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A workplace for collaboration can be a powerful tool for fostering collaborative innova-
tion in an organization. However, many organizations have failed in realizing the bene-
fits of collaborative innovation workplaces. Applying a sociomaterial lens to an empirical 
investigation of the creation and genesis of workplaces for collaborative innovation in six 
organizations, we expand the focus beyond identifying workplace’s material and social ele-
ments to the emergence of a collaborative innovation space as an effective workplace for 
collaboration. We develop a dynamic generative design model for collaborative innovation 
spaces. This model draws the attention to practices involved in the creation of such space 
instead of spatial characteristics only. It presents three dimensions for creating collabora-
tive innovation spaces: the collaborative workplace consisting of collaborative spatial lay-
out, work practices, and organizational structures. All are created and manifested by means 
of a collaborative–participatory design approach and the practice of generative reflection 
instead of conventional evaluation measures. Ultimately, a mindset shift is set in motion, 
generating a sustainable emergence of a collaborative innovation space. We conclude that a 
collaborative innovation space as an in-between space cannot be deliberately designed but 
rather evolves over time. Using our generative design model, organizations and stakeholder 
can actively become part of this emergence process.

1. � Introduction

Not only but especially for innovation and solving 
complex problems, a combination of different 

backgrounds, expertise, and skills is needed. Hence, 
organizations aim at fostering collaboration for in-
novation, that is, collaborative innovation. This ap-
proach to innovation requires not only a supportive 
organizational structure and culture but also organiza-
tional and management practices such as agile devel-
opment, SCRUM, or Design Thinking, just to name a 
few. Furthermore, for people to meet, communicate, 

and collaborate, they require workplaces with ac-
tive, alternative, and innovative elements (Boutellier 
et al.,  2008; McElroy and Morrow,  2010). These 
so-called innovation spaces materialize as fab labs 
(Tremblay and Scaillerez, 2021), innovation labora-
tories (Lewis and Moultrie, 2005) or creative spaces 
(Thoring et al., 2019). Despite different foci, they all 
aim to improve communication and knowledge shar-
ing and thereby foster collaboration across different 
functions and departments (Boutellier et al.,  2008; 
Manca et al., 2018). Yet, despite continuous interest 
in creating such spaces in organizations, doing so 
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successfully seems to remain a challenge for manag-
ers. In practice, we find innovation spaces that ‘work’ 
and many, that ‘do not work’, that is, they do or do 
not fulfil the expectations of enabling and enhanc-
ing innovation at work. This article therefore aims 
at further exploring the phenomenon of developing 
effective workplaces for collaborative innovation in 
organizations.

In research, there also has been continuous interest 
in the topic. It has long been prevalent in disciplines 
such as architecture, facility management, design, 
and more recently, also social sciences (Ciaramella et 
al., 2018). Reviewing existing literature about inno-
vation spaces in the fields of management and orga-
nizational research, we find two major themes that 
have been explored: (1) the nature of organizational 
space, including spatial characteristics and ingredi-
ents and (2) the effects of organizational space on 
various dimensions of innovation at work. Overall, 
research has demonstrated the potential power of 
space for organizational innovation. Scholars have 
investigated the effect of the physical workplace on 
individual creativity (Kristensen,  2004; Magadley 
and Birdi,  2009; Meinel et al.,  2017), creative atti-
tude (Cirella and Yström,  2018), or innovation 
(Moultrie et al.,  2007; Osorio et al.,  2019). With a 
stronger focus on the social space, organizational 
scholars have explored how space affects organiza-
tional life (Clegg and Kornberger, 2006; Elsbach and 
Pratt, 2007) or organizational culture (Schein, 1990; 
Hatch, 1993; Gibbert et al., 2014; Maślikowska and 
Gibbert, 2019).

Reviewing existing literature on the nature of 
organizational space, we find opposing views in the 
current academic debate that can be summarized as 
two streams of research. Scholars of the first stream 
regard space as static and assume a one-directional 
impact, originating either from social or material 
(spatial) elements. Scholars of the second stream, on 
the other hand, apply a relational ontology to space, 
highlighting the interactive relationship of a designed 
workplace and its users. Hence, social and material 
elements are equally important for its impact. It 
needs to be highlighted that both understandings of 
space also hold different implications for approach-
ing the development of innovation space. We con-
clude that a workplace for collaborative innovation 
comprises neither only material nor social elements. 
Instead, it consists of both at the same time, and 
both are equally relevant with regard to its effect 
(Caccamo, 2020). However, much literature on this 
phenomenon belongs to the first, static stream and 
therefore most findings on spatial ingredients do 
not sufficiently explain the phenomenon of innova-
tion space development in organizations, especially 

regarding collaborative innovation. Highlighting the 
socio-material nature of workplaces for collaborative 
innovation necessarily broadens the perspective on 
innovation space development beyond identifying 
general spatial ingredients or deriving a generally 
applicable template. Creating collaborative inno-
vation space based on such cookie cutter approach 
bears the risk of the created workplace to fail, that is, 
not being accepted by the organization and its mem-
bers. In contrast, applying a relational view on col-
laborative innovation spaces and their development 
shifts the attention towards all spatial dimensions 
that enable effective use of the designed workplace, 
that is, collaboration among users. Furthermore, 
it acknowledges the importance to consider users’ 
specific needs. Petrulaitiene et al. (2018) summarize 
this by pointing out that an effective workplace for 
collaborative innovation must be created as an expe-
rience, which implies to consider the users’ needs 
when designing space. Consequently, we conclude 
that the phenomenon of creating collaborative inno-
vation space can only be fully grasped applying a 
relational ontology that acknowledges the socio-
material nature of such workplaces. Therefore, we 
position our research in the second stream.

In the relevant literature, we find different frame-
works that focus on workplace development, includ-
ing its social and material aspects. Chan et al. (2007) 
first developed a model describing multiple dimen-
sions of workplace design beyond the spatial layout, 
and the tensions between them. Manca et al. (2018) 
elaborate on this model. Besides the physical layout 
and facilities, they mention organizational culture 
and structure, human resources and work practices, 
and information and communication technologies 
as relevant dimension for designing workplaces. 
Additionally, they identify enablers and barriers for 
leveraging the power of collaborative workplaces. 
As such, these frameworks display the constitution 
of collaborative workplaces beyond spatial ingre-
dients. Furthermore, they display the multifaceted 
nature of workplaces for collaborative innovation 
and overall provide promising insights into the phe-
nomenon of collaborative innovation space devel-
opment. However, they are limited to displaying 
the various dimensions of the collaborative work-
place and do not address how effective collaborative 
innovation evolves from the designed workplace. 
We will explain in more detail why this bears some 
shortcomings. Drawing on De Certeau  (1984), we 
define space as enacted place. As such, the created 
workplace may only be effective if brought to life or 
using De Certeau’s (1984) words: ‘a space is like the 
word when it is spoken’ (De Certeau, 1984, p. 117). 
Accordingly, we define collaborative innovation 
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space as an effectively enacted workplace for col-
laborative innovation. To further explain the missing 
dots, we draw on Ollila and Yström’s (2020) concept 
of in-between space. According to the authors, col-
laborative innovation takes place in a space of such 
specific nature. Besides describing other inherent 
characteristics in detail, the authors highlight that 
in-between space cannot be deliberately designed at 
once but only evolves over time. Regarding the chal-
lenge of creating collaborative innovation space in 
organizations, this adds another layer of complexity. 
It implies that a description of various spatial dimen-
sions and elements as well as their relations does 
not sufficiently explain the phenomenon of develop-
ing collaborative innovation space, that is, effective 
workplaces for collaborative innovation in organiza-
tions. Thus, while previous scholars of the relational 
stream have focused their research on the dimensions 
that constitute the sociomaterial workplace for col-
laborative innovation, we close this gap by focusing 
on the evolvement of collaborative innovation space 
instead. Therefore, the research question this paper 
aims to answer is: How can a workplace for collabo-
rative innovation purposefully evolve into collabora-
tive innovation space?

To answer this question, this article explores the 
phenomenon of creating collaborative innovation 
spaces from a sociomaterial perspective (Orlikowski 
and Scott, 2008). Thereby, we acknowledge the added 
complexity of creating collaborative innovation 
space that is described by the concept of in-between 
space (Ollila and Yström,  2020). Furthermore, we 
contribute to the current academic conversation by 
adding yet another perspective on the phenomenon 
of developing collaborative innovation space. More 
specifically, the sociomaterial view takes a network 
perspective on the evolving collaborative innova-
tion space, where all elements, including those of 
social, material, and human nature, become actants 
(Latour, 2005) of similar importance. Agency is cre-
ated in the entanglement of all actants, instead of in 
either one of them, or their interaction. This takes 
us beyond prior approaches of directing research 
towards the recursive nature of a socio-material 
workplace. It moves us from spatial elements to 
the practices needed for their enactment leading to 
the evolvement of collaborative innovation space as 
effective workplace for collaborative innovation.

