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Abstract 
Connected learning, as a design approach, does not restrict learning to a dedicated learning 

space (school, university, etc.), but considers it to be an aggregation of individual 

experiences made through intrinsically motivated, active participation in and across 

various socio-cultural, every-day life environments. Urban places for meeting, interacting 

and connected learning with people from diverse backgrounds, cultures and areas of 

expertise are highly significant in the knowledge economy of our 21st century. However, 

little is yet known about best practices to design and curate such hubs that attract and 

support interest-driven and socially embedded learning experiences. 

The research study presented in this paper investigates design aspects that contribute to 

successful place-based spaces for connected learning. The paper reports findings from 

observations as well as interviews with users and managers of three different types of 

local, community-led learning environments, i.e., coworking spaces, hackerspaces, and meetup 

groups across Australia. The findings reveal social, spatial and technological interventions 

that these spaces apply to nourish a culture of connected learning, sharing and peer 

interaction. The discussion suggests a set of design implications for designers, managers 

and decision makers that have an interest in nourishing a connected learning culture 

among their user community. 

 

Keywords: Connected Learning; Coworking; Collaboration; Hackerspaces; Innovation 

Spaces; Meetup Groups 
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Introduction 

In the knowledge economy of the 21st century, where disruptive innovation and 

creativity is increasingly based at the intersection of fields, disciplines and cultures 

(Johansson, 2004), locales for meeting and interacting with people from diverse 

backgrounds, cultures and areas of expertise become more and more significant. Human 

need and desire to interact, work and learn in socially diverse, real-world environments 

are illustrated by globally emerging trends of local, bottom-up, grassroots community 

initiatives such as ‘Jelly’ coworking groups (workatjelly.com, 2012), hackerspaces (Altman, 

2012; Borland, 2007; Tweney, 2009) or meetup groups (Edgerly, 2010; Sander, 2005). These 

groups function as popular locales, where participants can engage in intrinsically motivated 

activities while being co-present in a shared space with other likeminded people from 

different backgrounds, industry sectors, disciplines, fields, and organisations. Such 

communities where people are bound, come together and seek participation based on 

what they do, share and learn from each other have been defined as “Communities of 

Practice” (Wenger, 1998, 1999). A crucial by-product (Bennett, 2012; Schugurensky, 

2000) of participation in such communities of practice is social learning, a learning 

experience that Bingham and Conner (2010) define as “…[the] result in people becoming more 

informed, gaining a wider perspective, and being able to make better decisions by engaging with others. 

[Social learning] acknowledges that learning happens with and through other people, as a matter of 

participating in a community, not just by acquiring knowledge.” (p.7). Thomas and Seely-Brown 

analyse how local communities of practice interconnect globally across geographical 

boundaries forming what they refer to as collectives (Thomas & Seely-Brown, 2011, p.52), 

i.e. networks of likeminded people that leverage online tools, platforms and services in 

order to engage in their peer-culture and areas of passion as well as to share, collaborate, 

teach and learn from each other. 

Despite the new opportunities and benefits of online spaces, there is still a need for local 

hubs that facilitate social learning in physical places for communities of practice. This 

evident desire to mingle with likeminded peers, as well as members of other communities 

of practice - with their idiosyncratic backgrounds, cultures and areas of expertise - has 

triggered a number of trends across different spaces over the past decade. Public libraries – 

as traditional facilitators of information, knowledge and life-long learning – have been 

decreasing the number of bookshelves in order to provide more floorspace for 

infrastructure and interior design elements that invite coworking, peer-to-peer learning 
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and collaboration (LaPointe, 2006; Martin & Kenney, 2004; McDonald, 2006; Shill & 

Tonner, 2003), as well as serendipitous encounters among people of different ages, 

classes, cultures, religions and ethnicities (Aabo & Audunson, 2012; Aabo, Audunson, & 

Varheim, 2010; Audunson, 2005; Leckie & Hopkins, 2002). Innovative organisations and 

office space proprietors experiment with different configurations of recreation, entertainment 

and hospitality facilities, blended with professional office equipment and resources, 

aiming to not only make employees feel at ease, comfortable, and more productive, but 

also to increase opportunities for networking and serendipitous cross-fertilisation of 

knowledge and ideas among colleagues. Coworking spaces started to gain global popularity 

in 2006 and have been experiencing exponential growth (Deskmag, 2011) – providing 

similar, carefully curated, shared workspaces that facilitate networking and interaction 

opportunities across organisational and disciplinary boundaries. 

