (Mouratidis, 2018)*'. Millennials
have a big interest in and concern about wellness, they value flexibility and
control over how, when and where they work. This were the generation that
enhance coworking spaces and promoted it as places healthier and happier to
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work, that balance a professional performance with cooperation, flexibility, and
other amenities. However, more and more professionals from other generations
are working in these spaces and recognize that wellness and wellbeing consti-
tute an increasingly important factor in the workplace.

The factors most considered by coworkers when choosing a coworking
space amongst others are: location and an ease of commuting, community, work
environment, flexibility in times of access as also in modifying the contract, the
type of desks available, amenities that are made available and budget.'?!? Thus,
coworking spaces should emphasize these aspects to attract users and offer an
ergonomic, health promoting and wellbeing working environment.

In the study that follows, it is also possible to identify the motivations
that lead people to choose a coworking space to work and what conditions are
more privileged to have in these workplaces.

4. Methodology

The investigation is carried out by studying 10 coworking spaces in Porto
which i1s a city with remarkable examples in quantity and diversity of such
spots. A standard interview and an online survey were prepared and applied to
get information about the furniture’s common denominator in those coworking
spaces considering as main parameters the pairs ergonomic function/comfort,
materials/sustainability and flexibility/form (fig.2). These parameters were
determined according to the most evident needs reported during visits to cowor-
king spaces and also by an analysis of the literature review. The ergonomic
function associated with comfort is relevant to the well-being of coworkers. The
flexibility related to the form of the furniture is indispensable to the dynamics
of the community: collaboration, conviviality, networking, creativity, which
require a great versatility of the space. Sustainability linked to the choice of
materials and the life cycle of products, are also fundamental issues. For the
purposes of this study, data were collected between April and July 2020, throu-
gh a visit to the space and an informal interview with the founders, managers
or person responsible for the coworking, in some cases by videoconference, and
there was also an online survey of coworkers.

The coworking spaces were selected through a research on web about
the most interesting coworking spaces in the city of Porto. In total, around
20 coworking spaces were contacted, but only 10 visits were done. Due to the
covid-19 pandemic and the consequent lockdown, there was some difficulty in
conducting the presential visits and therefore some interviews were made by
videoconference and later, whenever possible, the presential visit was carried
out with all hygiene and safety cares. Also due to the time limitation for doing
this investigation combined with the restrictions created by the covid-19, there
were some spaces that refused a visit and interview, either due to the lack of
conditions in that timeline or because they had to close the spaces permanently.
In order to understand the point of view of the coworkers, after the interview
the heads of each space were asked to send by email the survey link to their co-
workers. Unfortunately, only a total of 21 coworkers filled in the questionnaire.
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It is a small sample but the fact that most coworkers receive many requests to
respond to surveys, leads them to ignore many of them.

The results of the interviews and the survey were analysed in a qualita-
tive way by crossing the quantitative data of the survey with the data of the in-
terview and the information obtained by observing the spaces during the visits.

Fig. 2-Main question, considering as main parameters the pairs
ergonomic function/comfort, materials/sustainability and
flexibility/form.

5. Coworking spaces in Porto city: Description, Analysis and Interpre-
tation

5.1. Description

A standard interview (table 1) shows the questions prepared and used
during the visits and informal interviews to the 10 coworkings. From the data
collected from the interview and from observation during the visit, forms were
created in order to systematize the data and information obtained.

This information is described in next tables 2, 3, 4 and 5 according to the
following criteria: general data of each coworking (table 2); available working
areas for focus of each coworking (table 3); available conviviality areas for relax
of each coworking (table 4); impact of the existing furniture in the coworking
spaces considering as main parameters the pairs ergonomic function/comfort;
materials/sustainability and flexibility/form (table 5).
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Table 1 - Standard Interview | Guide.
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Table 2 displays the general data of each coworking.

Table 2 - General data of each coworking.
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Table 3 shows the available working areas for focus of each coworking.

Table 3 - Available working areas of each coworking.
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Table 4 shows the available conviviality areas for relax of each coworking.

Table 4 - Available conviviality areas of each coworking.
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Table 5 depicts the impact of the existing furniture in the coworking
spaces considering as main parameters the pairs ergonomic function/comfort,
materials/sustainability and flexibility/form.

Table 5 - The impact of the existing furniture in the coworking spaces.
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The results of the survey are shown in tables 6 and 7.

Table 6 depicts the user characteristics of the sample considering: age,
gender, nationality and occupation. It means a large number of people with ages
between 32 and 38 years old, from millennials generation. A large percentage of
the coworkers with Portuguese nationality is related to the pandemic, because
many digital nomads of other nationalities have returned to their countries.

