Bracing Community in Rural Coworking: Emerging Trends and
Categories

Purpose:

The objective of this study is to explore the concept of rural coworking in the scientific literature
and examine how it generates community narratives based on the value of space and business
practices. This study aims to contribute to the understanding of rural coworking as a driver of
participation and relationships among diverse stakeholders.

Design/Methodology/Approach:

To identify and analyse trends and categories in rural coworking studies, understand the concept
of rural coworking and how community narratives have been focused, we carried out a systematic
literature review following the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic reviews and Meta-
Analyses (PRISMA) tool. The review was performed using Scopus obtaining 22 articles.

Findings:

Our findings reveal that rural coworking is on definition, but it emphasises the role of community
as a main actor in its consolidation. On the other hand, rural coworking is seen as an opportunity
to create impactful new business strategies through space regeneration and revitalization.
Management perspectives prevail in this research field, highlighting the role of public
administrations, entrepreneurs and policymakers, and their capacities to build a business
environment to enhance coworking activity.

Originality:

The article establishes conceptual categories and research trends in the rural coworking literature,
and how its actors have a strategic importance in defining their own practices and narratives. The
interrelationship between coworking activity and local business development is continually seen
as an opportunity for growth, so this article will have value for rural coworking planners and
consultants in non-urban areas.
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1. Introduction

Traditionally, coworking activity has been developed in urban environments and financial epicentres (Coll-
Martinez and Méndez-Ortega, 2020; Mariotti ef al., 2017; Vogl and Akhavan, 2022). The location of these
offices has become increasingly strategic, and their evolution has been driven by the demands of the
commercial and business sector (Harmaala, 2015; Merkel, 2015; Waters-Lynch et al., 2016). This has
generated the location of companies and investors that have contributed to the extension of shared
workspaces around cities, which has energised metropolitan areas and attracted new audiences, such as the
creative class (Bandinelli, 2020; Florida, 2019), entrepreneurs (Howell, 2022), freelancers (Merkel, 2019),
digital nomads (Orel, 2019), among others.

In addition to coworking spaces in large and major cities, the number of coworking spaces in rural,
peripheral, or non-urban areas has increased considerably over the last few years. This trend has become
the subject of academic and professional study (Vogl and Akhavan, 2022), especially in areas such as
sharing culture (Bouncken and Reuschl, 2018; Capdevila, 2021; Konecka-Szydtowska and Czupich, 2022),
social economy (Waters-Lynch and Potts, 2017), and organisational practices (Butcher, 2018; Ivaldi et al.,
2018; Orel and Dvoulety, 2019). For Arnoldi et al. (2020), the objective of rural coworking spaces is to
develop and enhance community building and sustainability and to have an effective orientation towards
local development (Capdevila, 2021). This idea is also shared by Butcher (2016), who suggests that in these
spaces, values such as collaboration and cooperation, and the need to outline common objectives, should

prevail, and not purely to capitalist ideals of progress (p. 101).

According to Mariotti and Di Matteo (2022), coworking spaces in small to medium-sized cities serve as
tools for regeneration, place marketing, and attracting economically active individuals, a concept further
developed by Capdevila (2022) as promoting a contextual vision for improved territorial management.
Building on this, studies by Avdikos and Merkel (2020) and Capdevila (2018, 2021) outline the economic
and social objectives of rural coworking, such as policy transformation and network creation for local
development. Vogl and Akhavan (2022) and Merrell ef al. (2021) highlight the positive impact of such
spaces on community regeneration, work-life balance, and well-being, while also emphasising their role in
fostering dynamic and resilient communities. This role is aligned with the findings of Akhavan and Mariotti
(2023), who value these advantages, recognising that they can enhance happiness, serendipity, and a

collaborative environment.

While academic research on coworking spaces in urban areas has been increasing (Gandini, 2015; Mariotti
et al., 2021a), there is a lack of research focused in rural coworking (Capdevila, 2022), even though the
literature demonstrates an interest in analysing this trend (see our Findings section). This growth has also
been accentuated by the ensuing intervention in European Union (EU) policies and strategic guidelines (see
European Network for Rural Development or The European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development -
EAFRD). For example, the international CoLabora project seeks to consolidate rural areas through
coworking, advising, and accompanying offices and managers to improve their spaces. This activity is
carried out in cooperation with several Local Action Groups (LAG) with which it identifies and documents

procedures and best practices to encourage the community's growth. Another case is the Cowocat Rural



project in Catalonia (Spain), a coworking space network that seeks to revitalise the territory and promote

opportunities for local economic development in rural areas.

Such actions are made possible through the permanent collaboration of social and business actors and
institutions. They aim to boost community participation and promote the values of coworking. For Mariotti
et al. (2021a), these initiatives boost the development of small cities and peripheral areas that traditionally
have not been viewed as potential settings for coworking activity. The added value of community in
coworking spaces, especially in rural and peripheral areas, lies in promoting social and organisational
proximity, thereby contributing to urban renewal, enabling economic growth, and fostering a sense of local
involvement, which can ultimately lead to more sustainable and equitable regional development (Mariotti
et al., 2021b). Aspects such as the search for better environmental quality and a reduction in maintenance
and transportation costs, as well as access to the local community and closer relationships, also strengthen
the concept of rural coworking (Avdikos and Merkel, 2020; Capdevila, 2021; Mariotti and Di Matteo,
2022), as well as being an impulse for social entrepreneurship and the participation of grassroots

movements in the definition of local policies (Fiorentino, 2019).