A common feature in all these recent trends is a version of what has recently been 

promoted as connected learning (Ito et al., 2013) – a model  that regards effective learning 

primarily as  interest-driven and socially embedded experiences made in and across a variety of 

social networks and institutions (e.g. schools, libraries, museums). Rather than 

representing a learning theory per se, connected learning, as recently formulated by Ito et 

al. (2013), is an approach to education that is realised “…when a young person is able to pursue 

a personal interest or passion with the support of friends and caring adults, and is in turn able to link 

this learning and interest to academic achievement, career success or civic engagement.” (p.4). The 

connected learning research agenda focuses on mechanisms to intertwine and cross-

fertilise learning made across the domains of personal interest and passion, peer culture, 

as well as academic and career life. This agenda covers design questions related to 

opportunities in physical, digital as well as embodied hybrid spaces (Bilandzic & Johnson, 

2013), aiming to nourish the evolution of local and global supportive social networks for 

learning. Networked Learning (Carvalho & Goodyear, 2014) has had a similar agenda, based 

on learning as a social phenomenon, however, with a specific focus on how information 

and communications technology is used to facilitate connections to relevant learning 

networks and resources. As such, networked learning overlaps with connected learning. 

In fact, they share very similar design goals and methodological approaches: researchers 

and practitioners in both use phenomenological approaches in describing, analysing, and 

understanding common practices and experiences of people who engage in 

connected/networked learning environments, in order to inform the future design of 

spaces that support respective forms of learning (de Laat & Jones, in press). Connected 
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learning primarily addresses the gap between in-school and out-of-school learning and 

presents a useful theoretical position for understanding learning in coworking spaces. 

This chapter contributes to the connected (and networked) learning research agenda by 

investigating three types of organically grown communities of practice (coworking 

spaces, hackerspaces and meetup groups) where people meet in order to work together 

and share connected learning experiences. In particular, the article focuses on the 

following: 

· Discourse and interactions: What do people do when they meet for connected 

learning purposes? What structures and formats do their meetings and 

interactions follow? 

· Location and infrastructure: Where do they meet, and why do they meet where 

they meet? 

· Intervention and facilitation: What (social, spatial, technological) interventions 

do they employ to facilitate their connected learning experiences? 

By means of understanding how such organically grown groups select, manage, curate 

and coordinate their interactions and environments, this study aims to shed light on 

relevant socio-spatial aspects to inform the design of future spaces that support 

connected learning. 

Investigating the Socio-Spatial Context of Meetup 
Groups, Hackerspaces and Coworking Spaces 

Meetup Groups, hackerspaces and coworking spaces were selected as instances of 

modern communities of practice where people regularly meet at local physical places, but 

also use digital tools and platforms to engage, learn and connect with their community. 

This makes them timely and suitable case study subjects for the goals of this research. 

We interviewed 13 organisers of meetup groups from Meetup.com in Brisbane, Australia. 

Prior to the interviews, we participated in 7 of these meetup groups - for one or two of 

their sessions - in order to make observations and notes that would eventually inform the 

interview questions. In order to get broad insights from the meetup culture, we selected 

small non-profit, amateur meetups of up to 20 people (e.g., on filmmaking, photography 

or writing; all free to attend or charging a nominal attendance fee of 2-5 AUD to cover 

their basic costs), as well as meetups that regularly attract 200+ people for their events, 
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e.g., focusing on creative thinking (“Pecha Kucha”), science education (“BrisScience”), or 

professional education in web design and digital marketing. 

The first author has been an active member of Hackerspace Brisbane (“HSBNE”) and 

participated in their weekly meetups, making observations for six months prior to the 

interviews on hackerspace culture that would follow. We then interviewed the founding 

members or acting presidents of 5 Hackerspaces across Australia 

(hackerspaces.org/wiki/Australia), i.e. HSBNE, Hackerspace Sydney (“Robots and 

Dinosaurs”), Hackerspace Adelaide, Gold Coast Techspace (“GCTS”), and Hackerspace 

Melbourne (“CCHS – Connected Community HackerSpace”).  

To investigate the coworking space culture, we spent one week making observations at 

Hub Melbourne (hubmelbourne.com).  Based on these observations, we conducted in-

depth interviews with the general manager of Hub Melbourne as well as the general 

managers of three other coworking spaces in Australia. Thought Fort (thoughtfort.com.au) 

and Salt House (salthouse.bris.biz) have about 20 permanent coworkers each, while River 

City Labs (rivercitylabs.net) and Hub Melbourne represent bigger coworking spaces with a 

few hundred members each who come in more or less frequently, depending on their 

membership plan (ranging from every day to a few hours a month). 

All interviews were conducted in face-to-face settings or via phone, according to each 

interviewee’s availability and preference. The interviews were semi-structured and audio-

recorded for follow-up transcription purposes. For the data analysis we followed a 

Grounded Theory approach (Strauss & Corbin, 1997) and mapped (re-) emerging 

patterns as presented and discussed below. 

Findings 

Discourse and Interactions 

The different communities of practice in this study follow different formats (structured, 

semi-structured, unstructured), have different levels of interaction between participants, 

and consequently provide different learning experiences. An overview of the nature of 

group interactions that were found in the studied groups is presented in table 1. 
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Table 1: The different groups in this study differ in the structure of interaction between 
participants, and learning experiences they provide. 