This article thus explores the phenomenon of 
developing collaborative innovation space, based on 
a relational ontology and is informed by theory at the 
intersection of organizing for collaborative innova-
tion and organizational space. Furthermore, it takes 
an interpretivist approach to elicit theory as emerged 
from empirical data collected in a multiple case 

study with six organizations that created workplaces 
for collaborative innovation. Led by the results and 
guided by a sociomaterial perspective (Orlikowski 
and Scott,  2008), we conceptualize the creation of 
collaborative innovation space and develop a dynamic 
generative design model of the evolvement of such 
space. The model sheds light on the entire process of 
innovation space development and especially draws 
attention to the practices involved instead of spatial 
characteristics only. It presents three dimensions for 
creating collaborative innovation spaces that have 
emerged from the empirical data: First, a workplace 
for collaborative innovation combines three dimen-
sions including (physical) spatial layout, work prac-
tices, and organizational structures, all aligned to 
collaborative innovation. Second, a collaborative–
participatory design approach (Scariot et al.,  2012) 
empowers users and provides the foundation for 
co-creation between users and experts guided by 
strategy. Third, establishing the practice of genera-
tive reflection in contrast to conventional evaluation 
measures ensures an ongoing development of the 
designed workplace. Ultimately, a mindset shift is 
set in motion, generating a sustainable emergence of 
a collaborative innovation space.

We start the article with briefly explaining the 
theoretical foundation and lens for our research 
including the relational ontology of space and the 
sociomaterial perspective on collaborative innova-
tion space as in-between space. Subsequently, we 
describe our methodological approach in detail and 
provide an overview of the cases. We present our 
findings along with the developed data structure, 
followed by a thorough discussion integrating them 
back into literature to derive our theoretical contri-
bution. We conclude by deriving managerial impli-
cations that assist the development of collaborative 
innovation spaces in organizations and point out lim-
itations and opportunities for further research.

2. � Theoretical background

2.1. � Towards a relational ontology of 
collaborative innovation space

Exploring the nature of organizational (innovation) 
space, we find two opposing streams of research, 
based on different ontologies. Scholars of the 
first stream apply a static view on space. They 
come from either management or organizational 
research. Management scholars focus mainly on 
material elements of the space such as furniture, 
architecture, tools, and equipment and how these 
affect the people within the space or the whole 



© 2023 The Authors. R&D Management published by RADMA and John Wiley & Sons Ltd.

Marie Klooker and Katharina Hölzle

326  R&D Management 54, 2, 2024

organization (Lewis and Moultrie, 2005; Moultrie 
et al.,  2007; Thoring et al.,  2018). Here, innova-
tion space is defined as a physical environment 
offering the necessary resources to stimulate the 
creativity of employees working in innovation 
projects (Lewis and Moultrie, 2005). Oksanen and 
Ståhle  (2013) even refer to innovation space as a 
service for users. Scholars of this stream have iden-
tified general spatial factors for creativity (Deb and 
Sinha, 2011; Dul et al., 2011), more specifically for 
team creativity (Weinberg et al., 2014), collabora-
tion (Oksanen and Ståhle, 2013; Waber et al., 2014; 
Thoring et al., 2018; Delgado et al., 2020), or inno-
vation (Lewis and Moultrie,  2005; Wagner and 
Watch,  2017). Organizational researchers focus 
more on the social dimension of (innovation) 
space. Much of this research builds on Lefebvre’s 
thoughts of production of space as a social prod-
uct. The social space is created and formed, that 
is, produced (Lefebvre, 1991) through the acting of 
participants. Research on the social space concerns 
the people acting in the space, their relationships, 
and culture (e.g., Taylor and Spicer, 2007; Bucher 
and Langley,  2016). Despite the different foci on 
either the physical or social space, both groups of 
scholars follow in their research a one-directional 
impact. Either people and their (inter-)actions cre-
ate the space or the space affects people and their 
(inter-)actions. Therefore, we summarize them as 
one stream of research.

Scholars of the second stream base their 
research on a relational ontology. For them, the 
active role of the users in constructing (i.e., build-
ing) and modifying organizational space (Dale 
and Burrell,  2008; Kornberger and Clegg,  2004; 
Hernes et al., 2006; Caccamo, 2020) is key. They 
focus their research on the interactive relationship 
between the designed place and its users. More 
specifically, in contrast to researchers of the first 
stream focusing either on the material or social 
space, scholars of the second stream believe in a 
socio-material space where ‘social processes and 
structures, and material processes and structures 
are seen as mutually enacting’ (Dale,  2005, p. 
641). Organizational space is regarded as ‘product 
of the negotiations between the normative aspects 
of building design and layout and the potentially 
creative appropriations and reconstructions of the 
societally embedded users’ (Peltonen,  2011, p. 
807). Users socially construct meanings, norms, 
and values that are associated with the built envi-
ronment (Kornberger and Clegg,  2004; Dale and 
Burrell, 2008). Organizational space is thus defined 
as recursive space where spatial design shapes 
work practices and interaction, which are reshaped 

by interactions of employees in return (Hernes et 
al.,  2006). Furthermore, the relationship between 
space and work practices has been emphasized (van 
Marrewijk and Van den Ende, 2018). In recursive 
space, all work practices become spatial practices 
and vice versa (van Marrewijk and Van den Ende, 
2018). In this stream, the focus is not on either 
social or material space, but on the socio-material 
nature of it. Caccamo (2020) further describes the 
socio-material innovation space as ‘both a physi-
cal environment and a group of people sharing a 
culture’ (p. 3). Exploring the phenomenon of col-
laborative innovation space and how it develops 
can only be done based on a relational ontology. 
Ollila and Yström (2016) point out that collabora-
tive innovation is about developing relationships 
among all actors and leveraging their respective 
knowledge for developing business and organiza-
tional learning. This interaction leads to the pro-
duction of social space (Lefebvre,  1991) which 
also enables and defines the use of the physical 
place. Focusing on workplaces for collaborative 
innovation, we therefore position our research in 
the second stream and base our investigation on a 
relational ontology, acknowledging also the socio-
material nature of such space.

2.2. � The collaborative innovation space as 
in-between space

Following Yström and Agogué  (2020), we define 
collaborative innovation (CI) as ‘innovation activ-
ities or innovation processes involving multiple 
actors, organizations or individuals transcending 
boundaries (within or across organizations) to cre-
ate and develop new products, services, policies, 
processes or business solutions’ (p. 1). Creating a 
collaborative innovation space frames CI practices 
and provides context. From a design perspective 
(Ollila and Yström, 2016), a collaborative innova-
tion space is never complete. Instead, it is recreated 
continually and given meaning through permanent 
interaction. This moves the focus from existing 
organizational systems to the creation of new orga-
nizational artefacts. And it is the incompleteness 
of organizational artefacts that becomes the trigger 
for action. Ollila and Yström  (2016) identify five 
design principles that generally account as guid-
ance for organizing CI: (1) presence of participants 
equals influence, (2) diversity is the source of cre-
ativity, (3) multiple identities create an extended 
action net, (4) a higher purpose unites the partic-
ipants, and (5) the participants are creators of the 
collaboration. In 2020, Ollila and Yström devel-
oped their concept further to an in-between space 
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and argued that this is the space where collabora-
tive innovation happens. In-between space exists 
between actants (Latour,  2005), and has its own 
character and value, being referred to as ‘both-and 
as well as neither-nor. It is a space of transforma-
tion, embracing disorder and ambiguity with the 
potential of destruction as well as becoming’ (Ollila 
and Yström, 2020, p. 205). Being between spatial 
elements, it connects the immaterial and cognitive 
with the material space. Lefebvre’s (1991) concept 
of production of space as a social product informs 
the concept of in-between space. It follows the 
same mechanisms of production and reproduction, 
yet it is extended to the physical, cognitive, or vir-
tual level (Ollila and Yström,  2020). The authors 
outline the core characteristics of in-between space 
to be multiplex, in becoming, recursive, and trans-
lative (Ollila and Yström, 2020). It is multiplex, 
as it allows individuals to act as hybrids between 
diverse cultural backgrounds. It enables and 
embraces plurality and diversity, allowing indi-
viduals to keep multiple identities based on, for 
example, different roles, departments, and func-
tions. As such, it bridges different cultures, back-
grounds, and agendas of the participants (Ollila and 
Yström, 2016). The in-between space is in becom-
ing as it is emergent and cannot be deliberately 
designed or implemented immediately. In contrast, 
it remains constantly evolving through interac-
tion and learning. As recursive space, it involves 
the designers of the materialized place and actors 
within the space to continuously reconfigure the 
space. In the translative space, differences among 
cultures are integrated into a new culture of col-
laborative innovation. Thereby, shared meaning 
and practices can be developed. Simultaneously, 
the actors maintain and preserve their different 
cultures or disciplinary backgrounds. In-between 
space as social space is characterized by inherent 
uncertainty and ambiguity.