Table 6 - Sample characteristics (N = 21).
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Table 7 shows the perception of coworker’s about the space where they
work, their main motivations and characteristics of the coworking’s that most
attract them to work.

Table7—Survey results.
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5.2. Analysis

Based on the interviews the results are analysed for each coworking space.

Circus — Founded by artists with the aim of creating an art gallery that
at the same time could cover a coworking space for share the space with other
artists or from other creative areas. In addition to the coworking and art gallery
there is a store integrated in the space. The strongest point of Circus, are the
synergies and collaboration that arises between artists from different areas
and the very relaxed, sharing and friendship environment that lives among the
small community.

Facts — This coworking started out as a small sharing space in a smaller
place in Boavista area and has evolved in order to be in a new larger space for
two years. It 1s more oriented towards programmers, and its privileged location
is an asset. Facts has a lounge area with video games and ping pong table that
shows the tech ambience this coworking. When the space was visited, it was no
longer the same as the original due to the pandemic, it had to go through chang-
es in terms of layout and placement of acrylic screens as partitions to ensure all
hygiene and safety standards.

Land — This coworking space, which has a strong identity, is divided
into two areas: one more cultural for organizing exhibitions, events, work-
shops, which is the founder’s work area, and another oriented to the coworking
space. This space has the particularity of being open 24 hours a day with a
gallery as a front office and is located in Rosario street in the city center, where
there are many art galleries and other coworking spaces. The strong identity
of the space is also reflected in the furniture that was made to measure for the
Land with the exception of desk chairs that are ergonomic, but not exclusive.
The furniture and space balance with plants and natural light convey the idea
of being in the middle of nature.

Marechal 1551 — This is a completely different concept of the common
coworking spaces, more sophisticated with high comfort areas. Located in a
prestige area of Porto, in the Foz. Directed for people from this residence area,
for an upper middle class. The coworkers are lawyers, psychologists, business
people and people from diverse areas. The building of Marechal 1551 is an old
family house. The design of the spaces and furniture is quite sophisticated, hav-
ing the flexibility of a cowork space but maintaining the elegance and comfort of
a prestigious hotel.

Oficina 2 - Located in a charismatic place of Porto, in the old factory com-
plex of the centenary Cooperativa dos Pedreiros. Was founded by 3 architects
with the idea of sharing the space with other people so they could help to pay the
investment and bills and share interests and projects, creating partnerships.
The character of the place is very strong and the idea was to maintain this iden-
tity, so that the spirit of the workshop and the factory remains. The furniture
also reflects this identity, some countertops from the old workshop were recov-
ered, it was almost all created by the architects. The reclamation of materials
and experimentation were the major concern.

Selina Navis — In Porto, it is Selina’s first space that is just for cowork-
ing without an integrated hotel. The proposal is more focused on companies
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and digital nomads with many associated activities to create more networking:
yoga classes, talks, workshops, social events. The old and restored building is
the hallmark of coworking. Selina Navis has that name because the proposal is
very much geared towards Portuguese discoveries, the various meeting rooms
are named after Portuguese discoverers, the floor and part of the original ceil-
ings were maintained and is very similar to the hulls of boats. It is a space that
combines antiquity with youthful spirit and its image serves both for a digital
nomad and for more noble professions, a lawyer or a legal consultant.

Synergie - The space was founded because both founders were tired of
working at home and wanted to create synergies and collaborations with other
professionals. It started out as a café, with a workshop behind it for carrying
out projects and ideas. Meanwhile coworking was being built from the work-
shop, most of the furniture and other pieces were built by the founder and other
collaborators in the Synergy workshop. This coworking is directed for creative
people and organize workshops and many different events for people from out-
side of the community, which improve the networking.

Temporada - This coworking has a very flexible concept, both in the form
of use, as in the layout and furniture design. With a coffee shop as the entrance
door, the coworkers can discount what they consume in the coffee shop and
they can use temporarily the space for an hour or two without commitment.
The space was designed so that anyone who passes by on the street feels free to
enter and experience coworking. The identity of the furniture designed by the
architect, guaranteed a position before other competitors and facilitated the
communication of a concept. The flexibility and the modular component solved
the space’s profitability, allowing a single person to quickly change the space
for a multiplicity of events and uses that may be necessary that were not even
considered at the time the business plan was made.

Typographie - Coworking is located in the city center, next to Torre do
Clérigos, in a building that housed an old typography. The building’s identity
has been maintained, with an openspace with a recovered typography tables,
meeting rooms with beautiful old ceilings paintings, a lounge area with incred-
ible panoramic view and a dining area, it manages to have an environmen-
tal informal and formal at the same time. With the pandemic they had to put
acrylic screens because the old typography tables are not flexible to change the
space configuration.