The smaller meetup groups in this study (Jelly, Games Engines, SNAP, Shut-up and Write) 

and Hackerspaces mostly have no pre-structured elements that guide interactions and 

learning experiences among peers; group activities are often defined spontaneously, or 

are self-initiated and driven as individual projects, while co-present group members 

function as facilitators of each other’s individual progress and learning experience. The 

learning outcome of these unstructured “hangouts” with the group is unpredictable and 

serendipitous. However, as Hackerspace Melbourne reports, the success of having a 

collaborative culture in the space depends on having 

“…a few key personalities who are actually doing a couple of things: drive 

enthusiasm, be willing and open to share their time and skill, to get other people 

involved or help them with their projects and so on […] You kind of need 

almost these catalysing elements that will help it become a vibrant community, 

and partly there is leading by example.” 

In hackerspaces, this is usually the role of the president, however, this common ethos is 

also understood and promoted among all hackerspace members. The learning experience 

is heavily based on one’s individual level of activity and openness to engage in 

interactions. More passive users usually have no or very poor (social) learning 

experiences (Figure 1). 
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Figure 1: Hackerspace meetings usually do not have a learning agenda. Learning experiences are 
serendipitous and unpredictable, and based on active participation and self-driven interactions 
with other members. 

Bigger group gatherings (Pecha Kucha, BrisScience) provide fixed timeslots for talks or 

presentations by pre-defined and promoted speakers. As such, the participation level of 

the audience is rather passive, and the learning experience quite predictable. (In other 

words, the range of learning opportunities is quite constrained.) The collective 

intelligence of participants is not leveraged as a learning resource during the talks; 

however, the social gatherings, conversations and discussions around drinks and snacks 

after the talks, provide a forum for richer social learning experiences. Barcamp, in 

contrast, is set up as an unconference, i.e. organised, curated and driven by the participants 

themselves, rather than an official host. There are “no spectators – only participants,” as our 

interviewee reported. All attendees are encouraged to contribute to the conference; either 

as a presenter or facilitator, e.g., through documenting the event via blog posts and 

sharing comments, pictures, links and other relevant content via social media. The 

format of the event is semi-structured. It leaves plenty of opportunities for serendipitous 

encounters, conversations, discussions and unpredictable (social) learning experiences, 

however, and provides a rough framework for particular user-driven activities. These 

include short “lightning talks” for attendees to share their projects, ideas, products or any 

themes that they find interesting, and “show and tell” sessions to present work-in 

progress or prototypes of current projects to inspire, discuss and gather feedback from 
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others. These elements are not only perceived as the core attraction of the event, but also 

as a means to spark interest and provide ice-breakers for follow-up conversations and 

connections among participants. Coworking spaces mostly aim at providing 

unstructured environments, with respect to the kinds of activity in which people engage, 

though the material environment and the modes in which it may be used are more 

structured. Similar to the behavioural norm in hackerspaces, people in coworking spaces 

are focused on their individual, self-directed activities, but seek to gain social learning 

experiences as a result of sharing the same physical space with other coworkers. 

A core aspect across all meetup groups, hackerspaces and coworking spaces in this study 

is that their members perceive them as social environments, rather than purely physical 

destinations. The groups are founded and maintained as forums for social gathering, 

collaboration and knowledge sharing with likeminded others. As such, they are different 

from the traditional notion of communities, as they are generally not based on a sense of 

belonging to a geographic location (Foth, Choi, Bilandzic, & Satchell, 2008; Gusfield, 1975) 

or to a group of people with close emotional ties. Rather, they have a sense for working 

convivially with others. 

The meetup groups and hackerspaces in this study illustrate examples of communities of 

practice that regularly meet in physical environments where knowledge is being created 

and shared in a peer-to-peer and face-to-face fashion. People become part of these 

communities to feed their need for learning, progressing as well as expanding their skills, 

knowledge and expertise in particular domains. The organiser of the local IxDA Brisbane 

group, for example, reports that the goal was to establish a platform for professional 

“User Interface and User Experience Designers” to network and connect with each 

other across organisational boundaries. 

“…the core motivation of running a local IxDA group is to provide a space for 

interaction design and user experience design professionals in Brisbane to get 

together, share and learn from each other, giving professionals the opportunity 

to have contact with other likeminded and similarly skilled people outside of 

their workplace.” 

Other groups are formed based on their desire to connect with similar people within a 

larger subculture. Women who work in IT for example, share the same interest, but – as 

a minority in the industry – struggle with particular issues. Girl Geek was formed as a 

meetup group for women who are interested in IT to support and help each other, share 

tips and experiences and build networks. As one interviewee explains, 
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“…you want to connect to someone who has not only the same interest to you, 

but also is similar to you; being a girl in this [IT] industry can be quite hard.” 

