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Abstract

The objective of this paper is to understand temporary spatial proximity beyond temporary clusters, and to analyse
rationales for the use of various spatial settings for temporary spatial proximity in the work processes of knowledge-
intensive services. To contrast different types of temporary spatial proximity two basic types, ‘Meet and Mingle’ and
‘Move and Manage’, are identified. On the basis of qualitative interviews in knowledge-intensive sectors in six German
cities, the distinct use of three types of spatial settings (workplaces, transit places and retreat places) to create the
targeted temporary spatial proximity type of ‘Move and Manage’ is analysed. The paper discusses how such settings

contribute to creating a specific atmosphere to support the work processes of knowledge-intensive services.

Keywords

Buzz, face-to-face, knowledge-intensive services, spatial proximity, temporary cluster, temporary proximity, workplace

Physical places of temporary
spatial proximity

The importance of face-to-face contact for the trans-
action of economic processes, particularly for the
exchange of knowledge and information, has long
been a topic of discussion, in many contexts, in the
field of geography (Asheim et al., 2007; Storper and
Venables, 2004). The positive effects of face-to-face
communication arise from co-location. Observation
and intensive interaction, through immediate spatial
proximity, facilitate the exchange and creation of
tacit knowledge, trust and conflict resolution (Gertler,
2003; Nilsson and Mattes, 2015; Rutten, 2017).
Since the mid-2000s, however, it has been high-
lighted that co-location must, by no means, be

permanent to have these positive effects (Gertler,
2008; Maskell et al., 2006). Temporary spatial prox-
imity can also facilitate face-to-face interaction and
utilise the positive effects of this type of communi-
cation (Henn and Bathelt, 2015; Jansson, 2014; Li,
2014; Robertsson and Marjavaara, 2014; Torre,
2015). The traditional focus on analysing stake-
holder constellations in temporary spatial proximity
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has concerned processes of social interaction.
Processes of interaction in co-location not only ena-
ble knowledge transfer through observation and
interaction, but also create a specific dynamic and
innovative atmosphere. The interrelation of interac-
tion and creating a specific atmosphere in temporary
spatial proximity can be understood as ‘buzz’
(Bathelt and Schuldt, 2010; Maskell et al., 2006).
Bathelt et al. (2004: 38) summarised that ‘buzz refers
to the information and communication ecology cre-
ated by face-to-face contacts, co-presence and co-
location of people and companies within the same
industry and place or region’.

Although physical places are explicitly men-
tioned as part of the definition, so far social interac-
tion has been the main focus of studies dealing with
buzz (Currid and Williams, 2010; Mould and Joel,
2010). Regarding temporary spatial proximity, the
concept of buzz is mainly associated with interaction
during temporary clusters; however, other types of
temporary spatial proximity have not been analysed
in conjunction with the concept of buzz.

Buzz has also been referred to as a ‘general
excitement’ (Mould and Joel, 2010: 283) supporting
the creation of new ideas. The core argument of this
paper is, however, that processes of interaction are
only one part of the equation. There are two tools
supporting the creation of a specific dynamic and
innovative atmosphere: interaction processes and
the physical places where interaction takes place
(Allen and Henn, 2007). Physical places influence
the way people discuss or feel, as well as what can be
observed and realised.

The influence of the physical environment on
organisation and work output has been discussed pri-
marily in architecture (e.g. Borges et al., 2013; Georgi,
2016; Kohlert and Cooper, 2017) and management
research (e.g. Allen and Henn, 2007; Brown and Katz,
2009; Miller, 2014). In economic geography, the
interrelation of physical places and interaction pro-
cesses has just recently been brought into focus (e.g.
Flogel and Zademach, 2017). The focus here has been
the use of specific company intern places to influence
service—client interaction in financial services.

This paper, however, combines a discussion of the
different types of physical places that support tempo-
rary spatial proximity with the question of how these

places contribute to creating a supporting buzz.
Questions discussed in this paper are as follows: what
types of spatial settings are used for creating tempo-
rary spatial proximity in the work processes of
knowledge-intensive services and how do the identi-
fied spatial settings contribute to creating a specific
atmosphere supporting the work processes?

To answer these questions, the first part of the
paper examines two basic types of temporary spatial
proximity through an examination of knowledge-
intensive sectors in six German cities: ‘Meet and
Mingle’ and ‘Move and Manage’. The second part
introduces a framework of three spatial settings for
the “‘Move and Manage’ type. The three spatial set-
tings are used as an analytical framework to under-
stand the benefits they provide to work processes.
The third part introduces the qualitative approach of
the study, the knowledge-intensive service sectors
where interviews were conducted, the number and
background of interviewees that are met in German
cities and an analysis of the interview material. The
fourth section provides the empirical results of the
interviews, and interprets them in the context of the
analytical framework presented in the second part.
The fifth part summarises the answers to the ques-
tions concerning the settings of temporary spatial
proximity in the work processes of knowledge-
intensive services, derived from the qualitative inter-
views, as well as the reasons for the spatial settings.