2.3. � Applying a sociomaterial lens to 
creating collaborative innovation 
spaces

Orlikowski and Scott  (2008) coined the concept 
of sociomateriality. According to the authors, tak-
ing a sociomaterial perspective can help advance 
research on technology, work, and organization, 
directing attention to the entanglements among 
all three instead of how one affects the other. 
Sociomateriality contrasts an ontology of separate-
ness where separate things, for example, social 
and material elements in the workplace, need to 
be joined together and agency is ‘located either 

in the human or the artefact’ (Introna,  2007, p. 
134 in Orlikowski,  2010). The authors draw on 
Actor-Network Theory (ANT) (Callon,  1986; 
Latour,  1987) as well-known example of theories 
applying a sociomaterial lens: ‘From an ANT per-
spective, no distinct and separate social or techno-
logical elements interact with each other; rather, 
technological artefacts are considered equivalent 
participants in a network of human and non-human 
agencies that (temporarily) align to achieve partic-
ular effects’ (Orlikowski and Scott, 2008, p. 456). 
The different agencies are referred to as actants 
(Latour, 2005). In this article, we will make use of 
this term when referring to any social and mate-
rial elements, including humans as parts of the cre-
ated workspace. Thereby, we intend to underline 
the symmetrical impact of all elements indifferent 
to their figuration and effect. By comparing the 
sociomaterial to the recursive space, two crucial 
aspects need to be highlighted. First, both concepts 
overlap about acknowledging that users of a work-
place take a crucial role in the creation of collabora-
tive innovation spaces. However, the sociomaterial 
view expands the recursive view by the symmetry 
of all actants, highlighting that social, material, and 
human are all equally important. In sociomaterial 
space, agency is created in the entanglement of all 
actants. Second, the sociomaterial view adds the 
idea of performativity to the recursive space. A per-
formative view (Barad, 2003) on innovation spaces 
draws attention to how relationships between all 
elements are enacted in practice (Orlikowski and 
Scott, 2008). Looking through a sociomaterial lens 
on creating collaborative innovation spaces directs 
our interest beyond defining spatial ingredients or 
social and material elements that interact in recur-
sive space. As a source of agency, the performa-
tive act of the entanglement of all actants (Latour, 
1987) becomes the focus of our research. Hence, 
we will empirically investigate the emergence of 
collaborative innovation spaces focusing on the 
practices that transform collaborative workplaces 
into collaborative innovation spaces, that is, enact 
the entanglement of all actants into a sociomaterial 
assemblage.

3. � Research design

The overall aim of the study was to understand the 
phenomenon of developing collaborative innova-
tion space in organizations based on the informants’ 
experiences and their interpretations of them. More 
specifically, we focused on identifying practices that 
enact the evolvement of collaborative innovation 
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space. Therefore and due to a lack of empirical evi-
dence, we chose a grounded theory approach (Glaser 
and Strauss,  1967; Charmaz,  2014). Multiple case 
studies were conducted at organizations that had 
recently established innovation workplaces. Overall, 
the empirical study was two-fold. In three cases, a 
longitudinal study was conducted (Cases D-F). We 
attended the entire cycle of innovation space devel-
opment, including the planning phase, the creation of 
the workplaces and their use after initial completion 
and collected in situ data. In the other three cases, 
data on the entire process were collected retrospec-
tively (Cases A-C).

3.1. � Sampling

Employing purposeful sampling (Glaser and Strauss, 
1967), all selected cases and informants provided rich 
information on the phenomenon under study. In total, 
we selected and studied six cases in depth. Aiming at 
a holistic understanding of innovation space devel-
opment called for a diverse sample that provides suf-
ficient variance. We therefore chose to investigate 
multiple and diverse cases. All selected cases and infor-
mants together offer multifaceted insights into various 
experiences of the same phenomenon. In all cases, new 
workplaces were created or planned based on multi-
space or open-plan concepts (Boutellier et al.,  2008) 
with the aims to foster (collaborative) innovation and 
to provide enabling contexts for employees. The func-
tion of all newly created collaborative workplaces is 
product development.

The cases differ regarding the organizational 
nature, status in organizational development, and 
industry sector. Furthermore, the intended role of 
the future innovation workplaces in the overall orga-
nizations varies. We investigated innovation spaces 
that take the form of an innovation laboratory (Lewis 
and Moultrie, 2005), creative space (Thoring et al., 
2019), or an entire office turned into a collaborative 
workplace (Manca et al., 2018). Another difference 
among the cases concerns the levels of experience 
with innovative collaborative methods, perceptions 
of what innovation space entails, and consequently, 
approaches to its development. While in some cases 
architects and interior designers developed the spa-
tial concept, in other cases, a co-creation approach 
was chosen, with later users of the workplace being 
actively involved in the process from the begin-
ning. And last, despite common patters of the spa-
tial set-up being obvious, spatial characteristics 
such as size, style, and furniture differed among the 
cases. However, the spatial design itself was not the 
focus of this study. Table  1 provides an overview 
of all cases. Taking a longitudinal approach to data Ta
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collection (in cases D-F), geographical proximity 
was a prerequisite to be able to frequently visit the 
case organizations.

Our approach to selecting the cases changed 
slightly over the course of the study.

After the initial data collection, we experienced 
that two of the created work places did not succeed 
as intended. The innovation spaces were not used as 
expected, or were re-transformed into conventional 
office space only shortly after its opening and despite 
their apparently promising concepts. However, our aim 
was to learn more about successful innovation space 
development, that is, cases with the newly created inno-
vation workplaces still being up and running beyond the 
hype of their initial opening, at least for one year, and 
based on the perceived positive impact as reported by 
managers and users. We therefore chose to extend the 
data sample and switched to a retrospective approach. 
This also promised further insights into and focus on 
different phases of workplace development. Overall, 
we expected more thorough reflections of informants 
on their experiences. In total, we selected additional 
three cases (Cases A-C). In the selected cases, the 
workplaces’ initial creation was completed one to two 
years before the data collection. Memories were there-
fore still fresh and relevant drivers of the change initia-
tives were accessible, while enough time had passed to 
report on learnings and further developments. Drawing 
on the guidelines for theoretical sampling (Glaser and 
Strauss,  1967), we also searched for more specific 
criteria for selecting further cases to evolve when the 
study progressed. After the primary data analyses, we 
learnt that the approach to designing the new work-
place itself, as well as the scope of the initiative, mat-
tered for its effect and chance to sustain. Wagner and 
Watch (2017) state that effective spaces have aligned 
organizational ambition, culture, and people to pro-
duce a supportive, enabling design. Consequently, we 
identified scope of (re-)design and design approach as 
focus codes (Charmaz and Thornberg, 2021) of inno-
vation space development and aligned our case selec-
tion to these aspects. Accordingly, we acquired further 
cases where aspects beyond the spatial design had been 
addressed and users had been actively involved in the 
creation process. Besides already mentioned differ-
ences, these additional three cases also intentionally 
varied regarding the scope and trajectory of the change 
initiative. Variance of the data sample was further 
enhanced through including diverse sources of data 
within each case.

Only the insights gained from all six cases 
together led us to relevant concepts and themes that 
helped us to understand the dynamics between them 
and thereby grasp the phenomenon of collaborative 
innovation space development.