People’s participation and learning is not reinforced or directed by a third party, such as a 

teacher or instructor, nor is it rewarded with a certificate, diploma or degree. 

Participation in these communities is intrinsically motivated by personal interest and 

curiosity. Learning happens as a result of a more or less unstructured social gathering of 

people in a shared physical space, and of interactions that take place at those gatherings. 

As the founder of Hackerspace Adelaide reports: 

“Something magic happens just by getting people together. When they are all 

together in one room, you work on your thing and just mention your idea or 

problem and someone else randomly picks up on that idea and comments on it 

and all of a sudden you have these ideas coming from different people. That’s 

something bigger than everyone working on individual stuff.” 

Unlike in formal (schools, universities) and many informal learning environments 

(workshops, driving lessons, cooking classes), there tend to be no set agendas or learning 

goals. Rather, peer-to-peer learning and the exchange of experiences and knowledge are 

practiced through informal conversations and interactions with others. As a member 

from Hackerspace Melbourne puts it, 

“…turning up at a Hackerspace meeting, you never quite know who is gonna be 

there on a given night. Some night there are people just doing research on their 

project, but you know, you’ll turn up another night and some dude who has 

never turned up before has arrived with some bizarre thing they’ve created. It’s 

fun to just go and hear these stories and see what they’ve built.” 

As such, the Hackerspace and meetup groups provide an environment for intrinsically 

motivated, self-directed activities. At the same time, sharing the same space with a 

community of likeminded, creative, other users, individuals are exposed to what 

Schugurensky (2000) refers to as incidental learning and learning through socialisation. 

The function of the actual space is important (as described in the next section). Similarly, 

the philosophy of coworking spaces is to create benefit through knowledge spillovers 

and inspirations among coworkers. As one of the coworking space managers summarises 

it, 

“The real asset, I suppose, is not the lease or the desks or any of that stuff, it’s 

the relationships of people within the space. And I mean that’s why people 

come back. That’s why people work here.” 
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Location and Infrastructure 

Space is built, selected or organically re-appropriated according to the group’s needs and 

activities. The hackerspaces in this study all started as meetups of interested enthusiasts 

without having their own dedicated spaces. Hackerspace Sydney was started at a random 

public café in Sydney, which soon became overcrowded by more than a hundred 

participants. As the group became too big, they had to leave the café and continue their 

meeting on a close-by parking lot. One participant offered his vacant house as a 

gathering place, where soon after, people started bringing along tools and equipment to 

work with and share with the community. A couple of years later, the community 

became big enough, and financially strong enough, to afford and rent out a proper 

hackerspace. A similar evolution is reported by the founders of Hackerspace Brisbane, 

Adelaide and Melbourne. 

Other meetup groups, who are not yet large enough and do not have their own fixed 

community spaces yet, gather in public places in the city, such as bars, cafés or 

restaurants. Such places have usually not been designed with collaborative or creative 

activities in mind, but rather as places for socialisation or consumption. The groups 

carefully select their meetup place based on particular criteria, and apply tactical practices 

to re-appropriate such spaces according to their needs. 

They tend to gravitate towards places that are easily accessible (central location in the 

city, close by public transport, etc.), provide the required infrastructure for their group-

specific activities (e.g., desks for work on laptops, projectors for presentations, WiFi, 

etc.), and have a social environment that suits their needs. The games engines and IxDA 

group, for example, seek quiet environments to film their presentations or work on 

collaborative tasks with minimal external disruptions. The Silicon Beach meetup, on the 

other hand, aims to facilitate initial connections between people that have mutual or 

complementary interests (technology developers/entrepreneurs, 

entrepreneurs/investors). They hold their meetups in local bars or restaurants to facilitate 

sociality while having food and drinks; work spaces are not required.  

Meetups continuously evaluate and re-negotiate their meetup space as their groups 

evolve. The Brisbane Jelly coworking group, for example, started as a meetup in the public 

library, but was not happy with the “no food,” and “no backpacks” policy. They 

migrated to a close by community centre, which allowed food and backpacks; however, 

as their work was mainly laptop based and involved intense internet usage, they found 
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the lounge areas with no desks uncomfortable to work from, and the WiFi too slow for 

their purposes. Eventually, group members started to move desks from adjacent rooms 

to the communal lounge areas, and set up private 4G WiFi routers to create their own 

wireless Internet networks, which provided faster internet access than the public one 

shared by all other visitors. 

Other meetups, after realising that they cannot appropriate public third spaces according 

to their needs, escape to private homes or office spaces that group participants volunteer 

for the group after work hours. The Brisbane IxDA meetup group, for example, started 

their meetings at a local Brisbane bar, but soon moved to an office space of the group 

organiser’s employer, where they could use office facilities, the stationary cupboard, 

projector and speakers to engage in collaborative workshop activities, or participate in 

interactive online workshops together. The office also provides a controlled, closed 

environment in the CBD, so the group does not have to worry about external 

interruptions. 