WOW - Work On Wood is a coworking space that was created by the
company FINSA (solutions in wood) as a consequence of the search for a space
for Finsa’s sales people. The coworking idea came up, initially aimed for pro-
fessionals in the area, but ended up opening up to other areas. The space has a
didactic area with an exhibition of all materials and finishes on the lower floor,
which makes the space interesting for professionals in the field of design and
architecture. The didactic area has also digital tables, where professionals,
students and anyone interested can see the available materials, learn about
manufacturing processes, material specifications, certifications and even test
how the finishes would look in a kitchen, floor, etc. The furniture was designed
specifically for this space, uses materials exclusively from the end and is very
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flexible, the assembly of the desks is done by inserts, only the wave table for the
most basic and temporary regime is fixed.

5.3. Interpretation

The pandemic was a challenge for all of these coworking spaces inter-
viewed, both in terms of survival and the restructuring of the space for the
return in compliance with all hygiene and safety standards. You can see that
the coworking’s with more modular and flexible furniture had an easier time
adapting. All coworking founders or managers share the idea that coworking is
the future of workspaces, which will increasingly be spaces planned for versa-
tile demands of remote and collaborative work. Even with the pandemic, which
1s a difficult time for everyone, they believe that the coworking spaces that will
survive the worst times will grow later. With the pandemic we learned how to
work decentralized. So, in general they believe that cowork space will play a
bigger role in the future. Freelancers and digital nomads will slowly begin to
need to return to coworking to escape isolation and once companies realize that
their workers do not have to be in the company office to be productive, they
can choose to put workers at work in a coworking space, thus avoiding even
some expenses.

In the analysis of the interviews, flexibility and modularity are highlight
as essential for the good functioning of coworking spaces. In many of these
spaces, cost is an obstacle to the acquisition of more versatile furniture and
with an identity closer to the concept of space. Regarding the ergonomic func-
tion / comfort parameter, it is noticeable that the ergonomics and comfort of the
chairs and the balanced layout were the main concern. Chairs are essential for
well-being because coworkers spend a long time sitting on them working. In
these coworking spaces is essential a balanced layout, that create functional
paths and also allows people to cross each other in the right place and time to
interact and collaborate. The flexibility / form parameter was the most weight-
ed by all, and pointed with improvement potential.

Survey results (table 7) need to be interpreted with care, because of a rel-
atively small sample size. When respondents were asked about why they chose
a coworking space to work the most chosen reasons were: escape the isolation,
flexibility and mobility, diversity of work environments that the cowork space
offers, conviviality and wellbeing. And when asked about the motivation that
led them to change of coworking space, if they have already worked in another
one, the opinions are quite divided, although the tranquillity of the space and
its location stand out. The most frequented areas of coworking are the opens-
pace, followed by the conviviality areas, the cafeteria and the garden, so it is
clear that the moments of concentration are divided into moments of convivial-
ity and collaboration.

Regarding the acoustics of the spaces, we realize that for most of the
coworkers it is not a problem, either because the spaces are quiet and there
1s mutual respect or because they have areas dedicated exclusively to making
calls and videoconferences such as phonebooths and meeting rooms. And when
they need to focus, usually they use phones for listening to music.
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Most coworkers believe that furniture is crucial to improving the quality
of the space, being an important element in creating a comfortable, ergonomic
space with a design suitable for the job. They consider that the furniture is suffi-
ciently flexible and has a great contribution to the adaptation of the space to the
different contexts that can be lived in a cowork, mainly in the organization of
events and workshops. However, when questioning what they would change in
the existing furniture, the chairs, desks, sofas and the colours and textures are
pointed out, and there are still those who consider it should be more versatile
and flexible.

The observation of such coworking spaces combined with information
from the interviews and the survey, helps us to understand how the built envi-
ronment can be used to help the flexible new ways of working and promote the
collaboration and networking.

6. Furniture as a design feature in coworking spaces

Such as the definition of workplace is evolving and changing, also the
working conditions offered in relation to physical and spatial composition relat-
ed to the success in the work environment and wellbeing, are increasingly im-
portant factors to consider at the moment that coworkers choose the coworking
where they want to work. The concept of coworking supports the idea of collab-
oration and sharing, so the spaces should convey the feeling a sense of belong-
ing to the place and a feeling of comfort associated with a work environment
that promote creative and professional performance. “Workplace as a physical
space should offer productive and attractive spaces” (Makakli, Yicesan&Ozar,
2019).