Forms of temporary spatial
proximity

The term ‘temporary spatial proximity’ has been
used to discuss temporary measures to establish and
maintain interaction between partners not always
leading to long-term or permanent constellations,
such as the establishment of a branch office (Maskell
et al., 2006; Rychen and Zimmermann, 2008; Torre,
2008). Papers on temporary spatial proximity have a
primarily microanalytic perspective, focusing on
specific types of temporary clusters (Bathelt and
Henn, 2014; Bathelt and Schuldt, 2008; Henn and
Bathelt, 2015) or the role that temporary spatial
proximity plays in learning processes (Bathelt and
Gibson, 2015; Grabher, 2004; Grabher and Thiel,
2015; Miiller and Stewart, 2015).
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Rychen and Zimmermann (2008: 772) introduced
two types of temporary spatial proximity: (a) tempo-
rary clusters; and (b) ‘moving’. They conceptualised
temporary clusters as specific settings that sought
and found new partners, whereas ‘moving’ refers to
bilateral or multilateral relations between companies
that are already partners. This distinction helps to
identify two types of temporary spatial proximity
occurring during work processes; however, an analy-
sis of different physical places, enabling temporary
face-to-face interaction through providing physical
proximity, is missing.

Meet and Mingle

A huge body of literature can be identified that anal-
yses the spatial settings and interaction processes
during temporary clusters. Clusters are described as
‘a geographically proximate group of inter-con-
nected companies and associated institutions in a
particular field, linked by commonalities and com-
plementarities’ (Porter, 2003: 254). Opportunities
for the exchange of sticky, non-articulated knowl-
edge are provided in clusters. Although clusters have
long been treated as permanent, for example, located
in built structures of a specific building, in parts of a
city or within a region, Maskell et al. (2006) empha-
sised that they are not permanent by definition.
Clusters exist only for as long as the actors in the
cluster interact with each other. The particular
advantage of temporary clusters — in comparison to
permanent spatial clusters — is that knowledge stem-
ming from the local sources of each actor can be
combined in innovative ways, with tacit forms of
external knowledge sources (Bathelt et al., 2004; Li,
2014). Participating in temporary clusters is under-
stood to be a temporary measure, enabling access to
knowledge sources from distant spaces.

In most studies, temporary clusters are consistently
typified by the examples of trade fairs (Bathelt and
Gibson, 2015; Ramirez-Pasillas, 2008; Rinallo and
Golfetto, 2006), conferences and exhibitions (Cook
and Ward, 2012; Entwistle and Rocamora, 2006; Henn
and Bathelt, 2015; Norcliffe and Rendace, 2003) and
award ceremonies (Anand and Watson, 2004). These
meetings are gatherings of a community connected
through work (Bathelt and Henn, 2014) and facilitate

work in global networks through enabling dense inter-
action with numerous actors that are usually located in
different geographical places. Reciprocal communica-
tion patterns between actors of an industry result in a
vibrant atmosphere where inspiration and information
can be received through interaction and observation,
helping to reduce information asymmetries and uncer-
tainties in extra-local interaction. The rich information
flows generated during temporary clusters are called
‘global buzz’. Temporary clusters, therefore, serve as
pipelines to access the global buzz by dispatching
mobile professionals to learn in global knowledge net-
works (Maskell et al., 2006; Bathelt and Schuldt, 2008,
2010; Schuldt and Bathelt, 2011).

Recently, connecting the concept of the field-con-
figuring event with temporary spatial proximity has
gained prominence in economic geography studies
(Lange et al., 2014). With this concept, market struc-
turing mechanisms (Lampel and Meyer, 2008) and
questions of power are focused. Field-configuring
events conceptualise temporary spatial proximity as
power arenas where power relations are displayed
spatially (Levy and Scully, 2007; Schiiller et al.,
2015). In this context, intangible assets, such as rep-
utation or symbolic capital, are important (Anand
and Watson, 2004; Lange et al., 2014) and the rela-
tions of the spatial embeddedness of social interac-
tion are emphasised (Power and Jansson, 2008).

With temporary clusters, stakeholders meet for a
certain, predetermined period of time, at a specific
location, usually away from the places in which the
participants live and work. Temporary clusters also
involve a greater number of stakeholders who may not
necessarily know each other in advance. These clus-
ters provide opportunities to exchange information
with a previously undefined number of stakeholders,
combined with opportunities to meet new stakeholders
(Bathelt and Schuldt, 2010). Communication is thus
characterised by openness and the unknown (Bathelt
and Gibson, 2015; Bathelt and Henn, 2014). By par-
ticipating in temporary clusters, new contacts can be
established, old contacts reinforced, competitors
observed and the need to be part of a community satis-
fied (Rallet and Torre, 2009). Temporary clusters as
informal community gatherings can also be linked
with other events, for example, societal, cultural or
sport events that are sponsored by actors of the
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Figure 1. Two main types of temporary spatial proximity.
Source: Own diagram, based on Rychen and Zimmermann (2008).

respective community or have other linkages to impor-
tant actors within the community.

