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Abstract: The coronavirus pandemic has brought unprecedented challenges and has changed society;
some of these changes seem temporary, and others seem permanent. The uncertainty of the duration
of this pandemic has introduced changes without the knowledge of how permanent they are, and has
raised awareness regarding a need for a shift to a new normal. This new normal will affect different
aspects of our life routines and activities, such as travel behaviour, personal hygiene, socializing,
and our working environment. In the wake of the global pandemic, which has been followed by
lockdowns, curfews, social distancing, and working from home, the future of the office has turned
into an open question, as COVID has changed our expectation of how, where, and when people
can do their jobs. Big companies like Twitter and Facebook have announced that they are allowing
employees to permanently work from home; however, some industry leaders are using the work-
from-home experience to reimagine the role of the office in the future. What will the future office
look like, and what can we expect of the workplace environment? In this paper, we propose a third
solution, which is the merging of the current scenario of the classic office and working from home,
which is entitled the ‘local co-working hub’. By studying the challenges and opportunities of each of
the current approaches, the potential of the local co-working hub is highlighted.
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hitps://doi.org/10.3390/ urbansci On March 11, 2020, the World Health Organization (WHO) declared the pandemic as a
5010015 global health emergency [1]. The COVID outbreak was not only a public health crisis; it also

significantly affected the global economy through business closures, the loss of life, travel
bans and trade disruption [2]. Notwithstanding the negative impact COVID-19 had on
all aspects of our life, we have been surprised by our exceptional adaption, the possibility
of remote working, and the power of digital technology and virtual communication. In
just a few months, working from home has been suddenly normalised. According to new
research conducted by Roy Morgan [3], over 4.3 million Australian workers (one third)
have been working from home since the pandemic shutdowns. Millions of us used to spend
about a third of our time in the office, but the COVID-19 forced—work-from-home time has
shown us the possibility of flexible remote working and the power of choosing when, where
and how we can productively do our jobs while experiencing a new work-life balance.
In addition to a reduction of operation costs, remote working has resolved the chal-
- lenge of traveling to and from work. As can be seen in Figure 1, a substantial amount of
workers’ time has been wasted in daily commuting.

According to statistics, New Yorkers have the longest commute times in the U.S. [4],
at nearly 2 h, which is similar to those of Tokyo [5]. Seoulites spend 96 min on their daily
commute [6]; in other big cities, such as London and Buenos Aires, the average commute
time is from 74 to 76 min [7,8]. In two of the biggest mainland cities of Australia, Sydney
and Melbourne, workers spend more than an hour travelling to and from work each day [9].
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Although Tehran and Beijing have a better position in this list, their workers still spend an
average of 52-55 min commuting to and from work [10,11].

Several studies have shown that long-duration commuting not only has negative
impacts on worker’s efficiency and job satisfaction but also has serious negative impacts
on both physical and mental health and wellbeing, as workers have less time for physical
activities and social interaction. Moreover, increases to the degree of travel-related stress via
exposure to traffic noise, congestion, and uncomfortable weather/temperature conditions
are some of the other negative impacts of long commutes to and from work [12].

New York
120

Buenos Aires London

Chicago Singapore
Seoul Hong Kong
Tokyo Melbourne

Tehran Sydney
Beijing
Figure 1. Average commuting time in big cities around the world.

The COVID 19 pandemic has also resulted in the acceleration of the digital transfor-
mation, as according to Microsoft CEO Satya Nadella “We have seen two years” worth of
digital transformation in two months” [13]. This new flexible way of working provides an
opportunity to spend more quality time with the family while using innovative ways to be
a productive employee. On March 31, 2020, Microsoft Teams recorded 2.7 billion meeting
minutes in one day [14].

Several cities around the globe have experienced lockdowns, curfews, economic and
transport shutdowns, and different stages of restrictions to control the spread of the virus,
which has been resulted in significant economic, physical, and mental health /wellbeing
consequences. This major interruption has affected the environment through a major
reduction in air pollution around the globe. According to the Carbon Brief 2020 analysis,
the Coronavirus has resulted in the largest ever annual fall in CO, emissions since the start
of the 20th century [15]. Moreover, we observed the enhancement of the sense of localism,
an injection of new life into the local civic center, and greater support for local businesses as
a result of the commuting restriction. Additionally, it resulted in the growth of demands for
and dependence on local businesses to achieve daily needs, as people spent more time in
their local civic centers. Even buying a coffee from a local shop instead of a café in Central
Business District (CBD) can change the game by improving the local economy, supporting
local businesses, and providing an opportunity for people to get to know their local traders
better, which enhances their sense of localism.