In the previous literature on coworking, the concept of community is constituted as the focus of this activity
(Butcher, 2016; Gandini, 2015; Spinuzzi et al., 2018). Specifically, within rural coworking, community-
based narratives consistently appear in the literature on the topic (Shenhav, 2015), shaping the social
meaning of rural coworking (e.g., Avdikos and Merkel, 2020; Capdevila, 2022, 2021) and its different
fields of research. Despite this, it is not clear how these perceptions are constructed. Neither is it readily
apparent how the scientific literature contributes to spreading these ideas, nor how this concept of

"community" differs between urban and rural coworking.

Narratives allow us to understand the meanings that are attributed to a certain thing by different actors, and
how they adopt -and promote- these stories (Shenhav, 2015), while they “...offer especially translucent
windows into cultural and social meanings” (Patton, 2002). In this research, we are interested in learning
about the narratives of rural coworking that have been documented in the literature. This is especially
relevant because, in the case of urban coworking, enthusiasts have traditionally viewed it positively
(Gandini, 2015; Merkel, 2015; de Peuter et al., 2017), but in rural coworking, which is only now beginning
to be documented in the academic literature, the view is not completely clear (Butcher, 2018; Capdevila,
2021). This analysis will allow us to understand if “coworking can be a starting point for revitalising rural
areas” (Vogl and Akhavan, 2022, p. 474). With that in mind, we can set the inceptive definition: rural
coworking refers to shared workspaces located in rural, peripheral, or non-urban areas aimed at fostering
community building, sustainability, and local development, often driven by economic and social purposes
such as policy transformation, network creation, and territorial management, with a positive impact on
regional economies, work-life balance, and well-being (Akhavan et al., 2021; Bosworth et al., 2023;

Capdevila, 2022; Gormar, 2021; Tomaz et al., 2022; Vogl and Akhavan, 2022)

One of the main problems in analysing research on rural coworking is its fragmentation and the few studies
that exist on it (Mariotti and Di Matteo, 2022). The previous review by Vogl and Akhavan (2022) concludes
that the research background in management is scarce, since most studies have been conducted from

disciplinary areas such as urban and regional planning and public policy (Avdikos and Papageorgiou, 2021;
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Mariotti et al., 2021a). In this sense, an analysis of rural coworking from a holistic perspective is required,
one which proposes a clear conceptual structure and covers research gaps, allowing us to point out future

lines of work (Fisch and Block, 2018; Kraus, Bouncken, ef al., 2022).

To analyse these aspects, we propose a systematic literature review (SLR) that addresses the concept of
rural coworking and community narratives. In particular, the SLR is a scientific method based on a review
of existing publications carried out systematically, following a planned methodology to identify and
synthesise the academic literature on a clearly defined topic (Fisch and Block, 2018; Tranfield et al., 2003).
Our primary motivation for this article and the SLR approach is to organise and categorise the publications
concerning rural coworking, which, despite their thematic and disciplinary heterogeneity, have as a
common axis the development of rural coworking as a flourishing research field for business and

entrepreneurial development.

The article aims to identify core themes within the literature produced on rural coworking, while providing
an overview of current knowledge. Another objective is to analyse the different narratives emerging from
this concept and present in the literature. To achieve the main objective, Table I specifies the work's
theoretical gaps, proposed research questions, and added values. The paper is organised as follows: Section
1 is the introduction, which presents an overview about rural coworking and its current fields. Section 2 is
the methodology, where the process of SLR and the data is presented, as well as different stages to
determine the sample. Section 3 discusses findings in line with the formulated research questions. Section
4 discusses the results and main topics extracted from the data. Section 5 offers the conclusion and a

summary of research gaps, limitations, and future lines of study.

[Insert Table I here]

2. Methods
2.1 Systematic Literature Review (SLR)

The literature review is an essential part of any research project, as it allows the researcher to analyse and
synthesise an existing body of literature to answer a particular research question and enhance the knowledge
of a specific field (Tranfield et al., 2003). In addition, it helps to recognise critical issues in the field,
stimulate scientific conversations around the topic, and identify gaps in the literature and possible avenues

for future research (Kraus et al., 2022).

Systematic reviews differ from traditional narrative reviews by following a transparent and reproducible
methodology for searching and identifying the relevant publications in a field of research, evaluating its

quality, and synthesising it with a high level of objectivity (Fisch and Block, 2018; Kraus et al., 2020).