However, a space that only provides optimal work conditions is often not sufficient. The 

SNAP architects meetup group, for example, is familiar with the recently launched local 

library space that provides dedicated meeting spaces and cutting edge technology 

infrastructure. However, the group does not use it for their meetings, because it does not 

cater for the social needs of the group very well. As the founder of SNAP architects 

reported, 

“… you can’t get a glass of wine there or a beer [laughs]. Which I think, you 

know, you’re asking people to come along after a full day’s work and you’re 

trying to create a setting that’s overlapping, you wanna feel like you’re going to 

something relaxing with friends yet at the same time you’re really having like a 

meeting. So I don’t know, being able to get a drink there is really one of the 

prerequisites I think.”  

On the other hand, if the atmosphere at a place is too social, the group does not feel 

comfortable with engaging in activities that are obviously work related. 

“If you went to a lot of bars and you had, you know, several people there with 

like you know notepads and drawings, in most bars you’d probably feel like an 

idiot I think [laughing]. You’ve got all these people partying and yelling, and you 

know you’d feel a bit silly.” 

(Founder of “SNAP Architects”) 
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As a trade-off, the group specifically seeks places with an atmosphere that provides a 

healthy balance between formal work and sociality. An optimal place should 

accommodate what the interviewee refers to as “half-social, half-information meeting type 

situations.” SNAP found two spots that cater for these specific needs, a café close to the 

library and a restaurant bar in the CBD. The founder describes the social atmosphere at 

these places as follows: 

“[The café] at the State Library, there is WiFi and there are people there who 

you’re competing for tables with, who have their laptop and they’re skyping 

someone, they’re drinking their coffee or having their wine. It’s got that sort of 

overlap from the social and the sort of information transfer. And the same with 

[the restaurant bar] in the city, because it’s like a bar in the city, business people 

would go there and meet there and it’s open enough; it’s not so noisy, so it’s 

always people who’ve come down from the offices around ‘cause you know it’s 

in the base, the podium around this office tower.... so there is always those sort 

of people having little business meetings.” 

(Founder of “SNAP Architects”) 

Hackerspace Melbourne reports that when they were looking for a space, it was 

important that it not only allows for “noisy, dirty and smelly activities without the fear of damaging 

good flooring,” but can also host separate soft work areas (software programming and 

laptop activities) and social areas (kitchen, couches, TV and game console area for 

chilling out, chatting and relaxing). Such a mix between soft work areas and social areas 

was also a key selection criterion for Hackerspace Brisbane, when they were searching 

for their new premises. 

The bigger meetup groups in our study recognised this need and provide catering service 

ranging from finger food and drinks to organised dinners. The BrisScience group – 

organised by the University of Queensland – invites a guest speaker for each of their 

monthly events, who gives a talk on a science and technology related topics. The 

popularity of the gatherings is significantly based on the fact that it is perceived as a 

social outing that is fun, enjoyable and informative, rather than a traditional science 

lecture. 

“You know, you would go and watch the ballet, or go to an art gallery and you 

would get enjoyment out of watching those things. I don’t think there is any... 

shouldn’t be any difference between those sorts of leisure persuits and going to 

see a really stimulating science talk. The only difference is that you don’t usually 
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go to a science lecture and sip your wine while you discuss dinosaurs or 

cosmology.” 

(Organiser of “BrisScience”) 

The organisers deliberately picked a venue off-campus in the city centre, and close to the 

main train station. The meetup is easily accessible and attracts over 200 participants per 

event, mostly from the general public, not just academics. Similar setups and motivations 

were described by the organisers of Pecha Kucha Brisbane (a lightning talk series around 

design, arts and other creative fields), Barcamp (an un-conference around digital 

technology), and Silicon Beach (a meetup group for entrepreneurs, founders and 

investors). In all these meetups, the actual core purpose of meeting up (e.g. peer-to-peer 

learning, inspiration, exchanging knowledge and experiences, discussion about latest 

developments in the field, networking, etc.) is embodied in practices of socialisation, 

such as having drinks, snacks and informal conversations. This fact is important to 

consider when designing spaces and making places that host such communities of practice. 

Professional coworking spaces embody some best practices for spatial facilitation in this 

regard, as described further below. 

Intervention and Facilitation 

Based on a comparison between coworking spaces, hackerspaces and meetup groups in 

this study, we made the following observation: The bigger the group, the more 

opportunities for social learning there are; however, the bigger and more heterogeneous 

the people in the group are, the more facilitation is required to nurture connection, 

interaction and social learning (Figure 2). 
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Figure 2: The bigger the size and heterogeneity of a group, the more facilitation is required to 
nurture connection, interaction and social learning. 

In the smaller coworking spaces in this study (Thought Fort and Salt House) with around 20 

mid to long terms members who work in the same or related industries (online 

marketing, web development, graphic design, etc.), social interaction between coworkers 

occurs almost naturally as a result of a small number frequently sharing the same physical 

space and interests. According to the Thought Fort manager, 

“…there is surely ways that we can make it better […], but I guess we just don’t 

have such a big necessity for that.” 