In the line of Lipovetsky to keep up with contemporary nomadism, fur-
niture design also needs to approach the new demands of current lifestyle. The
lightness that referred to an idea of elegance, of aesthetic appreciation generally
associated with art, now represents the performance of miniaturized, connected
and portable objects that allow flexibility and mobility and simplify daily tasks
(Lipovetsky, 2016)'. “The lightness of furniture (...) is part of a more global per-
spective, which brings into play the technical and industry, lifestyles, values,
new ideas for the body and comfort”é. As referred by Pallasmaa (1996)!7, mul-
tisensory experiences, the quality of the interiors, the materials and the scale
are felt and are also measured by the eye, ear, nose, skin, tongue, skeleton and
muscle. Rasmussen (1959)!® and Zumthor (2006)!°shows that sound depends
on materials and shapes, and the diversity of possibilities for combinations be-
tween them, which creates different atmospheres. The way in which space is felt
and the environment is experienced, varies with the material resources used,
given that its influence on textures, reflection of light and propagation of sound
are decisive. New materials, increasingly lighter, with specific properties (er-
gonomic, acoustic, well-being) and the forms they can acquire, are today funda-
mental for design. Miller (2018)*stresses the importance of creating a healthy
environment where companies, organizations and their employees can thrive.

In a recent 2019 study (Robelski, Keller, Harth and Mache)?!, carried out
with coworking spaces in Germany, the coworking space compared to the home
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office proved to be the preferred work arrangement not only in terms of job per-
formance, social interaction and work environment, but also in terms of health
and wellbeing aspects. As the aspects of the work environment, ergonomics and
comfort were highlighted as fundamental characteristics to create satisfactory
workplaces that promote health and wellbeing. The concern about health and
wellbeing in the workplace is growing, the truth is the desirable level of comfort
required for people to feel and work well is increasing. Designers and archi-
tects while designing an office environment, from the layout to the furniture,
should address the more complex aspects of wellbeing such as satisfaction and
social connectivity in order to be able to promote an engaged and productive
worker. “While design alone cannot provide all the answers to promoting well-
being, good design can create a supportive environment that actively facilitates
best working practices, improved workflows, innovation and creativity, and
reduced stress”?2.

The world of work has definitely become more dynamic and social in-
teraction with and a swivel office chair no longer matches these new ways of
working. Therefore, there is a growing trend towards informal work areas and
leisure areas to promote rest and conviviality, essential aspects to collective
wellbeing, creativity and professional performance. Although coworking spac-
es always provide an individual desk or a place at a worktable, in general they
already have or show the evidence to have areas with furniture that allow them
to work or hold meetings more informally.

The emerging technology trends will be the support for mobile and agile
working, allowing people flexibility and choice over where and when they work,
and consequently it is an opportunity for designers to create new concepts tak-
ing into account new ways of designing and managing workplaces that are go-
ing to influence how we experience our workplaces. If, on the one hand, we will
have more autonomy and facility to work from home, on the other hand the need
to escape isolation and the hope of community and collaboration will lead peo-
ple to move to the workplace. “Simply, technology creates the opportunity for
multiple working spaces- home, office or in-between - and reduces the gap even
further between people’s professional and personal lives”??. The future of work
involves a balance between the home office and workplace. Nicola Gillen (2019)
believes that going to the office will be a more rarely and prized experience, but
the “workplace will retain a place of collaboration and exchange, also providing
many people with a place where they can belong”.?* Therefore, the workplace
should be more flexible, designed for moments of collaboration, interaction and
socialization, because the focus and concentration of individual work will prob-
ably be more at home.

As it was revealed in the study at 10 coworkings of Porto city, it is neces-
sary to further explore the modular and flexible furniture for models of informal
and collaborative work, taking into account more sustainable materials that
provide more comfort and the feeling of pleasantness. The design of the cowork-
ing’s workplace should support, anticipate and propose new ways of working,
namely through furniture adaptable to different contexts that facilitate the
performance of this activity and brings the comfort of the workplace closer to
the home space.
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7. Coworking reality after Covid-19: The future of coworking?

The impact of Covid-19 in the coworking spaces cannot be ignored. When
this investigation started, in early of 2020 the virus wasn’t a problem, but in the
meantime, it has become crucial topic to every workplace, including coworking
spaces. With the pandemic emerged sanitary measures, social distancing, in-
creased hygiene, the use of masks and the rise of digital communication that fa-
cilitated and promoted the home office. This has not only changed the patterns
of personal interaction but has also fundamentally altered the way we work.