To produce a high-quality review article, following a predefined, well-evidenced, and transparent process
that reduces the possibility of human error and bias and allows for replication by the researchers
(Gusenbauer and Haddaway, 2020; Hansen et al., 2022; Snyder, 2019). For this reason, our SLR process
followed a combination of the stages recommended by Tranfield et al. (2003), Kraus et al. (2020) and
Williams et al. (2020), that includes the steps detailed in Table II:



[Insert Table II here]

Furthermore, as Fisch and Block (2018) recommended, it is necessary to carefully describe the practical
and methodological selection and exclusion criteria used. To facilitate the description of this protocol, we
used the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) tool, which was
designed to include guidance on how to conduct the systematic review transparently (see Fig. 1) (Moher et

al., 2009; Page et al., 2021).
2.2 Data Collection

To include the different words used to refer to coworking spaces, the following terms have been selected
to search for the title, abstract, and keywords in Scopus: “co-working” OR “coworking” OR “collaborative
space*” OR “shar* space*”. Furthermore, additional terms related to rural areas were included in the
search: AND “rural” OR “non-urban” OR “peripher*”. Scopus was chosen because it is a prestigious
academic database that meets all the performance requirements for conducting systematic reviews (Falagas

et al., 2008; Gusenbauer and Haddaway, 2020).

The initial search based on the selected words identified a total of 109 publications (last search on October
11, 2022). By limiting the search to “articles”, “reviews”, “books” and “books chapters,” and considering
only publications in journals available in English while excluding subject areas outside the field of interest,
the total number of documents obtained was 71. After completing the search process, the title and abstract
were analysed to include publications directly related to the topic of study. In this case, studies focusing on
coworking spaces in rural areas were selected. Following the PRISMA methodology, Fig. 1 shows a
diagram of the data collection process which was used to obtain the final sample. The different phases of
the review are summarised, detailing the number of publications identified at each step, the publications

excluded, and the reasons for exclusions.

A total sample of 22 articles was ultimately selected for an in-depth content analysis of each paper. Three
researchers conducted the selection process to minimise any selection bias associated with subjective

viewpoints (Page ef al., 2021; Tranfield ef al., 2003)

[Insert Figure 1 here]

3. Findings
This section presents a descriptive analysis of the selected literature, followed by a content analysis to

categorise the results by study topic and identify trends in the publications and the key contributions.

3.1 Descriptive Analysis

The descriptive analysis offers insights into who has written about the topic of study, and when and where
they have done so. To that end, this section presents the chronological evolution of the published literature
by year, the geographical distribution of the authors, the main journals, and the author with the highest

number of papers and citations.



Looking at Fig. 2, it is clear that the research on rural coworking only started in earnest in 2020. Despite
being relatively recent articles, they have received a significant number of citations, with six articles having

more than 20 citations each, accounting for nearly 80% of the total number of citations in the sample:

[Insert Figure 2 here]

The 22 documents were published by 41 scientists’ from 11 different countries. Since only two authors are
from outside Europe (Canada and Mexico), Fig. 3 provides a better illustration of the geographical
distribution of the European authors. The countries with the most research activities in the field of rural
coworking are Germany and the United Kingdom, representing 21% of the publications each, followed by

Italy (17%), then by Poland and Greece with 7% each:

[Insert Figure 3 here]

The papers were published in 17 different journals, meaning that only one journal stands out with three
published articles related to rural coworking (Land); three other journals have published two articles each,
namely Local Economy, Journal of Property Investment and Finance, and European Planning Studies (see

Appendix).

Going deeper into the analysis of the methodological section of each paper, almost 82% of the sample are
empirical studies, with the remaining 18% being conceptual articles. The methodology of the papers is
divided into quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods approaches. Most studies (64%) used a qualitative
approach for their research, where interviews, surveys, and observations were the most common research
techniques to collect qualitative data. In addition, 32% had a quantitative approach based on econometrics

and other statistical techniques, and only one of the evaluated papers used a mixed methods approach.

3.1.1 Keywords Analysis

This section aims to identify the most common keywords used to classify the papers related to rural
coworking, providing an overview of the topic of study, the relationships between them, and their evolution
over time. For this purpose, the VOSViewer software, a widely used tool for bibliometric analysis of

scientific literature, was used (van Eck and Waltman, 2010).

The importance of a keyword is demonstrated by considering its linkages with others, so high co-occurrence
keywords reveal the “hot topics” and the direction for development in the field of research. The node
dimension represents the number of repetitions (occurrences) of each keyword. The distance between two
nodes reflects the topic similarity and the strength of the relation between them, (i.e., shorter distance means
a stronger relationship). The network connections within keywords indicate that they appear together in the

same paper, so a thicker connection denotes greater co-occurrence frequency.