At bigger coworking spaces (Hub Melbourne, River City Labs), on the other hand, a few 

hundred members regularly go in and out. In addition, they work across a wider variety 

of industry sectors (government, corporate businesses, small to medium enterprises, non-

profits, social enterprises, academia) and disciplines (sustainability, technology and web, 

change management, organisation development, arts and entertainment, innovation 

processes, journalism). As a consequence, there is no obvious connection between two 

random coworkers, and the space being regularly traversed by hundreds of people 

counteracts the natural bonding of small place-based communities. Therefore, bigger 

coworking spaces tend to invest more effort and resources in facilitating social learning 
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experiences among their coworkers. We identified three major types of interventions: 

social, technological, and spatial facilitation. 

Social Facilitation 

Hub Melbourne hired a full-time person to catalyse connections between members – the 

“Space Host.” 

“Her role, full time, is to connect people. Which means that every single person 

who walks into Hub Melbourne knows her. She is everyone’s friend, and it is 

through that friend, the Host, who will introduce you to someone else, that trust 

is built. We trust our peers, so she is now your peer and is able to build a 

connection with you, and that’s how collaboration happens.” 

The Space Host is carefully recruited as a person who understands work across different 

sectors, industries, disciplines and cultures; she is a generalist, rather than a specialist, 

being able to understand the value of each individual member and their background, 

profession and areas of expertise, to catalyse connections where there is a potential for 

collaboration. The Host also needs to have a “social touch” that allows her to not only 

match people based on their passion and skillsets, but also their personalities, attitudes 

and beliefs – crucial factors for fruitful collaboration. Due to exponentially growing 

memberships, Hub Melbourne makes an active effort to crowd-source the role of the Host 

by encouraging all coworkers to catalyse connections, and reinforce a culture of 

networking and collaboration: 

“We often also make it very, very clear and obvious to everyone that you have 

the permission and you should connect people and be the Host yourself. […] we 

think it’s very natural for people to do certain things, but a lot of times even 

ourselves, we often need permission before we do anything... So we always make 

it very clear, and always tell people you have the permission to be the Host and 

you should be the Host as well.” 

Furthermore, established members can volunteer for a buddy system that helps new 

members to feel welcome, get connected and settle in the space during the first three 

months of their membership. Hub Melbourne supports their members to initiate or join 

what are called “Hub Clubs” – member-driven groups that gather around a particular 

interest or passion (e.g. the “runners club” meets every Tuesday for a run through the 

city, and the “business club” forms around the exchange of ideas and concepts to 

improve businesses). This initiative nourishes little, tightly knit sub-communities within 
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its larger community of coworkers. Informal social events such as brown bag lunches, 

shared dinners or “Social Beer Fridays,” also forge new cross-links between coworkers, 

creating a more and more connected, and tightly knit community. River City Labs as well 

as Hub Melbourne regularly invite industry experts to give a talk or workshop about a topic 

relevant to the coworkers’ businesses. This provides another opportunity for likeminded 

coworkers to meet and “rub shoulders” before, in, and after such events. 

Technological Facilitation 

The different groups in this study, in particular the bigger meetup groups, hackerspaces 

and coworking spaces, apply various technologies to connect and stay connected with 

other group members.  

Hackerspace members are connected via IRC (an instant messaging system) and different 

e-mail mailing lists (which connect each Hackerspace locally as well as all Hackerspaces 

across Australia) - all of which are logged, openly accessible and browsable in history. 

The number of subscribers to the email lists are often ten times the number of active 

members (e.g. Hackerspace Adelaide has 10-12 members and approx. 150 mailing list 

subscribers, Hackerspace Sydney 30-40 members and over 400 mailing list subscribers), 

which suggests that the conversational topics within the spaces are of interest to a 

broader community, of which the majority appear to be ‘lurkers’ (Ebner, Holzinger, & 

Catarci, 2005). In addition, many Hackerspaces have websites or Wikis listing tutorials of 

previous projects, instructions for particular tools and machinery, or lists of members 

with their particular areas of expertise. Such digital sources make it easy for members to 

identify other members with complementary skills and experiences. 

Coworking spaces use various social media platforms to provide a virtual backchannel 

for their members. River City Labs has a Facebook group, Google Plus and Google Groups. At 

Hub Melbourne, every member is automatically given a Yammer account, which is used as 

a continuous backchannel to share news, seek collaborators, ask for tips and 

recommendations and announce or organise social after-work events. Recording and 

analysing the number of visits and amount of Yammer messages per day over a period of 

one year, Hub Melbourne found that the amount of Yammer messages significantly 

correlates with the number of people who visit the space per day. These use patterns 

underscore the significance of Yammer as a simultaneous background channel between 

co-present coworkers. At the same time, members who do not work in-situ regularly 

participate in such conversations. In addition, Hub Melbourne manually selects the core 
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discussion themes and topics from members across different social media networks 

(Yammer, Facebook and Twitter) and cross-pollinates the conversations by aggregating 

content into their weekly e-mail newsletter.  

