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EXTENDED ABSTRACT 

The presence of coworking spaces has grown exponentially in recent years (Gandini 
2015). They have been described as both solutions to the modern knowledge 
economy (Bueno et al. 2018) and contributors to more exploitative working practices 
(Moriset 2013). Despite these bold theoretical claims and widespread use, how these 
spaces affect user wellbeing, and engender positive or negative emotions is still 
underexplored (Howell 2022). While users believe that the design of coworking spaces 
influence their wellbeing, there are no systematic investigations on how to facilitate 
this consideration into the design of coworking spaces (Bucci 2023).  

Coworking spaces used by students have furthermore been expanding into 
universities around the world (Bouncken 2018). This expansion makes the question of 
coworking space effects on wellbeing even more pertinent. Student psychological 
wellbeing is a critical topic, as the time spent in university education is one typified by 
heightened stress and reduced mental health (Bewick et al. 2010). The criticality of 
the issue of student wellbeing has only grown as COVID-19 has further increased risks 
of social isolation among other health issues (Liu et al. 2021). This presents an 
important gap in modern research: How can the design of coworking spaces in 
university-settings support the psychological wellbeing of students? 

Playfulness is a critically growing concept for the study of wellbeing. Playfulness has 
been associated with reductions in psychopathology (Gray 2012), improving physical 
health (Proyer et al. 2018), relationship satisfaction (Brauer et al. 2021), and mental 
health (Masek 2023). Additionally, playfulness is a useful concept in a variety of design 
disciplines such as gamification (Deterding et al. 2011), social media website design 
(Sledgianowski & Kulviwat 2009), and spatial design in museums (Razack 2017). It is 
long established that individuals’ behaviors, social communities and psychological 
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experiences are affected by the environmental design of spaces (Gifford & Reser 
2011). By integrating these three pools of research an intentionally designed playful 
space has a promising potential to increase play behaviors in the space and improve 
users’ wellbeing. In this way, a more refined research question deserves attention: 
How does intentionally playful design in coworking spaces in university-settings affect 
student behaviors, experiences, and wellbeing? 

This paper addresses this question with empirical data comparing two co-working 
spaces in a mid-sized university in Finland. One co-working space was designed by a 
game studies team to intentionally invite a variety of playful activities including game 
playing, playing with toys, expressive and artistic communication, socializing, and 
even resting. This playful coworking space even attempted to mimic workspaces that 
appeared similar to adult playgrounds in their design. (Kultima 2014) 

The other coworking space is less than 2 minutes away, and was designed by a 
university-business collaboration, with more traditional design and goals. In 
comparing the two, both spaces are approximately the same size, in central, public 
locations and used the same amount by university students. This abstract presents a 
work in progress of a two-week comparison between the spaces. Researchers 
conducted interval-coded behavioral observations (Bakeman & Quera 2012) and 
collected surveys from the users in each space asking about general behavior, 
perceived playfulness, and a 23-item PERMA workplace wellbeing profiler (Butler & 
Kern 2016). This represents an exploratory type of data that triangulates (Thurmond 
2001) between design intent, user self-perception, and external behavioral 
observation. 

Ten periods of data collection occurred at pre-established observation times, with 
surveys gathered for the playful (N=46) and traditional (N=46) coworking spaces with 
no respondents answering multiple times. Observed behaviors and self-described 
behaviors were coded using a bottom-up qualitative thematic analytic technique (Yin 
2015) resulting in five general categories of behavior: Work and study, games and 
active play, rest and relaxation, socializing and friendship, and ancillary supporting 
behaviors. These behaviors occurred at similar rates both in self-perception and in 
observer-reports. By setting up the categories of behaviors as binary variables, a 
proportion test was conducted showing statistically significant differences in the 
proportion of work, play, relaxation, and social activities between the two spaces. 
Individuals in the playful coworking space were statistically more likely to view 
themselves as engaged in active play/games, rest/relaxation, and socializing, and less 
likely in work. However, work was still the most reported behavior in both spaces. 
(Figure 1) 

 

Figure 1: Behavior Category Proportion Tests 
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The data showed a statistically significant higher perceived playfulness in the playful 
coworking space. Furthermore, the playful coworking space had higher levels of self-
reported positive experiences and evaluative happiness. The non-playful coworking 
space had higher self-reported scores of meaningfulness and accomplishment (Figure 
2). Using Spearman rank correlation on the combined observations from both spaces, 
there was a statistically significant positive correlation between perceived playfulness, 
and three of the wellbeing measures: evaluative happiness, positive emotions, and 
engagement. (Figure 3) 

 

Figure 2: T-Scores Comparing Playful and Traditional Coworking Space 

 

Figure 3: Spearman Rho correlation between playfulness and PERMA Wellbeing 
Profiler 

Altogether, the intentional playful design of this coworking space should be seen as 
having a significant effect on its users. This work supports a conclusion that Playful 
design affects play behavior, sense of playfulness and resulting wellbeing. In this way, 
designing for playfulness in future coworking spaces in universities has a promising 
potential to better facilitate wellbeing of students. These coworking spaces can, in 
some way, become playgrounds at the university: supporting playful, restful, and 
social behavior resulting in more positive experiences, engagement, beneficial 
relationships and overall happiness in students. At the same time, students perceived 
the playful design as reducing their desire to engage in work and reduced their 
perceptions of accomplishing work goals in the space.  

While this is still a work in progress these findings are highly significant for a game 
studies audience. This work empirically supports a connection between playfulness, 
play, and games with certain forms of wellbeing. These findings spark greater 
questions on what types of wellbeing are supported by playfulness. Future works 
should investigate this new territory of how happiness, positive experience, and 
engagement may be facilitated by the design of university spaces through playfulness. 
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