In this example, Fig. 4 shows the co-occurrence of keywords related to the rural coworking analysis. Hence,
the keyword “coworking spaces” is the most prominent node because it appears in many publications in
the database. Three different clusters representing individual subfields in rural coworking research can also
be distinguished in Fig.4. As can be seen, the green cluster clearly demonstrates an environmental approach

related to coworking spaces, including related keywords (such as greenhouse gases and climate gas
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mitigation) which focus on rural and urban areas. A more targeted approach to the relationship between
coworking spaces and urban or rural areas can be discerned from the blue cluster, highlighting keywords
such as urban planning, cities, and peripheral areas. Finally, the red cluster shows the strong relationship
between coworking spaces and the business world, considering economic development, innovation,

entrepreneurship, and enterprises hub, albeit still utilising a local and rural approach:

[Insert Figure 4 here]

Fig. 5 below shows the trend of the topic over the period analysed. The violet-coloured nodes correspond
to keywords frequently used at the beginning of the study period, while the yellow-coloured nodes
correspond to keywords that have appeared more recently. At the outset, terms associating coworking
spaces with cities, economic development, and entrepreneurship were more commonly used. Subsequently,
coworking spaces began to be linked to environmental approaches. In recent years, the use of terms such
as rural, peripheral, and urban areas, local economy, community, and proximity have become more

common:

[Insert Figure 5 here]

3.2 Content Analysis

Our article suggests that the concept of rural coworking is in the process of being defined. Although it
shares similarities with urban coworking, a key difference is its orientation to the development of the
environment and the consolidation of the local community (Avdikos and Merkel, 2020; Avdikos and
Papageorgiou, 2021; Capdevila, 2018, 2021, 2022; Mariotti et al., 2021a). Recent literature on rural
coworking has focused on highlighting the social, economic, and territorial impact of rural coworking
(Holzel et al., 2022; Vogl and Akhavan, 2022), rather than on organisational and administrative aspects,
which have already been widely studied in the coworking literature (Arnoldi et al., 2020; Gandini, 2015;
Kraus, Bouncken, et al., 2022).

Certainly, the recent scientific literature has explored this topic extensively (Capdevila, 2021). As Fig. 2
shows, the first article was published in 2017 and focused on analysing how coworking spaces in rural areas
go beyond physical environments to work, and can serve as hubs for collaboration between entrepreneurs,
institutions and governments (Katonané Kovacs and Zoltan, 2017). In this line, Fiorentino (2019) highlights
that the spirit of rural coworking is intended to establish a link with public administrators and collaborate
around the design and development of socioeconomic policies that help redirect business opportunities to

the area.

From the review and analysis of this literature, we have identified the emerging categories in the scientific
production. In this sense, the crucial role of the community concept in the organisation of coworking
activity is highlighted, as well as the change in the structure of rural coworking in a post-COVID-19 setting,

and finally, the planning of coworking activity in rural and non-urban environments.



3.2.1 The Importance of Community

Rural coworking prioritises the business development of its members or coworkers. It focuses on how these
spaces can promote changes at a macro level (i.e., at the level of public, municipal, and social policies)
(Avdikos and Papageorgiou, 2021; Capdevila, 2021). In this sense, external relations are fundamental to
consolidate rural coworking, and above all, the process of networking in which the concept of community
articulates many social practices (Brown, 2017; Gandini and Cossu, 2019). “The possibility of coworking

stimulates the interest in participation if a community is close-by” (Ohnmacht et al., 2020, p. 9).

Previous studies have highlighted the importance of the human team (Akhavan et al., 2021; Capdevila,
2018) as the main community builder, and relate it directly to sharing economy business models (Bouncken
and Reuschl, 2018; Konecka-Szydtowska and Czupich, 2022), in which the concept of community
articulates many social practices. For Kovacs and Zoltan (2017), involving the community in the growth
and consolidation processes of the coworking space is fundamental. For example, in Decebren, (Hungary),
a group of entrepreneurs organised several events to raise community awareness of coworking activity and
business innovation issues. This prompted the creation of Decebren HUB, a coworking space aimed at
fostering social enterprise. Several start-ups are housed within the space, which seeks to energise the
territory and strengthen the entrepreneur's skills. Through courses and training programs offered by the
coworkers, not only are the costs of the space covered, but Decebren also gains recognition as an important

local business hub.

In the small city of Marotta, (Italy), the Warehouse Coworking Factory space (Akhavan et al., 2021) has
been strengthened with the participation of a community of local entrepreneurs and creative professionals
living in the city, as well as in other neighbouring localities. The headquarters of this coworking space is a
former factory that has been repurposed and now houses diverse social innovation projects and
experimental environments. A similar case is that of Zona Liquida, in Riba-roja d'Ebre (Spain), a public
facility managed by the coworkers who operate as an association. This coworking space also operates in a
reused building, and since its founding has been a place to create synergies and collaborative relationships
between local entrepreneurs, institutions, and other companies (Capdevila, 2021). In both cases, the
community created is a main strength of the space. It is also a distinguishing factor in the management of
the space; the “grassroots” approach empowers the coworkers, making them not only active participants in
the consolidation of the space, but also in the local entrepreneurial ecosystem (Katonané Kovacs and Zoltan,
2017). According to Capdevila (2021, p. 102) “the success of coworking space depends on the pre-existence
of a community”, and “...the spread of coworking is not only done by opening new physical spaces, but
also, and more importantly, by previously analysing the territory, its economic and industrial trajectory and

its current needs and by developing the local community”.