Spatial Facilitation 

The spatial infrastructure and interior design of all coworking spaces was designed with 

collaboration and social interaction in mind. For example, an active effort is made to 

keep the space open and the furniture is mostly arranged in a way that does not obstruct 

sight-lines, but rather facilitates mutual awareness among coworkers. The Thought Fort 

manager reports that they 

“…managed to find quite unusual desks, almost like triangle desks but with a 

curve edge, so three of those would fit together to form like a circle of desks 

[…], so people weren’t looking into the wall, but you could see sort of half the 

room. Not looking directly at anyone, but you’re in an easy talking range.” 

Different zones are created to accommodate different types of work, activities and moods. 

The main coworking area at Hub Melbourne, for example, provides different styles and 

sizes of desks (round, rectangle, small, large) to accommodate individual as well as team 

work (Figure 3). The interior is purposefully separated into meeting areas with 

whiteboards, a boardroom with video conferencing and presentation facilities, an idea 

room for brainstorming, silent areas for individual focused tasks, couches for informal 

conversations, a relaxation area with beach chairs and a hammock, and a large kitchen to 

prepare coffee and meals. 
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Figure 3: Coworking space at Hub Melbourne. The interior suits to individual as well as 
collaborative work, and accommodates different activities and moods of work. (Screenshot from 
http://hubmelbourne.com/coworking-space) 

All coworking spaces in this study have a kitchen that allows members to store and 

prepare their own drinks and food. In the interviews, the kitchen was often described as 

a place where conversations between random individuals are easily initiated, as there is a 

mutual understanding that the other person is not being interrupted at work. Kitchens 

are perceived as what Goffman refers to as “open regions” (Goffman, 1966, p.132), i.e. 

environments where it is socially acceptable to initiate a face-to-face conversation with a 

stranger. They are also designed as what our earlier meetup group interviewee referred to 

as “half-social, half-information meeting type situations.” Hub Melbourne has a large dining table, a 

small library and comfortable chairs, which invite activities in the kitchen that blend 

socialisation and work. In fact, in the six days of observations, the kitchen at Hub 

Melbourne was almost continuously populated with people having breakfast, preparing 

lunch or brewing tea or coffee while discussing work related matters. 

Implications for the Design of Connected Learning 
Spaces 

Meetup groups, hackerspaces and coworking spaces represent grass-roots initiatives to 

provide local forums for social interaction, collaboration and encounters with other 

people around a shared interest. In contrast to traditional fairly isolated organisational 

http://hubmelbourne.com/coworking-space)
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workspaces, they are based on open locales that continuously attract new people from 

various backgrounds, fields, disciplines and interests. In doing so, they take better 

leverage of the social pluralism and diversity of urban environments. The exposure to 

people from other backgrounds, interests and professional domains, as well as the 

opportunity to collaborate and interact on shared interests, were perceived as the main 

benefits by their members in this study. It appears that meetup groups, hackerspaces and 

coworking spaces form a new type of work and learning configuration, but more 

significantly, provide precious locales for social capital to evolve across disciplinary 

boundaries – an increasingly important function in today’s globalised and networked 

society. 

Coming back to the initial aim of this study, what implications for the design of 

connected learning spaces can we deduce from the socio-spatial practices in the groups 

revealed in this study? 

The study’s insights indicate that there is no “one size fits all” solution. Each of the 

communities of practice has its own spatial requirements and employs group interaction 

formats (structured, semi-structured, unstructured) according to the group’s evolving 

needs and motivations. Space proprietors need to do research about their target 

knowledge community, and shape their space and infrastructure to accommodate their 

particular activities, practices and spatial needs, rather than adopting generic solutions. In 

fact, the evolution of meetup groups and hackerspaces shows that their communities of 

practice evolve even before there is a dedicated space that facilitates their interactions. 

Space is built and continuously shaped, or selected and continuously evaluated and re-

negotiated according to the group’s activities and evolving needs – not the other way 

around. Space proprietors need to be sensitive to this, and afford organic, bottom-up 

appropriation of space. The community should be embraced as co-creators, co-designers 

and co-owners of the space, rather than just “tenants” or “users.” They need to be able 

to take partial ownership and continuously adjust and re-appropriate spatial arrangements 

according to their needs. However, such user-led spaces can cause tensions with 

traditionally imposed top-down regulations, such as health and safety policies or the 

requirements of facilities management. Those need to be re-evaluated to allow more 

flexibility, while at the same time, keeping order.  