3.2. � Data collection

The approach, scope, and depth of data collection 
varied among cases based on the longitudinal versus 
retrospective approach. The longitudinal approach 
offered the opportunity for more intense and detailed 
data from observations of the workplaces in use and 
interviews on the informants’ intentions and strug-
gles, as well as their perceptions on the development 
and changes throughout the entire creation process. 
On the other hand, the retrospective approach, despite 
bearing some natural blind spots throughout the pro-
cess, ensured more condensed information based on 
more thorough reflections on past events, adding 
different perspectives. Furthermore, it allowed us to 
gain deeper insights into the bigger picture of inno-
vation space development beyond its initial creation, 
from its initiation to the evolvement of the created 
spaces, including adaptions and changes, as well as 
its outcome. Both parts of the study and the collected 
data have been valuable with regard to our results. 
Together they form a more holistic picture of the phe-
nomenon under study that we could not have gained 
taking either a longitudinal or retrospective approach 
alone. Furthermore, case-specific differences also led 
us to different approaches to and results of data col-
lection. More specifically, depending on the amount 
of people involved in the initiatives or the different 
uses of the workplaces, the amount of data collected 
by means of interviews or observation differs.

We gathered qualitative data from primary and 
secondary sources until we reached theoretical satura-
tion (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). The primary sources 
include own observations during on-site visits, infor-
mal conversations and formal interviews with lead 
users and managers of the space. Secondary sources 
entail archival documents like floorplans, annual 
reports, project plans, event calendars, templates, and 
pictures of the new work environments. They were 
provided and selected by informants and included 
background information about the creation process, 
numbers, figures, and changes made over time. Data 
collection occurred between 2015 and 2019. The 
variety of all data sources (primary and secondary) 
allowed us to triangulate the collected data and assist 
us in better understanding the phenomenon of inno-
vation space development. Table 2 provides an over-
view of all collected data in each case organization, 
including primary and secondary sources and, where 
applicable, ordered according to the different phases 
of workplace development (in Cases D–F).

In line with our expressed aim to understand 
the phenomenon of innovation space development 
based on the informants’ experiences and their per-
ceptions of them, we relied on formal interviews 
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as the main source of data. The other collected 
data served for triangulation and as supplementary 
sources and therefore were important for supporting 
a better understanding of the information provided 
through interviews and for gaining additional per-
spectives. (Miles and Huberman,  1994). Across all 
six cases, we conducted 26 formal semi-structured 
interviews with lead users. These consist of 18 indi-
vidual interviews with project leads and managers 
of the different cases. Each lasted between 25 and 
130 minutes. In two cases, we additionally conducted 
formal group interviews with lead users. The inter-
viewees were similar to the individual interviewees. 
However, the focus was on different aspects of inno-
vation space development. We identified the chosen 
interviewees as lead users due to their active roles in 
the planning and conceptualization of the initiatives 
while also being frequent users of the designed place 
at the same time. A list of topics, including strate-
gic intention, the process of creation, the designed 
workplace (beyond physical place), its use and how 
it developed or changed, guided the interviews. In 
cases D–F, we also conducted six interviews with 
regular users of the designed workplaces. These 
interviews circled around the users’ perception and 
experiences of using the newly designed workplaces. 
Despite the topic lists, the conversations developed 
freely ‘following wherever the informants lead us’ 
(Gioia et al., 2013, p. 20). All interviews were con-
ducted in the native language of the interviewees 
(German or English) and on-site at the workplaces, 
partly during touring the space. Including the physi-
cal environment in the interview triggered additional 
topics and narratives. The otherwise hidden knowl-
edge emerged by unleashing the power of show and 
tell (Crawford et al.,  2021). All interviews were 
recorded and transcribed. Back and forth transla-
tions were checked by both authors independently. 
Additionally, non-participatory observation of the 
innovation spaces in use assisted us in interpreting 
the informants’ reported experiences. The intention 
was to complement the information gathered during 
interviews to help us in contextualizing the innova-
tion space development at different cases. The times 
and duration of observation varied between cases 
from one day to an entire week. Reasons lie in dif-
ferences between cases regarding the length of an 
innovation project cycle and the time of data collec-
tion (in situ vs. retrospective). The observations were 
captured by means of in situ protocols.

To gain a deeper understanding of innovation 
space development, the authors additionally visited 
numerous other organizations with newly designed 
innovation spaces in Europe and USA. These expe-
riences and conversations held with architects 

specialized in innovation space added to our knowl-
edge regarding the topic of innovation spaces and 
their creation in organizations. Consequently, such 
data influenced our ability to make sense of the core 
data set and affected our understanding of the phe-
nomenon under study.

3.3. � Data analysis

In line with Glaser and Strauss (1967), we simulta-
neously collected and analysed our data in an itera-
tive process to be able to adjust and redefine the data 
collection as described above. The transcriptions of 
formal interviews and observation protocols provide 
the empirical core for the data analysis. We com-
bined data of all cases for the analysis while stay-
ing attentive to contextual differences. Our analysis 
overall follows the method for a systematic induc-
tive approach to concept development as described 
by Gioia et al. (2013). Our approach was not purely 
inductive, but can rather be referred to as an act of 
abduction (Alvesson and Kärreman,  2007). In the 
first step of the data analysis, we coded the data in 
the form of interview transcriptions and observa-
tion protocols based on text passages that showed 
recurring concepts (phrases, terms, and descrip-
tions). Wherever possible, we retained the terms 
and expressions used by informants (Gioia and 
Chittipeddi, 1991). In all other cases, we used a short 
descriptive phrase. Subsequently, we summarized the 
codes across data transcripts into a workable amount 
of first-order categories that display the information 
provided by informants. In the next step, we looked 
for links among first-order categories and raised the 
level of theoretical abstraction into second-order 
themes. We searched for themes and concepts that 
describe and explain the phenomenon under study 
as experienced by the informants. The analysis over-
all was not linear, but followed a recursive process. 
We stopped when we felt that we had fully grasped 
the theoretical relationships among categories and 
themes and no new data relations could be revealed. 
When we reached such theoretical saturation (Glaser 
and Strauss,  1967), we collapsed the second-order 
themes into even higher nodes of aggregate dimen-
sions. To demonstrate the process of analysis, we 
provide an overview of each aggregated dimension 
in Tables A1–A3 that are included in the appendix. 
Transitioning from informant-centric codes and cat-
egories to researcher-centric themes and dimensions, 
we switched from inductive coding to an abductive 
approach. We constantly cycled between inductively 
emerging themes and theoretical concepts we had 
identified in the relevant literature (Alvesson and 
Kärreman,  2007). We thereby aimed at offering 
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plausible explanations being led by hunches based on 
our knowledge, literature and empirical data (Sætre 
and Van de Ven, 2021). The set of first-order catego-
ries, second-order themes, and second-order aggre-
gated dimensions provided the basis for developing 
the data structure as is shown in Figure 1. Throughout 
the data analysis, many more themes and codes than 
displayed in the final data structure had emerged. 
However, we focused on the data that were relevant 
to this study and answering our research questions. 
The data structure summarizes our data analysis by 
displaying the progress from raw data to themes and 
concepts. In addition to conducting these steps, we 
employed a triangulation of category-building to 
ensure the trustworthiness of our data. Among the 
authors, we discussed coding and categorization until 
we agreed. In cases of disagreement, the categories 

and themes were modified. The qualitative research 
software MAXQDA was employed to assist in data 
analysis.

4. � Findings

The collected data overall offered rich information 
on informants’ various experiences. We learned most 
from successful cases and much from those that did not 
succeed as intended. Together, they merge into a more 
holistic understanding of the phenomenon of collabora-
tive innovation space development. Due to restrictions 
regarding the scope of this article, we will combine the 
findings from all cases and present them as a single nar-
rative that is aligned to the data structure. To support our 
findings, we will draw on representative quotes.