Other projects, such as Qutlandish, in the United Kingdom (Gandini and Cossu, 2019), or Cowocat Rural,
in Spain (Capdevila, 2021, 2022), also demonstrate the importance of the community of both users and
coworking spaces. In the case of Outlandish, it works as a coworking cooperative specialising in digital
consulting, in which its members work on shared projects, and in a common office managed by themselves.

On the other hand, Cowocat Rural groups a network of coworking spaces located in rural areas. The Catalan



government sponsors this project and aims to spread the practice of coworking and promote local
entrepreneurship. Moreover, as Mariotti and Di Matteo (2022) state, this type of network promotes social
cohesion and economic development in territories that need to be continuously revitalised. It is also a way
to enhance the surroundings and specific areas via insertion of the spaces, for example, through nearby

amenities and services (Holzel et al., 2022).

The articles highlight the idea of community from two main perspectives: (a) at a contextual level, as part
of the territory where the coworking space is located (e.g. policies, plans, etc.), (see for example: Akhavan
et al., 2021; Capdevila, 2021; Fiorentino, 2019); and (b) at a more specific level, referring to the
infrastructure, focusing directly on the coworking space, and how it can generate feelings of belonging and
well-being for its members (see for example Butcher, 2018; Merrell ef al., 2022, 2021). In both cases, rural
coworking seeks to be a driver to enhance existing social and collaborative links (Bouncken et al., 2021;
Capdevila, 2021; Fiorentino, 2019), or if they do not exist, to help create and consolidate them (Mariotti et
al., 2021a; Mariotti and Di Matteo, 2022).

3.2.2 A Turning Point: COVID-19

Starting in 2020, as economies began to emerge from COVID-related lockdowns, studies were published
that indirectly addressed the effects of the pandemic on rural coworking management (Holzel et al., 2022;
Holzel and de Vries, 2021; Konecka-Szydtowska and Czupich, 2022). Some even approached the pandemic
as an opportunity to rethink coworking activity altogether. Research such as Merrell et al. (2021, 2022) and
Konecka-Szydlowska and Czupich (2022) highlight the coworking space as a secure environment that
should foster individual well-being and safety. Vogl and Akhavan (2022) point out that the effects of
COVID-19 on coworking activity will lead to restructured ways of living and working, and above all,
represent a possible expansion of this activity in rural environments. In addition, the pandemic highlighted

the need to minimise health risks, and this factor should be reflected in spatial planning.

Mariotti and Di Matteo (2022) note that because of COVID-19, the possibility of offering workspaces away
from the congestion of big cities, with their attendant disadvantages, could shift the spotlight to small and
medium-sized cities and to rural environments, since users might consider them safer and geographically
less exposed. Regarding the possibilities of these areas, Vogl and Micek (2022) also point to a growing
demand for coworking spaces, as evidenced by the interest of private companies in locating their companies
to rural areas during the pandemic. This movement is seen as minimising risks by situating users far from
urban areas, and has the ancillary effect of reducing commuting times and pollution (Mariotti and Di

Matteo, 2022).

Although the effects of COVID-19 on coworking space planning have required ongoing evaluation by
managers (Orel et al., 2022), the literature identifies this impact as offering a relevant lesson (Kraus,
Bouncken, et al., 2022; Mariotti and Di Matteo, 2022; Vogl and Akhavan, 2022). In our sample, 50% of
the publications (11 articles) mention COVID-19, of which four articles refer to new policy development
and planning for future scenarios (Holzel and de Vries, 2021; Mariotti and Di Matteo, 2022; Merrell et al.,

2021; Vogl and Akhavan, 2022). Additionally, seven papers envision opportunities for change in a post-



COVID-19 landscape (Capdevila, 2021; Holzel et al., 2022; Konecka-Szydtowska and Czupich, 2022;
Mariotti et al., 2021a; Ohnmacht et al., 2020; Vogl and Micek, 2022).

Although post-pandemic effects have abruptly affected coworking spaces in large cities (Brouwer et al.,
2022; Manzini-Ceinar and Mariotti, 2021; Orel ez al., 2022), increasing uncertainty and risks for community
cohesion in those areas (Schwarz and Hemetsberger, 2022), coworking spaces in rural areas have witnessed
a potential opportunity for development and growth (Merrell et al., 2022), minimising the degree of
contagions, as well as the displacement of workers (Mariotti et al., 2022). As noted in a study by Mariotti
et al. (2021a), rural and peripheral coworking spaces were considered safer and more reliable because of
their location than those in metropolitan areas, where the number of COVID-19 cases was considerably
higher. Moreover, a "normal life" was re-established more rapidly in the rural and peripheral areas after the
first wave. In these communities, social distancing policies became more flexible, leading to increased use
and occupancy of coworking spaces (Mariotti et al., 2021a; Orel et al., 2022; Vogl and Akhavan, 2022).
This served to boost of local commerce and networking (Akhavan et al., 2018). In fact, rural coworking
spaces increased significantly after COVID-19. In addition, some governments and institutions provided
financial and human support to strengthen the communities, especially in European countries (Mariotti et

al., 2022) (for a more comprehensive framework, see Mariotti and Lo Russo, 2023).