Spatial arrangements, such as a central location in the city or accessibility through public 

transport, ergonomic desk spaces, and supportive infrastructure for individual and 
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collaborative work are crucial elements to attract users. At the same time, different 

communities of practice and coworkers might have contradicting or competing 

motivations and spatial requirements. Space proprietors need to think about the core 

target groups that they are trying to attract and how the space can accommodate all their 

activities. Different zones can be dedicated for different activities (meetings and 

discussions, silent laptop work, socialisation, etc.). Further, varying the purpose of space 

zones at different times for particular activities could increase the number of activities 

that a space can accommodate. 

Creating what Goffman refers to as “open regions” (Goffman, 1966, p.132), i.e. physically 

bounded places where initiating face-to-face contacts with unacquainted others is socially 

acceptable, e.g., a shared kitchen, provides opportunities for coworkers to initiate face-

to-face conversations without the fear of interrupting the other person in a work related 

activity. Previous initiatives have developed design concepts for creating dedicated open 

sub-regions in public transport (Trinh, 2011) or urban public places (Harrington, 2012) 

to encourage interactions between random strangers. Further research needs to 

investigate how such design concepts could be adapted to collaborative work and 

learning environments. 

The findings also suggest that the design and planning of successful collaboration spaces 

should not only be concerned with spatial and architectural arrangements, but more so 

with social facilitation and community building. Meetup groups, hackerspaces and 

coworking spaces are usually not only perceived as physical destinations, but more 

importantly, as places to meet new people, network as well as engage in connected 

learning and collaborative activities. However, a community of knowledge sharing, 

collaboration and learning does not always come about naturally but needs to be 

facilitated. Space proprietors need to think how they can attract “key personalities” as 

they exist in hackerspaces and meetup groups, and encourage them to share their 

enthusiasm and passion with other users. Mechanisms such as reward, reciprocity or 

reputation are often applied to motivate people to share knowledge and contribute to 

online platforms (forums, wikis, content sharing, etc.). Further research needs to 

investigate how equivalent programs can increase user engagement in physical spaces that 

host communities of practice, and possibly, how they can be linked back to, and cross-

pollinated with, equivalent online spaces. Further, just as public libraries employ 

librarians to catalyse connections between people and information resources (books, 

collections, digital archives, etc.), evolving communities of practice need someone to 
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catalyse connections between people with similar or complementary skills. This is 

particularly important for bigger groups, as with increasing size it gets harder to maintain 

an open and social atmosphere. Insights from Hub Melbourne (hiring a “space host,” 

initiation of social clubs and events, etc.) provide a good example how community 

building and creation of strong ties can be facilitated even in relatively large communities 

(600+ members in this case). While it might be counterintuitive for institutionalised 

learning environments such as public libraries to get a license for serving beverages, in 

meetup group, hackerspaces and coworking spaces it appears to be a crucial ingredient 

for facilitating social interactions, discussions, and thus, ultimately, the co-creation of 

knowledge.  

Technology can be applied to complement the physical space with digital backchannels that 

make invisible social aspects of space visible, thus enabling users to better identify 

likeminded others. As Bullinger et al. (1998, p.17/18) found, the lack of awareness that one’s 

skills might be useful for someone else, and the lack of awareness which skills are in demand are 

the main barriers of knowledge transfer between colleagues in organisational settings. 

Yet, most organisational systems are based on groupware, i.e. systems that assume that 

participants know each other (email, teleconferencing systems, etc.). In this context, 

Wellman (2002) suggests we should think of technology as “networkware,” i.e. systems 

that facilitate connections with new people through “search for information and the selective 

disclosure of one’s own information” (p. 8). Elsewhere, we provide an overview of locative and 

mobile media (Bilandzic & Foth, 2012) and ambient media architecture (Caldwell, 

Bilandzic, & Foth, 2012) that facilitate such connections between physically collocated 

people. Space proprietors need to think about how such technologies can be applied to 

facilitate social interaction and contribute to community building within the space. 

Conclusion 

This article presents socio-spatial insights from meetup groups, hackerspaces and 

coworking spaces. The findings show that their communities of practice serve as 

successful and – in the context of today’s knowledge-economy – increasingly important 

venues to meet and interact with likeminded people. They embrace the pluralism and 

diversity of society by providing open and inviting locales for networked individuals to 

meet around their work, interests and passion - outside of the isolated barriers of formal 

employment and home. The tactical practices applied by the groups to find and re-

appropriate public places to suit their interactions and practices underscore their need for 
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dedicated spaces that support their activities. The paper explores and discusses a number 

of organically established patterns and best practices found in meetup groups, 

hackerspaces and coworking spaces that not only contribute to accommodate spatial 

arrangements, but also to shape, nourish and maintain a supportive community. These 

facilitations embrace spatial, social and technological interventions, and are relevant 

considerations for designers, managers and decision makers who have an interest in 

nourishing a place-based knowledge community, e.g. libraries, corporate office buildings, 

research laboratories, coworking spaces, etc. 
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