Before covid-19 the number of coworking spaces worldwide was increas-
ing?. What will be the impact of this pandemic on coworking spaces? In the
months following the start of the pandemic crisis, several opinions were heard
regarding the future of coworking. If in one hand some opinions suggested a
potential drop in the coworking industry on the other hand others many com-
panies and employees realized that remote work can be effective and this can
actually benefit coworking?. In fact, in the beginning it was hard to survive for
some coworking spaces, especially during the lockdown. But remote work is
becoming more common. People who were forced to work remotely as a result of
the pandemic have found it to be an overall positive experience that has effec-
tively boosted productivity and it was also recognized by employers that remote
work has largely been successful, allowing for business continuity. Based on
this fact, coworking can become an extension of the corporate workplace (Jones,
2020).2" This way of working was already adopted by some companies, with the
pandemic this reality can be extended. The fact that companies have realized
that with remote work in general the efficiency of workers can be the same or
higher, and that some expenses are reduced for both employers and employees,
will be a motivation for companies to look forward to revise their work flexibility
policies based on the success they experienced during the pandemic with a re-
mote work and it can lead to the search for coworking spaces to receive workers
from their companies. And the fact that there may be a considerable number of
residents of city X who travel daily to work at the company in city Y can lead to
the search for coworking spaces in city X by the employer to receive its workers.
Or in some cases people who can work from home, but will need to escape isola-
tion, probably will go looking for coworking spaces on your own.

With the pandemic and the serious crisis that the tourism sector is going
through, many hotels have chosen to function as offices and coworking spaces.
This concept of coworking in hotels in large urban centers was already promot-
ed by some hotel chains before the pandemic. Now, it has being adopted by more
hotels to face this crisis.

The fact is that the pandemic has led to lockdown, but people are slowly
returning to workplaces. Therefore, companies and designers are working on
solutions for a safe and productive return to the workplace. Also, the coworking
spaces recognize immediately that distancing may be part of our new normal,
and the concept of collaboration and connection remain more important than
ever, so having a safe place to do that is essential. In accordance with all the
safety and hygiene standards recommended and required by the health author-
ities, coworking spaces have been adapted to ensure that members can continue
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to work in a safe and healthy work environment. The return to the physical
office requires certain measures in the design of workspaces and furnishings
to protect people and prevent the further spread of the pandemic. Covid-19 has
influenced the design of workplaces. Firstly, forced to create immediate solu-
tions with screens and partitions and to reorganize the layouts with the existing
furniture in order to guarantee the safety distance between people. Secondly,
in the development of new furniture projects that respond to the new demands
imposed by the pandemic, not only for the security required but also for the new
forms of work adopted. The furniture design has now here an important respon-
sibility, it has a new challenge: create furniture that solves the problems that
workplaces faced to adapt to new measures, social distancing and hygiene hab-
its, while maintaining the concept of collaboration required by cowork spaces.
Designers have here an opportunity to create and developed furniture solutions
with the following requirements: with materials easy to clean and resistant to
cleaning and disinfection products, design furniture that allow to create layouts
in order to maintain the safety distance between workers and transit zones,
whenever possible and necessary screens and room dividers should be projected
to protect individual users, to create teamwork spots with all hygiene and safe-
ty conditions for when the individual work is not feasible for certain work tasks
and also create work spots for video call meetings, which will be more frequent.
The fact is that all coworkings visited in the city of Porto during this investiga-
tion reflected changes in layout, furniture configuration, or implementation of
acrylic screens, in addition to the necessary hygiene and safety measures.

8. Final Remarks

This investigation offered new insights into the preferences regarding
the furniture used in coworking spaces and shows which gaps designers need
to study and solve.

The relevance of furniture design in coworking spaces is transversal to
the pairs ergonomic function/comfort, materials/sustainability and flexibility/
form considered in the study, as main parameters. The balance between these
three pairs of parameters is essential to create the connections between the dif-
ferent moments of work: collaboration, learning, socialization, networking and
individual focus. This balance is the main opportunity to be taken in furniture
for coworking spaces. Since the future of the workspace will focus on the idea of
a team, of joining the community and promoting collaboration, the solution can
be a flexible and modular furniture system, which allows to easily create and
quickly diverse configurations that meet different purposes in the workplace,
without changing the identity of the space.

It is interesting for future research to analyse coworking spaces from
other cities and countries, in order to help designers, because cultural diffe-
rences have an impact on our lifestyle and consequently on the way we work.
Designers must pay special attention to cultural differences when designing
furniture, as they can raise different requirements, which can be reflected in
functionality, ergonomics and the choice of materials and finishes used.
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