3.2.3 The Need for Planning

A basic theme that emerges from the literature on rural coworking is the importance of planning in terms
of expansion and business strategy (Capdevila, 2022). The momentum of coworking spaces is highly
variable (Butcher, 2016; Gandini and Cossu, 2019; Merkel, 2015), and is related to the emergence of local
entrepreneurship, the flexibility of organisations in locating their employees, as well as the impulse of
public officials towards this activity. The articles by Avdikos and Papageorgiou (2022), Capdevila (2021)
and Gandini and Cossu (2019) highlight the importance of the public sector in proposing and implementing
development policies for coworking activity. One example is the Maine Coworking Development Fund,
promoted by Department of Economic and Community Development, which has strengthened the
entrepreneurial ecosystem through coworking initiatives in rural and small-town areas (Avdikos and
Papageorgiou, 2021). The idea is to replicate the benefits of coworking in non-metropolitan areas, where it
is not as widely known, and where hubs can be located to foster collaboration between startups and
freelancers. In such cases, “...the public sector becomes the funder and the supporter of a digitally enabled

working life” (p. 8).

The need to monitor and predict changes in spatial planning is one of the recommendations emerging from
the rural coworking literature (Mariotti et al., 2021a), where the physical quality of infrastructure is critical
(Bouncken et al., 2020). Articles by Capdevila (2021), Gandini and Cossu (2019), Katonané Kovacs and
Zoltan (2017) and Mariotti et al. (2021a), emphasise the importance of thinking strategically about rural
coworking spaces, promoting concepts such as reuse and revitalisation of existing structures. Physical space
fosters collaboration and sharing (Ohnmacht ef al., 2020). In Italy, for example, one such experimental
prototype is Scuola Diffusa (Mariotti and Di Matteo, 2022), which consists of using public libraries as

spaces dedicated to coworking and other related services. Similarly, in the city of Skibbbereen, (Ireland), a
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former movie theatre served as a space for Ludgate Hub. This coworking space attracts local digital
entrepreneurs and aims to become a networking hub for the technology sector (Konecka-Szydtowska and

Czupich, 2022).

Another aspect considered in the literature is that the space alone cannot sustain itself in economic terms,
so an offer of facilities is a component that not only enhances the survival of the business, but is also part
of the package of benefits contributing to overall well-being (Merrell ef al., 2022; Vogl and Micek, 2022).
In this sense, a space that promotes events and professional and leisure activities to both the users of the
workspace and the surrounding community generates a flow of “foot traffic” and, possibly, income, which

guarantees the growth of the company (Capdevila, 2021; Merrell ef al., 2021).

Coworking space planning has not only been of interest in the literature. “Coworking is also a matter of
concern for urban planning” (Akhavan ef al., 2021, p. 37). The academic literature has drawn a path for the
creation of policies for the community, and hence the continuous intervention by the public and institutional
sectors (Avdikos and Papageorgiou, 2021). Articles by Akhavan et al. (2021); Capdevila (2021); Fiorentino
(2019); Vogl and Akhavan (2022) and Vogl and Micek (2022), reaffirm that the concept of rural coworking
should be projected in the proposal of strategic guidelines for the development of a territory, and in concrete
actions to improve it. In turn, coworking spaces can help maximise local economies and open futures for

social innovation (Capdevila, 2021; Fiorentino, 2019).

Despite the difficulties generated by COVID-19 in coworking management, the articles in this review do
not indicate any change in the infrastructure of coworking spaces or in coworking activity itself. Instead,
they focus on analysing ways to adapt coworking activity to the unique characteristics of rural areas (Vogl

and Akhavan, 2022).

4. Discussion

Based on the results of this article, the topics of most significant interest in the academic literature on rural
coworking are related to consolidating the idea and sense of community, the opportunities generated by
COVID-19 within this scenario, and the importance of planning for the future of coworking activity. One
of the fundamental aspects of coworking activity in rural territories is its integration with the local
government agenda and its socioeconomic policies (Avdikos and Papageorgiou, 2021; Capdevila, 2021),
in the sense that "...rural areas can be considered socio-economically different to urban areas, with
potentially different psychological and coworking needs" (Merrell et al., 2021, p. 15). The combination of
social, cultural, and environmental factors is the basis for analysing rural coworking narratives (Bosworth

et al., 2023).