The positive environmental impacts of the COVID pandemic and the rise of a stronger
sense of localism, which resulted in greater support of local businesses and a more flexible
work-life regime, have already encouraged governments in several parts of the world to
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attempt to lock in some of the temporary changes caused by the pandemic in order to set a
new normal. The new normal can help us to mitigate climate change challenges and other
global issues through the reduction of traffic; the reallocation of road space to walking and
cycling; the use of electric cars; a move towards smart, resilient, and sustainable cities; and
support for local businesses.

2. Work from Home (WFH)

The unprecedented changes in our daily life routines, the acceleration of the digital
transformation, and the adoption of remote working in response to this global pandemic
has raised serious questions regarding commuting, the use and purpose of office spaces,
the reassessment of space utilization, the volume of office demand, and the need for a
more flexible working regime, which has forced companies across a variety of industries
to reimagine what office work will look like in the future. In the wake of the Coron-
avirus pandemic, one of the largest tech firms, Google, has changed its work routine by
announcing that its employees will work from home until at least summer 2021; similarly,
Twitter has announced that its employees can work remotely forever if they wish, and
Facebook expects that at least half of its employees will work from home for the next five
to ten years [16].

It has been reported that, from March 2020, one in three Australians with a job
worked from home, compared to one in eight before March [17]. In response to more
staff working from home, and the growing demand for a more flexible working regime,
a global engineering consultancy, AECOM, has broken its lease two years early and cut
two floors from the space it occupies in central Sydney [18]. All of these actions due to
the uncertainty regarding the future resulted in a rise of vacancy rates and available office
space for subleasing, even in the best locations of big cities such as Sydney and Melbourne.

However, it is believed that working from home (WFH) will not replace the office in
the future, but a complementary remote working and rotation-based working routine will
benefit employers in different ways. Surveys around the world have revealed that a high
percentage of employees are willing to adopt a more flexible working regime by spending
just two to three days a week in the office and working remotely for the rest of the week,
which makes the requirement for big office spaces to accommodate all employees on a
daily basis inessential. This new work routine will result in lower operational costs and
office expenses for employers, such as a reduction of rental costs, utilities, office supplies
and insurance. According to Global Workplace Analytics” estimation, “a typical employer
can save about $11,000 per year for every person who works remotely half of the time” [19].

Freeing up spaces and the increase in space options in the market also provide an
opportunity for employers to reduce their rental cost by finding more affordable and
flexible lease options.

On the other hand, employees will benefit from this new remote working regime, as it
will provide a more flexible and location-independent working style, with an opportunity
to save commuting costs and time, and to achieve a better life-work balance.

Although the new work routine in the COVID-19 Global pandemic period provides
a more flexible work regime which has several positive impacts, not only on employers
and employees’ lifestyles but also on the environment, working from home can be quite a
challenge (Figure 2).

Unlike the work environment, which has been designed to help employees to effec-
tively engage in work, the home environment has not been set up for that purpose, which
means adapting to new sets of distractions, technical issues, screen fatigue, less social
interaction, a sense of isolation and loneliness, a loss of motivation, and lack of ergonomic
and standard workplace facilities. Overcoming all of these demands in order to be able to
engage effectively in work requires self-control.

In occupational health psychology, self-control is defined as the ability to suppress in-
trusive thoughts, behaviours, and emotions which are not relevant or helpful for achieving
a goal [20]. As such, battling more with self-control consumes more mental energy, which
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Employees

has negative impacts on mental health and wellbeing [21]. Unlike the effect of leaving the
office on the immediate detachment from work, managing the boundaries between work
and non-work time—and the detachment from work and all work-related thoughts and
activities—is not that simple, and many employees end up squeezing in work anytime they
can, which increases the negative effect of self-control, which can threaten the worker’s
wellbeing.
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Figure 2. Benefits and challenges of working from home for employers and employees.

In addition, the lack of access to a dedicated workplace with ergonomic and standard
facilities is another challenge of WFH, which has negative impacts on employee’s physical
health and well-being.

Despite the positive impact of WFH on the elimination of commute time and its
associated stress and challenges, research by Ettema et al. [22] on the analysis of travel
behaviour based on a subjective well-being (SWB) framework (SWB is the degree to which
an individual positively evaluates the overall quality of their life) has revealed the other
side of the coin. According to the research outcome, participation in goal-directed activities,
facilitated or hindered by travel, can contribute to SWB; although the travel-related stress
reduces SWB, the positive affect associated with travel can enhance SWB [22]. According
to this framework, the negative impact of no work travel should not be ignored, as it might
result in the reduction of the sense of motivation and progress toward goals, and may lead
to isolation in employees who are working from home.

Reviewing all of the benefits and challenges of WFH has raised the question of “how
long we can continue to work from home?”