Figure 1.  Data structure – Three dimensions of creating CIS.
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Despite many differences concerning our infor-
mants’ experiences and outcome of the differ-
ent redesign initiatives, three major themes were 
addressed among all cases throughout the jour-
ney of innovation space development. First, the 
characteristics and design of the workplace itself 
was perceived as an important issue. However, 
the addressed dimensions of space (material, the 
social, and socio-material) and how they were pri-
oritized differed among cases. Some focused on the 
physical layout only, while others appeared to be 
more aware of the need to address other dimensions 
as well. Based on our theoretical understanding, 
we conclude that underlying assumptions about 
the nature of space differed between informants 
(i.e., static vs. relational view). Accordingly, the 
chosen approach to and the process of creating the 
workplace – the second overarching theme in the 
dataset – differed as well. While some workplaces 
were fully designed by architects, we also found 
approaches that more actively involved employ-
ees and leadership and included bottom-up and/
or top-down processes. Third, almost in all cases, 
informants deliberately shared their concerns about 
evaluating the effect and impact of the newly built 
workplace. In the remaining cases, we explicitly 
asked informants about their approach to evalua-
tion and their experiences with it. The form of eval-
uation differed between cases. In some cases, our 
informants mentioned the obligation to report to 
higher management and the related need to mea-
sure the impact by numbers. In other cases, a rather 
indirect form of evaluation took place that was 
based on collecting feedback from users with the 
intention to improve their experience. We learned 
that despite the fact that some informants did not 
perceive it as formal evaluation of the new work-
place and its effect, it still was an issue and took 
more indirect forms. Accordingly, and throughout 
our data analysis, we defined three overarching 
dimensions of developing collaborative innovation 
space. Each dimension entails various themes that 
emerged from the data and explain the lived expe-
riences of our informants and their interpretations, 
leading to a more comprehensive understanding of 
developing collaborative innovation space. First, 
a workplace for collaborative innovation consti-
tutes out of three dimensions itself: the (physical) 
spatial layout, organizational practices, and orga-
nizational structure, all being aligned to collabo-
ration. Second, the workplace is created by means 
of a collaborative–participatory design approach 
with user empowerment, co-creation among all 
stakeholders, and strategic guidance from top 
management at its core. As such, it reinforces and 

establishes collaboration as core practice, already 
in the creation process. Third, establishing the prac-
tice of generative reflection replaces the need for 
conventional approaches to evaluation and ensures 
an ongoing iteration of the workplace. It entails an 
experimental mindset, a constructive feedback cul-
ture and the focus on quality of the work process 
and outcome instead of quantity of, for example, 
ideas and solutions or people using the workplace. 
All three overarching dimensions together are rel-
evant for the evolvement of collaborative innova-
tion space. In the following, we will describe the 
findings related to each dimension in more detail 
and zoom in on the practices of collaborative–
participatory design and generative reflection as 
key to developing collaborative innovation space.

4.1. � Creating a workplace for 
collaborative innovation

All cases created new workplaces with putting much 
thought into the physical design of the space. The 
physical workplace is perceived to play a crucial role 
in the work life:

It is a decisive factor in acceleration. It is also crucial 
concerning motivation and affects how we work and 
what we do. So, yes, it has a huge influence. (B_Int2)

It initiates change, fosters collaborative innova-
tion, and has a strong impact on employees:

We go through a different kind of dialog with other 
departments. It’s a different conversation culture […] 
from sitting in a conventional meeting space. It af-
fects people as soon as they enter through this door. 
[…] Their eyes are actually glowing when they leave. 
Yes, it’s enthusiasm, this openness, the free space to 
think and look around here. (C_Int1-2)

Such an initiative involves investments. 
Therefore, it is also understood as a strong, visi-
ble statement of an organization’s willingness to 
change. As such, it becomes a source of motivation 
for employees. An interviewee even called it ‘the 
most courageous in the entire [change] process’ 
(B_Int2). And another interviewee of the same case 
remembered thinking:

‘Wow! The company is really serious about it. It’s 
a real commitment […] And not just: we label it 
“squads” and “chapters” but continue working as 
before at our desks. But here, they really want to 
change something’. (B_Int1)

Despite some cases initially only paying attention 
to the physical workplace design itself, all informants 
had discovered throughout their journey that other 
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aspects are also relevant, and previous gaps needed 
to be filled. What is interesting, however, is that the 
cases took different routes departing from various 
starting points.

In Cases D and E, the workplaces were designed 
first. Only afterwards, Case D developed an entire 
innovation programme, putting much effort into it. 
However, as users reported and our observations 
confirmed, the momentum of the initial open-
ing had been lost already. In the meantime, the 
workplace had been used by employees for other 
purposes (e.g., regular meetings) and the hype of 
newness had already faded when the innovation 
programme kicked off. Furthermore, the overall 
organizational structures remained in place, and 
hindered adequate use of the space according to the 
innovation programme. Members of the multidisci-
plinary innovation teams were recruited from dif-
ferent departments or regular project teams. They 
were granted a percentage of their work time for 
this programme. However, over the course of the 
project, some team members could not fully par-
ticipate due to their regular obligations. As a result, 
not all participants contributed as expected and the 
collaborative innovation process stagnated. The 
‘old’ organizational structures hindered collabo-
rative innovation. One of the interviewees pointed 
out:

It doesn’t make sense to build a new workplace 
without changing the organizational structure. Then, 
you just have a pretty workplace, people sit at other 
places, but that’s it. You just continue working the 
same way as before. (B_Int2)

In Case E, we witnessed that the space remained 
unused. Employees appeared to be overwhelmed 
by its differentness and unsure how and for what 
reasons to use it. New work practices had not been 
established to enable employees to use the work-
place accordingly. In Case B, on the other hand, 
employees had first been trained in applying the 
agile work method SCRUM. However, only when 
they found the space, the initiative gained momen-
tum and the learned method and its underlying 
principles were reinforced as new work practice.

We tried it [working differently] with a pilot team and 
that worked. […] we thought this could also work 
with more teams, but over there [at the headquarter 
offices] it wouldn’t work. The premises are too re-
strictive to actually play around. Yes, we needed a 
new space and we found it. (B_Int1)

In case A, informants pointed out that because 
the ‘old world’ (i.e., the former workplace) was 
fully erased, employees were forced to adjust to and 

adopt new ways of working. Hence, in all cases, 
the themes organizational structures and work 
practices surfaced eventually and led the redesign 
initiative to be extended beyond the spatial design. 
Yet, it appeared to cost much more effort to design 
these aspects after the spatial layout had been set. 
Only in case A, we found that the scope of rede-
signing the entire department, besides the spatial 
layout, also entailed developing new organizational 
structures and establishing practices all at once. 
This allowed to make all fit together and leveraged 
the power of the momentum created by the first 
hype. Thus, it seems efficient to synchronically 
define all of them:

Before you design the space, you should think 
about how you want to work together, how is the 
flow of information? How does your collaboration 
work?’[…] The architect always wanted to get 
started. But we said: ‘No!’ We first had to define 
how we needed to design the place, not in terms of 
where to position the furniture but how the furni-
ture should work. (A_Int1)

We further found that all three dimensions of 
workplaces for collaborative innovation need to 
embrace and be designed to mainstream collabora-
tion. This was done in Case A. As such, the devel-
oped design goes beyond activity-based flexible 
offices (Zamani and Gum, 2019), agile work meth-
ods like Design Thinking or SCRUM, and more 
general new ways of working (Kingma,  2019). 
Here, the focus is on collaboration and teams 
instead of structures designed for individuals. 
And team empowerment, referred to as ‘the whole 
team is involved in every decision to take and has 
the power to make decisions’ (A_Int1), becomes 
crucial.

‘A focus on team empowerment is crucial to not fall 
back into old roles. Sometimes it just seems easier to 
make decisions alone but that’s not how it’s intended 
to be’. (A_Int1)

The newly designed organizational struc-
tures therefore focus on enabling cross-functional 
collaboration.

In summary, effective workplaces for collabo-
rative innovation are constituted by a triad of three 
dimensions: collaborative spatial design, including 
work zones, adaptability and atmosphere, collab-
orative organizational structures, referring to team 
structures, power relations and roles, and collabo-
rative work practices, that is, establishing methods 
and processes, promoting a specific attitude and 
creating relationships. Designed as such, it takes the 
new workplace design beyond either the material or 



© 2023 The Authors. R&D Management published by RADMA and John Wiley & Sons Ltd.

Generative design of collaborative innovation spaces

R&D Management  54,  2,  2024  335

the social space and leads to the creation of a socio-
material workplace (Caccamo, 2020).

4.2. � Taking a collaborative-participatory 
design approach to workplace 
creation

Among the cases, we found different design 
approaches for developing and creating the work-
place. The degree of strategic guidance and user 
involvement varied from having architects devel-
oping the spatial concepts without involving the 
users, to identifying core users and making them 
responsible for the initiative or at least for evaluat-
ing the architects’ proposals. Regarding the design 
approaches, the roles and levels of involvement of 
different stakeholders in the change process, like 
users, management, and design experts are inter-
esting. Each of them shows strong expertise in 
different aspects that all are relevant for creating 
effective collaborative workplaces. The manage-
ment defines the overall strategic direction, while 
users are true experts concerning their own needs 
and requirements. In Case A, both were regarded as 
being equally relevant:

Starting bottom-up doesn’t work. It must come from 
top-down. […] But the concept of the new space was 
developed from bottom-up. A Mr. [CEO] cannot say 
how the space must look, this must be done by em-
ployees and shouldn’t be done from above. But de-
fining the big topics […] must come from the top. 
(A_Int2)

Furthermore, giving employees the full responsi-
bility for designing the new workplace was perceived 
as demonstrating trust in their expertise and commit-
ment from management. In Case A, the strong sup-
port from top management was even highlighted as 
major success factor:

Most importantly was the support from top manage-
ment. […] I think the company never experienced 
a change of such extent […] And you must say, it 
wouldn’t have worked without management support. 
(A_Int1)

We found that transparency about design deci-
sions and their communication to the employees 
enables users to actively participate in the design pro-
cess. This also creates a feeling of ownership which 
later also increases employees’ confidence in using 
the place with all its facilities.