4.1 Rural Coworking: A Concept in Definition

As mentioned in previous sections, rural coworking is closely related to the region's entrepreneurial
ecosystem. Thus, it is a term linked to local development and community consolidation. This has
increasingly become a topic of interest in the scholarly literature, both in its own field and in different
disciplinary areas (e.g., management, environmental science, economics, geography, etc.). Land has

published more articles on this subject (three papers), followed by Local Economy, Journal of Property
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Investment, and European Planning Studies, with two articles each (see Table III). Analysing the evolution
of publications, during the first three years (2017-2019) there was one publication on the subject per year,
increasing to five in 2020, eight in 2021, and finally, six articles in the analysed period of 2022 (see Fig.
2). Although the studied sample ends in 2022, new studies have been incorporated into the literature during

2023 (see Bosworth ef al., 2023; Bouncken and Gérmar, 2023):

[Insert Table III here]

The study perspectives of rural coworking are highly oriented towards management (Gandini, 2015; Orel
and Mayerhoffer, 2021), and more particularly, to its different practices in both the private (Capdevila,
2021; Merrell et al., 2022) and public sectors (Avdikos and Papageorgiou, 2021). Although one might
assume that as with urban coworking, the main objective of rural coworking is to boost entrepreneurship
(Merkel, 2015, 2019; Waters-Lynch et al., 2016), our results reveal that the most frequent theme in the
rural coworking literature is its impact on the surrounding territory (Bosworth et al., 2023; Capdevila, 2022;
Vogl and Akhavan, 2022). In support of this, the analysis of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
addressed in the publications shows a significant emphasis on sustainable economic growth, particularly in
sustainable cities and communities, industrialisation, innovation, and sustainable consumption.

Additionally, attention is paid to health and environmental impact.

Management is the dominant perspective from which rural coworking has been studied. Our findings
indicate that planning is the most frequently researched topic in the literature (see Table IV). However,
approaches have changed. For example, the results obtained in the study by Vogl and Akhavan (2022),
mention that the regeneration of properties to convert them into coworking spaces can increase the
commercial value of the areas in which they are located. For Merrell et al. (2022, p.3), “rural areas have
unique geographic, social and institutional characteristics that could produce distinctive coworking
infrastructures”. Authors such as Bouncken et al. (2020) and Capdevila (2022, 2021) emphasise that space

is the key to this activity, but to sustain it over time, community building is fundamental.
[Insert Table IV here]

However, the research methods used in the literature on rural coworking are varied. Most studies have used
qualitative approaches (fourteen publications), followed by quantitative (seven publications), and only one
with mixed methods. Interpretive tools are ideal when it comes to studying the meaning of very new
phenomena (Patton, 2002; Saunders et al., 2009), and in which it is necessary to look in depth at their
nature. In our results, it is observed that space itself is the main focal point of analysis (see for example
Holzel et al., 2022; Konecka-Szydlowska and Czupich, 2022; Mariotti et al., 2021a), and its analysis
provides clues to understand not only its internal community, but also the territory where it is located. On
the other hand, two groups of informants are in the studied articles: coworking users (e.g., Merrell et al.,
2021; Tremblay and Scaillerez, 2020), and to a lesser extent, managers (e.g., Butcher, 2018; Capdevila,
2021).

Rural coworking management is characterised by seeking to establish social networks and common goals

among its participating actors (Bosworth et al., 2023; Bouncken and Reuschl, 2018; Capdevila, 2021;
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Merrell et al., 2021). This is especially observable in governments favouring entrepreneurship and start-
ups (Tomaz et al., 2022), and public officials have a driving role (Avdikos and Papageorgiou, 2021; Merrell
et al., 2022; Vogl and Akhavan, 2022). The articles by Avdikos and Merkel (2020) and Avdikos and
Papageorgiou (2021) emphasise this organisational role in both the diffusion and financial support of

coworking activity and its effects can have on local development.

For Orel et al. (2022, p.1526), “...while the coworking industry has been hit particularly hard by the
pandemic, coworking environments may yet re-emerge as places offering the sort of flexibility that will be
perceived as an asset to local economies”. The literature on rural coworking studied in this article highlights
how a post-pandemic scenario can represent an opportunity, rather than a threat to the sector, as was
experienced in large cities (Manzini-Ceinar and Mariotti, 2021), from the revitalisation and regeneration of
the territory to the actions of organised communities (Bosworth et al., 2023; Capdevila, 2022; Tomaz et
al.,2022). In addition, post-pandemic effects show an increase in coworking activity in peripheral and rural
areas, mainly related to the growth of remote workers that choose outdoor spaces with access to green
places as the consider them healthiest and safest environments that larger cities (Mariotti et al., 2023;

Sanchez-Vergara et al., 2023).

The literature's interest in coworking spaces extends beyond the mere physical and managerial
characteristics, aiming to understand these spaces as integral and interrelated parts of their surrounding
environment. Supported by Mariotti et al. (2021), we emphasise that coworking spaces are "resilient" areas
(Gandini and Cossu, 2019) that are consolidated through social relationships and community engagement,
impacting positively on urban renewal, economic growth, and even influencing tailored local policies.
These spaces transcend the limits of their physical boundaries, with potential to significantly impact both
social and economic dimensions of the regions in which they are located, especially when tailored policies

are in place to foster community and entrepreneurship.

5. Conclusion

This research aimed to understand the concept of rural coworking as described in the academic literature,
and the importance of core values that articulate its practices, such as community, development, and
planning. The rural coworking space and its infrastructure are oriented towards the territory in which it
operates, as well as the entreprencurial activities associated with it. This can be considered one of the major
differences compared to urban coworking, which features a more inward-looking vision towards the

predominantly private corporate space, with little relation to external agents (Capdevila, 2022).