3. Local Co-Working Hub Design Principals

As some countries, such as Australia and New Zealand, became mostly COVID-free,
with continuous days of zero cases and promising news of access to the vaccine in the next
few months, workers have been encouraged to go back to the workplace. Although the
work regime will not go back to its previous normal, there is a fear of more car-dependent
travel after the pandemic, as people are afraid to use public transport, and even heavier
traffic congestion and extended commute times are expected, which will not only affect
employees” wellbeing but also have a serious negative impact on the environment. We
don’t want to go back to the past situation; as such, there is a need to set a new normal
and a new life and working regime, and to take the most from this major interruption by
COVID 19, as it offers us a chance to rethink our working-life routine in order to be able to
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respond better to other major issues such as global warming and climate change challenges.
Considering the WFH challenges that have been discussed above, working from home
might not be the best solution for all workers, which highlights the need for the creation of
a third space that offers workers a standard workplace environment with the best facilities
and technologies within walking distance of their home.

According to Carlos Moreno, who is a driving force behind Paris’s 15-minute city plan,
“The 15-minute city represents the possibility of a decentralized city,” [23]. This model,
which aims to provide access to most people’s needs within a short walk or bike ride from
their home, has already been established in many cities around the world, and has been
picked up by the C40 Mayors as part of their ‘Green and Just’ recovery plan [23,24].

As stated by Moreno, “because we now have the possibility to stay closer to home,
people have rediscovered useful time—another pace for living” [23]. According to Moreno,
“not all people have the possibility of having jobs within 15 min”; thus, it is time to follow
a more inclusive approach by creating a third space, i.e., a local co-working hub within
the 15-20 min distance, which offers a free and bookable co-working space in order to
provide an opportunity for remote working. Although, in 2020-2021, the creation of such
a local co-working space/hub becomes a demanding method to help cities work around
COVID-19, it could be a great solution to offer a more local, healthy, and sustainable way
of life for the future beyond the post pandemic period. Figure 3 shows the key principals
of the creation of a 15-20 min neighborhood.
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Figure 3. Key principles of creating a 15-20 min neighbourhood.

These local co-working hubs can provide an opportunity for workers to work with like-
minded people in a standard, smart and modern space within walking/cycling distance,
away from any of the distractions that workers experienced at home.

More specifically, the local work hubs will help to reduce unnecessarily-long work
commutes, create less environmental impact, and enhance worker’s physical and mental
health and wellbeing. They will do this by the provision of better work-life balance
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through immediate detachment from work, more social interaction, and adequate facilities
to perform their duties, enhance their motivation, and increase their sense of progressing
to a destination in order to achieve the goal of the day. Everyone can book a space within
the co-working hub based on their personal schedule in order to be able to work in a hub
and use its facilities.

Creating a local co-working hub for workers within the 15-20 min neighborhood/ city
will also provide a great opportunity to support local high street businesses, strengthen
the sense of community and localism, and fight inequality—especially in disadvantaged
locations—by increasing the demand for shops, parks, and facilities on the local scale.

In order to be ready for any future pandemic and to set a new normal for the future
beyond the post-pandemic period, the following design principles are required consider-
ations for the design of the proposed local co-working hubs (Figure 4). Following these
eight proposed principals will provide an opportunity to achieve an anti-infection, healthy
and smart co-working space. The use of technology for thermal screening, air filtration
and contactless design; the use of antibacterial and antiviral coatings for furniture and
other materials; and the provision of access to open green space, hygiene stations, signage
and breath barriers are the key principals that can provide a safe, healthy and high-tech
co-working space.
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Figure 4. Proposed design principles for local co-working hubs.

Although finding the right location within the local high street and achieving design
principals in existing buildings or designing a new building can be expensive, it is believed
that—if the project is run by councils—it could provide more opportunities for access to the
right location, the ability to repurpose available public places, and access to government
funding to cover the cost.

It should not be forgotten that dedicating a place to or designing a local co-working
hub within the 15-20 min neighborhood might be challenging. The access to open space,
as well as Internet of Things (IOT) issues such as information/cyber security, are some of
the other issues which might be in the way, and which need further investigation.
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As the provision of such a co-working hub in the 15-20 min neighborhood requires
enough population density, as well as good access to public transport and job opportunities
in other regions, it might not be a suitable or achievable solution in small and isolated
cities.

4. Conclusions

In order to achieve a balance between the challenges and opportunities of working
from home and the classical office, a third solution—entitled the local co-working hub—has
been proposed. Based on this approach, the local work hubs will help to reduce commuting
times and environmental impact, and to enhance both worker’s mental health and wellbe-
ing via the provision of a better work-life balance through immediate detachment from
work, and more social interaction. They will also provide adequate facilities for workers
to perform their duties, enhance their motivation, and increase their sense of progressing
toward a destination in order to achieve the goal of the day. It is believed that, based on
the COVID-19 pandemic experiences, there is a need to adopt a working scenario based on
the availability and type of the work in order to benefit from the opportunities of WFH
and the classical office through a merging solution called a ‘co-working hub’.
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