The space was built with our community [the 
users of the space]. Therefore, they don’t need any 

instructions or facilitation, but move around freely 
and naturally. (F_Int2)

Making the strategic intentions and motivation 
for change explicit provides the necessary strategic 
guidance for a user-driven and participatory design. 
In cases where employees were not informed about 
the reasons behind the changes, they were more 
likely to complain about the delivered design and 
they did not feel heard, instead of taking initiative 
to change it.

In some cases, we found that different stakehold-
ers were actively involved in the design process. This 
enabled them to understand reasons behind design 
proposals and thereby smoothed the process. Again, 
this helped to keep the momentum of the change ini-
tiative alive.

We had relatively little discussion about costs be-
cause the executive board was part of the user-team 
who developed the design. That was crucial as we 
could make decisions quickly. (A_Int1)

In some cases, external design experts were 
involved as co-creators instead of providers of fin-
ished design solutions. We found that this helped 
to develop more effective solutions as they could 
build on or translate the employees’ own ideas into 
feasible solutions. After all, this raised the quality 
of, for example, the spatial design or effectivity of 
the innovation programme. An often-reported diffi-
culty in redesigning the workplace was that facil-
ity management was bound to strict requirements 
such as internal design rules and general lists with 
available furniture that limited employees’ choices 
while they did not support or fit new ways of work-
ing. Such restrictions often seemed to hinder or 
slow down the creation process. In another case, 
work council requirements that clashed with new 
workplace concepts were mentioned as making the 
creation process more difficult as well. In Case A, 
an interesting solution was found together: Usually 
employees must agree to a changed workplace 
set-up by providing their signature on the new floor 
plan where their workplace would be positioned. 
In open offices, without fixed workplaces, this rule 
becomes obsolete. Because members of the work 
council were involved early in the process, they 
also were able to grasp and appreciate the reasons 
behind abolishing individual fixed workplaces. 
Consequently, they proposed to collect all signa-
tures together on the overall floorplan since the 
new collaborative space also entailed all individual 
workplaces. This shows that including gatekeepers 
such as board members, representatives from the 
work council or facility management already early 
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in the design process as co-creators, makes inno-
vative solutions possible and ultimately may even 
accelerate the process.

We summarize the emerging themes as 
collaborative–participatory design approach 
(Scariot et al., 2012). All parties become partners 
and participants in the development process with 
the users being the drivers of the creation process. 
Together, all parties co-create the space, each con-
tributing to the design according to their expertise 
and skills. Involving gatekeepers is key. Providing 
strategic guidance is crucial and goes beyond 
defining strategic intention (Moultrie et al., 2007) 
and making it explicit, but especially calls for 
commitment and support from top management. 
Furthermore, in addition to Scariot et al.  (2012), 
we found the advantage of tackling the design chal-
lenge from two directions: In a bottom-up process, 
users are empowered and in charge of the actual 
design. Simultaneously, in a top-down approach, 
top management must provide strategic guidance 
as guard rail for any design decisions. All of these 
aspects together enable collaboration and plant the 
seed for developing a collaborative mindset already 
in the creation process.

4.3. � A mindset shift from evaluation to 
generative reflection

We found that evaluation of the newly designed 
workplaces took place in all cases. However, 
approaches to and assigned value and need or inten-
tion of evaluation differed. Overall, the approach 
chosen for evaluation appeared to be connected to 
the approach chosen for initially creating the work-
place. One interviewee explicitly connected their 
ongoing evolvement of the spatial concept to the 
initial creation:

Co-creation is not a process carried out to end up 
with a cool space, but rather the starting point of a 
process that continues and is ongoing. […] It doesn’t 
stop when the doors open. (F_Int1)

In some cases, evaluation and reporting back to 
higher management was requested as solid proof that 
the effort and investment were worth it. Or employees 
desired confirmation that changing their work prac-
tice, team constellation, etc., pushing many out of 
their comfort zone, actually made sense. Evaluation 
here was based on quantity of ideas and innovations 
generated (Case D) or based on numbers of visitors 
(Case C). However, our informants reported diffi-
culties in defining meaningful measurements and 
overall, they felt, these measures did not help them to 
improve the workplace.

‘We thought about what could be KPI’s? But it’s not 
so easy, because the impact is not so easy to measure. 
We defined the goals of the project […] But they’re 
difficult to measure’. (A_Int1)

Or employees felt unrelated to the workplace and 
rather complained about its uncomfortable set-up 
instead of taking the initiative for changing it (Case 
E). Evaluation was commonly associated with quan-
titative measurements like fulfilling certain KPI’s or 
with obligatory reporting of such measures to higher 
management. Instead, interestingly, in some cases, 
informants did not perceive the established measures 
as actual evaluation. However, evaluation often took 
more indirect forms as one interviewee described it:

I think you cannot measure the workplace in any 
way. So, you cannot say: ok, these are KPI’s for 
having a cool space. I think it’s all somehow inter-
twined. But I feel we perform well. Because we have 
this new space, communication becomes much eas-
ier. We now have the right resources to communicate. 
We can make it more transparent. And that, I believe, 
as a synthesis of the arts [Gesamtkunstwerk], is also 
extremely helpful for improving our usual KPI’s like 
conversion rates and the like. (B_Int1)

In those cases where users experienced trust and 
ownership of the workplace, employees reported on 
their intrinsic motivation for evaluating the work-
place’s effect and employee performance. The 
motivation was rooted in the need to continuously 
improve the space instead of proving its effect and 
value. We found that employees in these cases also 
seemed more likely to be encouraged and able to take 
initiative for changing and adapting the workplace 
according to their needs. Furthermore, not having 
to report numbers shifted the focus from delivering 
what was expected to trying out new solutions and 
ideas. Thus, an experimental mindset is fostered.

In several cases, structured feedback sessions 
were regularly organized. Here, new proposals and 
ideas were shared, and feedback on experiences or 
additional ideas were collected from users. In such 
sessions, users were actively encouraged and there-
fore more comfortable to express their feedback and 
constructively help the further development. Besides, 
external feedback and the perceived image of the 
company confirmed the ‘success’ of the change 
initiative:

Many people from outside approached us. I wouldn’t 
have expected that names are given around and 
you are contacted to give advice. But it feels good. 
(A_Int2)

In Case B, the fact that members of the executive 
board frequently showed the new space to external 
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visitors was perceived as proof of their appreciation 
and acknowledgement:

I’m also somehow proud, when people come here to 
see how we work. It apparently seems cool and that 
means it’s good as well. (B_Int2)

We conclude that the trust and support experi-
enced from higher management also provided the 
basis for a constructive feedback culture among 
employees. In contrast to Case C, where the numbers 
of users were reported as indicator whether the work-
place reached the intended effect, here, the ‘quality’ 
of the visitor (as board member) was decisive. The 
applied evaluation criteria overall were based on how 
the workplace was used and fulfilled users’ needs. 
Thus, evaluation activities in these cases showed a 
strong focus on the quality of work processes and 
outcome while employees did not pay much atten-
tion to the quantity of ideas or solutions produced. 
On the contrary, they trusted in the process and the 
added value of the new workplace for their work 
life in general. Previously defined design principles 
and strategic intentions made explicit, provided the 
basis to derive qualitative criteria. In Case A, these 
included, for example, ‘development of user-centred 
products’, ‘easier work processes’, and ‘better com-
munication among employees and across functions’. 
Besides these general criteria, the teams defined all 
other performance measures themselves. Due to the 
established end-to-end responsibility of the teams for 
any products and their revenues, their validity was 
ensured. Furthermore, this is where the real change 
happened. As one informant put it:

This is a real mindset change, where we entered new 
worlds. It changes everything. (…) Each team de-
fines their own KPI’s and therefore feels responsible 
for achieving them. (A_Int2)

These practices represent acts of reflecting on the 
created workplace, concerning its design and effect. 
Furthermore, they generate participation on the 
employees’ and management sides, and develop an 
experimental mindset, thereby enabling a continuous 
process of creation and actual use of the designed 
workplace. Due to the integration of these practices 
in the inherent design, an evaluation in the form of an 
assessment becomes obsolete.