Rural coworking is a recent research topic, as demonstrated by its notable increase in publications since
2020. The focus of the literature is on Europe (83%), where socioeconomic conditions and the rise of
coworking spaces is considerably higher than that of other geographies. Our findings reveal that Italy is the
most studied country in rural spaces development (six papers, 27%), followed by the UK (three papers,
13,64%), and Germany (three papers, 13,64%), a nation which has traditionally been one of the most
significant growth centres in the coworking tradition (Hobson, 2020; Startup Guide World, 2018). As
illustrated in Fig. 3, the authors' affiliation of the articles analysed also stands out for the countries

mentioned. Among the articles in the sample, 82% are empirical research, while 18% are conceptual studies.
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Despite being a topic in which academic interest is growing, a theoretical vision of rural coworking had not

been explored previously, and that is what we sought to develop in this article.

With that, our research underscores the transformative power and community-driven impact of rural
coworking spaces in small cities, towns, and rural locations (Orel ef al., 2022; Bosworth ef al., 2023). These
spaces not only serve as network nodes that meld local and extra-local networks but also provide
environments that align with the aspirations of coworkers for a better quality of life, leisure spaces, and a
community atmosphere (Gormar, 2021; Tagliaro et al., 2023; Capdevila, 2022). However, it is crucial to
also acknowledge the potential negative effects, as rural coworking spaces may not be universally
successful and could lead to challenges related to the relocation of remote workers from urban areas.
Building on the work of Morgan and Woodriff (2019), we recognize that coworking spaces can be
vulnerable to property development and require public investment to sustain them. Without such support,
these community-centric initiatives may remain utopian and may not adequately serve freelancers working

in precarious fields, thereby reinforcing the need for policies that can offer a safety net.

In this sense, the literature analysed shows a growing interest in rural working in recent years, focusing on
promoting “local or rural economy” and considering environmental benefits. This is evidenced in
relationships and agreements with local authorities and municipalities, who have been drivers of
entrepreneurial ecosystems, incubators, and collaborative networks and have incorporated rural coworking
into their government agendas (Avdikos and Merkel, 2020; Capdevila, 2021). Institutional actors are the
main stakeholders in enhancing rural coworking but are not the only ones. Literature has shown that
synergies can also be fostered and developed by private companies (e.g., Katonané Kovacs and Zoltan,
2017). One of these cases is exposed by Vogl and Akhavan (2022), whose study shows that this kind of
network directly impacts decisions such as real estate, education, traffic, and regional development. For
Mariotti and Di Matteo (2022), the decision of some private companies to locate their business in coworking

spaces can enhance the sense of community among isolated workers.

In terms of future research, although the study of rural coworking has been characterised as being
interdisciplinary by nature (Avdikos and Merkel, 2020), the dominant view is from the management
perspective. Despite this, and considering its value in the development of localities, it is necessary to analyse
the benefits that coworking offers around the strategic positioning of rural destinations and the image of
the place that can be built from coworking (Cai, 2002). Rural coworking spaces are inherently “context-

dependent workspaces” (Fuzi, 2015, p. 463).

Our analysis revealed that this is a heterogeneous research topic, and it is gaining momentum in other areas
within social sciences, especially from an interpretive perspective. A communicative approach is needed,
because images, narratives, and constructions of rural landscape are part of the brand of coworking spaces
in these geographies (Cassinger and Eksell, 2017; Castello, 2021). Hence, rural coworking is a way to
enhance the territory and give value and reputation to its host community (Braun et al., 2018). Conversely,
the effects of COVID-19 are currently the subject of interest in this research (see Bosworth et al., 2023;
Tomaz et al., 2022), and provide a focus for interpreting rural coworking as a positive case of resilience
and opportunity for growth in the face of the crisis. With that in mind, understanding the policy implications

is crucial because coworking spaces not only foster specialised communities and attract investment, but
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also have broader socio-economic effects, including accelerating urban revitalization, affecting property
values, and combating depopulation in non-urban areas (Vogl and Akhavan, 2022). That said, the policy
implications in the territories and plans for developing rural coworking have not been adequately studied,
even though the advantages that this can have in rural environments are recognised (Mariotti and Di Matteo,

2022).

In conclusion, rural coworking offers significant growth potential, particularly in the post-Covid-19
landscape where digital and remote work practices are becoming the "new normal". Technological
advancements are enabling work from anywhere, making rural coworking an attractive proposition for
fostering collaboration and well-being within adequately equipped infrastructures. Policymakers and
community managers face the challenge of understanding this evolving landscape as an opportunity to
leverage the unique assets of underdeveloped territories and business environments. However, this study is
limited in its scope as it focuses solely on scientific publications, such as articles and book chapters,
neglecting grey literature like newsletters, reports, and social media. Incorporating these sources, which are
often crucial in disseminating the concept and impacts of rural coworking (e.g., Bages, 2021; Capdevila,

2018), could offer a more comprehensive view of the subject.
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