We define such approach to evaluating the work-
place and its effect as practice of generative reflec-
tion. Overall, we conclude that establishing the 
practice of generative reflection in place of eval-
uation based on conventional, rather quantitative 
measures, appears to be key in an ongoing process 
of iteration. We saw that trusting employees’ exper-
tise for their own needs, and therefore granting them 

a high degree of responsibility for their own work 
environment, not only enabled but also obliged 
them to care for and fulfil their needs themselves. 
Distributing responsibilities and generating active 
participation during the creation process and evalu-
ation enable the employees (i.e., users) to enact the 
designed workplace for collaborative innovation. 
Taking a collaborative–participatory design approach 
and establishing a practice of generative reflection in 
the workplace thus empower employees to become 
active drivers of change. This requires leaders to trust 
in the competence and willingness of their employ-
ees, consequently changing the assigned role of lead-
ership. Both may be challenging and takes time as 
one interviewee told us:

‘You have to learn this. […] And it has been a long 
process, an opening process, for us’. (A_Int1)

As another interviewee highlighted, it first 
requires a mindset shift towards ‘agility’ compared 
to conventional approaches.

If you say, ok, we’re now agile, I think this is only 
one piece of the puzzle. It’s important that you also 
live it. […] It’s much more a mindset for me than 
just following through all methods and processes, 
like SCRUM etc. It’s all about a mindset shift. You 
must stay open and this is what we really need for 
the future. Because work has changed, and especially 
for me as an executive, it has completely changed. 
(A_Int2)

5. � Discussion

The aim of this article was to understand the phe-
nomenon of creating collaborative innovation space 
in organizations. As a theoretical foundation, we 
conceptualize such space as relational and position 
our research in the respective stream accordingly. 
We conclude that collaborative innovation space as 
in-between space (Ollila and Yström,  2016) can-
not be deliberately designed but rather evolves over 
time. Accordingly, and based on De Certeau’s (1984) 
definition of space as enacted place, we differen-
tiate between a purposefully designed workplace 
where collaborative innovation can or cannot hap-
pen (a workplace for collaborative innovation) and 
an emerging space that provides an enabling context 
and generates collaborative innovation. Applying a 
sociomaterial lens (Orlikowski and Scott, 2008), we 
expanded the focus beyond identifying the character-
istics and elements (social and material) of a created 
workplace itself to the emergence of a collaborative 
innovation space. Hence, we searched for practices 
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that generate collaborative innovation space and its 
continuous evolvement, that is, enact the entangle-
ment of all social, material, and human actants. From 
a sociomaterial perspective, this is where agency is 
created, instead of in either one of them. Based on 
the applied theoretical foundation of this article, we 
conclude that a sociomaterial perspective is essen-
tial to fully grasp the phenomenon of developing 
collaborative innovation space as an effective work-
place for collaborative innovation. We empirically 
investigated the creation and genesis of workplaces 
for collaborative innovation in six organizations. As 
our findings show, besides the designed workplace 
itself, the process of its creation and the approach 
to its evaluation are decisive factors for generat-
ing a collaborative innovation space. We summa-
rized the themes emerging from the data related to 
the creation process as collaborative–participatory 
design approach (Scariot et al., 2012). Those themes 
related to evaluating the workplace and its effect are 
defined as the practice of generative reflection. Both 
practices provide the foundation for the collabora-
tive innovation space to emerge and its continuous 
adaptation. Most interestingly, we learned that mind-
fully designing the creation process according to a 
collaborative–participatory approach feeds into an 
intrinsic motivation of users to evaluate their work-
place and its effect as means to improve and adjust 
it. Abolishing conventional evaluation measures 
based on quantitative criteria calls for and eventually 
leads to a mindset shift and implants core principles 
of collaborative innovation in the new workplace. 
Furthermore, applying the practice of generative 
reflection ensures that new ideas and a continuous 
development are generated. With team empowerment 

being at its core, it also represents a practice of 
collaborative innovation itself. As a prerequisite, 
collaborative innovation space needs to entail the 
characteristics described by the concept of in-
between space (Ollila and Yström, 2020). However, 
according to our findings, we argue that conventional 
measurements do not help in identifying successful 
cases among many that fail. More important is the 
fact that the created space is continuously evolving 
over time, or that it can be adjusted to users’ needs 
and their changes.

Based on these findings, we propose a dynamic 
model for the generative design of a collaborative 
innovation space (see Figure 2). It resembles a con-
tinuous loop of creation and generative reflection. 
The model provides a theoretical contribution to the 
existing literature and sheds light on crucial aspects 
of the phenomenon of developing collaborative inno-
vation space, that is, an effective workplace for col-
laborative innovation.

In contrast to existing frameworks and models for 
workplace design (e.g., Chan et al., 2007; Manca et 
al.,  2018), which focus on the workplace itself and 
what it entails, our framework expands the focus to 
the emergence of collaborative innovation space and 
its ongoing evolvement. Yet, as part of the model, the 
dimensions of a collaborative workplace itself have 
been identified as well. They show parallels to Chan 
et al. (2007) and the elaborated Manca et al.’s (2018) 
model. However, in contrast to these, we did not find 
that technology played such crucial role. Rather, it 
was perceived as integrated feature of all three dimen-
sions. Secondly, we chose more general dimensions to 
include the various forms the actual spatial character-
istics can take according to specific intentions.

Figure 2.  Model of the generative design of collaborative innovation space.
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As is represented by the proposed model, the gen-
erative design of a collaborative innovation space 
entails three dimensions: designing a workplace for 
collaborative innovation, taking a collaborative–
participatory design approach, and establishing a 
practice of generative reflection. The developed 
model displays the relationship between them. A pre-
requisite for the emergence of a collaborative innova-
tion space is a workplace for collaborative innovation 
consisting out of three dimensions itself: spatial 
design, organizational structures, and work practice. 
Each of these must be designed with a clear focus 
on collaboration. Together, all three are in a dynamic 
relationship with one another. Hence, changing one 
affects the others and calls for alignment. Creating 
collaborative organizational structures defines a 
focus on collaboration. Together with establishing 
collaborative work practices, it furthermore enables 
employees to use and enact a designed workplace 
as space (De Certeau,  1984). As such, social and 
material space is created, resulting in a sociomaterial 
workplace for collaborative innovation. According to 
Caccamo, this is a crucial prerequisite for collabora-
tive innovation.

Taking a collaborative–participatory design 
approach (Scariot et al.,  2012) empowers users 
to become designers, guided by strategy and with 
experts and gatekeepers acting as co-creators. 
Generally, the creation of workplaces is an act of 
placemaking which includes someone defining its 
meaning (i.e., intention) (Berti et al., 2018). In tra-
ditional approaches, these are architects and interior 
designers. In the generative design of a collaborative 
innovation space, users (i.e., employees) take a hybrid 
role as place- and space-makers. Or, in line with De 
Certeau’s (1984) metaphor of defining space as a spo-
ken word, users act as authors and readers. They first 
create the place and then enact it. Strong strategic 
guidance serves as guard rail ensuring that the design 
of the workplace is aligned not only to employees’ 
needs but also to management’s strategic intentions. 
Both, the workplace for collaborative innovation and 
the design approach, can be deliberately designed. 
Yet, as sociomaterial (Caccamo, 2020) and recursive 
space (Hernes et al., 2006), the ongoing development 
needs to be considered. The practice of generative 
reflection on the designed workplace and its effects 
ensures an iterative process of evolvement. Such 
practice is established by fostering an experimen-
tal mindset and embracing a constructive feedback 
culture. Furthermore, any evaluation of the designed 
workplace refers to the quality of outcomes and pro-
cesses. This contrasts with conventional approaches 
to evaluating spatial impact, which are often based on 
quantitative KPIs. In line with the design perspective 

on organizing for collaborative innovation (Ollila 
and Yström, 2016), it sets the constant generation of 
organizational artefacts (i.e., the workplace and its 
facilities) in motion. We argue that the practice of 
generative reflection is key to creating a collaborative 
innovation space and therefore represents a critical 
function in enacting its emergence as sociomaterial 
assemblage (Orlikowski and Scott, 2008).

In sum, our model displays how the initial 
approach leads to designing a collaborative work-
place. Applying the practice of generative reflection 
of the created workplace instead of conventional 
evaluation based on mostly quantitative measures 
feeds into continuously recreating and redesigning 
the workplace. Ultimately, this leads to the emer-
gence of collaborative innovation space. Such a 
collaborative–participatory design approach pro-
vides the basis and facilitates as well as reinforces 
establishing a practice of generative reflection which 
itself represents a practice of collaborative innova-
tion. Thus, a generative design of creating a collab-
orative innovation space already represents an act of 
collaborative innovation and integrates the key prin-
ciples of collaborative innovation in the DNA of the 
emerging collaborative innovation space. Overall, it 
supports embracing collaborative innovation at all 
levels and thereby creates and sustains a supportive 
context for CI. Establishing the practice of generative 
reflection reinforces a mindset shift towards agility 
with collaborative innovation at its core.

This article contributes to theory, as it provides 
a unique view on the phenomenon of collaborative 
innovation space and its emergence that links and 
builds on existing theory about collaborative inno-
vation and space in organizations. We conceptual-
ize collaborative innovation space as sociomaterial 
assemblage (Orlikowski and Scott, 2008) and thereby 
draw attention to the equally important roles of users 
of a designed workplace, the material and social ele-
ments, and the practices involved in developing col-
laborative innovation space. In line with the design 
perspective on organizing for collaborative innova-
tion (Ollila and Yström, 2020), we investigated the 
emergence of a collaborative innovation space. And, 
applying a performative view (Barad,  2003) on its 
development, we aimed at identifying the practices 
that trigger and sustain it. In sum, our contribution to 
the existing theory is threefold:

First, we draw attention to the crucial role of 
users within a collaborative innovation space devel-
opment, that is, establishing the necessary practices 
for its emergence. In line with De Certeau’s (1984) 
understanding, we demonstrate how users need 
to take an active role, from being place-makers to 
becoming space-makers. Thereby, they repeatedly 
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(re-)produce and enact the collaborative innovation 
space (Lefebvre, 1991). Simultaneously, the equally 
important role of social and material elements is also 
highlighted and demonstrated by conceptualizing 
the collaborative innovation space as sociomaterial 
assemblage (Orlikowski and Scott, 2008).

Second, adding a sociomaterial perspective on 
organizational space to the existing academic debate 
enhances our understanding of innovation space 
development. This makes the difference between a 
workplace designed for collaborative innovation and a 
collaborative innovation space explicit. In contrast to 
existing frameworks, our model goes beyond defin-
ing characteristics and spatial dimensions. Its focus 
is rather on the emergence and evolvement over time, 
including the initial creation, evaluation, and continu-
ous development as prerequisite for collaborative inno-
vation space to emerge and sustain. Furthermore, the 
performative nature (Barad,  2003) of a collaborative 
innovation space is highlighted, bringing clarity to the 
misunderstanding that setting up a collaborative work-
place or introducing collaborative practices is sufficient 
for creating a fruitful context for collaborative innova-
tion. It shifts the focus to the enactment of the emer-
gence of a collaborative innovation space and away 
from defining only the workplace itself.

Third, expanding the view on the development 
of collaborative innovation space to designing an 
approach for a collaborative creation and the nec-
essary mindset shift regarding the evaluation (incl. 
its continuous recreation) advances our understand-
ing of organizing for collaborative innovation. Our 
model of a generative design of collaborative inno-
vation space complies with the five design princi-
ples of organizing for collaborative innovation based 
on a design perspective (Ollila and Yström,  2016). 
Furthermore, it expands the concept of in-between 
space (Ollila and Yström, 2020) as a fruitful context 
where collaborative innovation happens by detailing 
the practices involved in its creation and identify-
ing necessary ingredients that enable its emergence. 
Furthermore, it links the theoretical concept to the 
creation of a socio-material space in practice. Our 
empirical study shows how the generative creation of 
a collaborative innovation space can be set in motion. 
The emerging space fulfils all postulated characteris-
tics by Ollila and Yström (2020), as it allows all users 
to actively form it (multiplex). It is in-becoming as 
it is constantly emerging through its active use and 
its multidimensional set-up. It is continuously recon-
figured (recursive) and translative as it fosters and 
reinforces a common mindset of agility with collabo-
rative innovation at its core.

Based on the conceptual understanding and empir-
ical study, we conclude that collaborative innovation 

space cannot be deliberately designed. However, 
knowing the mechanisms for transforming the 
designed workplace into a generative space paves the 
road towards managerial action. Hence, adequately 
designing the spatial ingredients (the workplace for 
collaborative innovation), the process of creation 
(collaborative–participatory design approach), and 
establishing a new evaluation practice (generative 
reflection) provide a fruitful context for collaborative 
innovation space to emerge.

6. � Managerial implications

Especially in these times when organizations think 
and discuss how to provide a meaningful environment 
for their employees to ‘go back to the office’, collab-
orative physical workplaces are a powerful tool for 
fostering collaboration and meaning in an organiza-
tion. However, workplaces for collaborative innova-
tion need to go beyond the physical design of a place. 
Organizational structures and work practices have to be 
considered and adjusted accordingly. They need to be 
(re-)designed agilely with a focus on collaboration. The 
creation process is crucial and needs to be thoughtfully 
designed, involving experts, gatekeepers, and users 
alike. Employees are experts about their needs to do 
a good job. They have learnt over the last years what 
works for them and what not. They need to see the pur-
pose and meaning in their organization’s physical set-
ting in order to be motivated to come to the office. As 
users of the workplace, they need to be empowered by 
the organization to become active drivers in the design 
process. Managers and leaders are experts concerning 
the strategy and the goals of the organization. They 
should define and communicate the strategic intentions 
behind the initiative. Experts like design professionals 
and architects or agile coaches and SCRUM masters 
who know how strategic goals can be reached through 
transformation processes and by applying innova-
tive methods, need to provide their expertise on the 
generic design. Other crucial parties as, for example, 
work council and facility management, who are often 
regarded as gatekeepers, need to be included in the 
design process early on. Only if everyone understands 
the underlying needs and intentions, shared solutions 
can be found. Making strategic intentions explicit and 
transparent is therefore the prerequisite and first step for 
all parties to co-create a new workplace that may evolve 
into collaborative innovation space. Besides providing 
a direction for any design decisions, this also enables 
the evaluation of the effect such (re-)design initiative 
will have. Last but not least, a mindset shift concern-
ing evaluating the effect of such workplaces is needed. 
Encouraging employees to take the initiative and 
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responsibility for modifying the workplace according 
to their needs and requirements fosters an experimental 
mindset. Actively collecting feedback and ideas from 
all employees regularly helps to establish a construc-
tive feedback culture. Instead of measuring the success 
on conventional terms and KPIs, the evaluation should 
focus on the quality of outcomes and processes (e.g., 
user-centred product development, enhanced transpar-
ency, and easier communication). All together ensure 
the continuous improvement of the designed workplace 
and its outcome. Most importantly, it allows the adap-
tation to changes regarding employees’ or strategic 
needs. The latter is crucial, especially in recent times. 
Overall, strong commitment, trust, and support by top 
management are necessary to facilitate and accelerate 
the creation of a collaborative innovation space.

7. � Limitations and future research

There are some limitations to our research. First, the 
data sample is limited. Lead users were selected as 
interviewees and provided the voice of other users 
as well. However, opinions, perceptions, and expe-
riences are diverse and extending the data sample 
to more general users may have brought additional 
insights. Second, data collection started before the 
global spread of COVID-19. Since the outbreak of the 
pandemic, the nature of and perception towards the 
workplace and its use have dramatically changed. It 
would be intriguing to return to the cases studied to 
discover how the ongoing process of re-creating col-
laborative innovation space continued (or not) given 
the pandemic circumstances with most employees 
working remotely and the prevalent restrictions espe-
cially affecting collaborative activities. With a future 
of hybrid working models, the design of collaborative 
innovation space will have to be adjusted to incorpo-
rate work-from-home aspects as well as integration of 
machine-supported processes and instruments. Future 
research may also focus on the question of whether 
there are specific types of workplaces for collaborative 
innovation with recurrent characteristics that can be 
categorized accordingly. Comparing the workplaces 
of a representative sample based on the underlying 
strategic intentions and derived design principles may 
shed light on inherent manifestations of collaborative 
innovation within the designed new worlds.
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