Being liberated from their daily work routines,
participants in temporary clusters become more
open and accessible, and it is easier for them to con-
tact each other. By offering the possibility to inter-
act face-to-face, temporary clusters facilitate the
conclusion of business transactions and the deepen-
ing of interactions with existing partners (Bathelt
and Schuldt, 2008). Meeting and mingling to par-
ticipate in a vibrant atmosphere with existing, as
well as potentially new, partners is one crucial dif-
ferentiator between temporary clusters (hereafter
referred to as the ‘Meet and Mingle’ type) and tar-
geted meetings (see Figure 1).

Move and Manage

In contrast to ‘Meet and Mingle’, the ‘Move and
Manage’ type of temporary spatial proximity (see
Figure 1) is geared towards a particular place and
stakeholder. The focus herein is on bilateral and mul-
tilateral exchanges with predetermined stakeholders,
targeting predetermined objectives.

‘Move and Manage’ occurs as a basic type of tem-
porary spatial proximity in almost all business pro-
cesses. Face-to-face communication with remotely
located partners can occur in the everyday working
context, for example, in meetings between the pro-
vider and consumers of services that occur during the
process of service production in the offices of the ser-
vice provider and, therefore, in a setting that has not
specifically been built for such an encounter (Grabher,
2002a, 2002b, 2004; Ibert, 2004).

Usually, temporary spatial proximity of the ‘Move
and Manage’ type is integrated into phases of long-
distance cooperation, in which interaction via infor-
mation and communication technologies takes place
(Torre, 2011). Regarding social interaction, Bathelt
and Henn (2014) differentiated three circumstances
under which travel is necessary to create face-to-
face-encounters: intra-company business coordina-
tion; producer—user meetings; and inter-company
business negotiations. These meetings can be rela-
tively short with predetermined stakeholders and a
prepared agenda, and are usually framed through vir-
tual communication (Rallet and Torre, 2009). While
virtual communication is seen as an opportunity to
avoid regional economic lock-in effects in one strand
researching virtual forms of co-presence, the ineffi-
ciency of these forms of communications still has to
be accompanied through face-to-face interactions,
emphasising the temporary mobility of individuals
(Bathelt and Turi, 2011). In other studies a differen-
tiation between places of a person’s location and the
cognitive focus is introduced, illustrated by contrast-
ing the terms ‘being there’ and ‘being aware’ (Grabher
etal., 2017).

Relative to the physical dimension of interaction,
Urry (2007) argued that, although travelling can be
substituted by communication technologies, to a dif-
ferent extent in some cases, the reason for travelling
might be to experience a specific place or to spend
time together. The shortcomings of bodily experi-
ences through virtual communication (as a lack of
observation possibilities but also as a lack of effort put
into the relationship; Strengers, 2015) increase the
need for temporary mobility of individuals and enable
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a dense combination of ‘being there’ and ‘being
aware’ (Grabher et al., 2017). Particularly when
‘being aware’ is not only used with regard to (isolated)
social interactions but also with regard to the physical
environment of social interactions, a relocation of
individuals has to antecede observations. Hence,
communication technologies cannot substitute for
travelling and the benefits of physical encounters
(Aguiléra et al., 2014; Faulconbridge et al., 2009).
The meaning of physical encounters with specific per-
sons at specific places is especially high if moving is
understood as a serious commitment in the business
relationship (Gustafson, 2013; Strengers, 2015). As
moving bodies requires financial, temporal and physi-
cal efforts, and also causes inconvenience for the trav-
eller, the investment made for a specific person or to
visit a specific place demonstrates respect and is an
investment in trust (Growe 2018).

Particularly at the start of a project, face-to-face
interaction is important. Rallet and Torre (2009)
argued that temporary work constellations in spatial
proximity facilitate getting to know and trust contacts,
developing a common concept and agreeing on the
steps required to realise the concept, as well as reach-
ing an agreement on the distribution of the expected
costs and benefits. Thus, if people in the project do not
become acquainted at the beginning of collaboration,
if concepts are not developed or aligned, if the distri-
bution of costs and benefits is not agreed upon, a suc-
cessful joint effort during the project will be hard to
reach or, in some cases, the project might fail before it
really starts. The need for face-to-face interaction,
therefore, can vary during a project’s course.

The targeted ‘Move and Manage’ type of tempo-
rary spatial proximity brings not only physical
mobility in an increasingly digital work environment
into focus (Beaverstock and Budd, 2013; Gustafson,
2013), but also specific settings where meetings take
place and people conduct work (Gallie and Guichard,
2005; McNeill, 2009). The interrelation of physical
places and interactions is also confirmed by Rutten
(2017). He argued that communication is influenced
by specific places. Changing workplaces during pro-
jects can influence communication between individ-
uals and the social dynamics in the work process
(Rutten, 2014; Rutten and Boekema, 2012), and ana-
lysing specifically chosen physical places can reveal

insights into processes and interactions taking place
in these places (e.g. what places are chosen to sup-
port what kind of interaction?).

Spatial settings of ‘Move and
Manage’

Linked to the targeted nature of temporary spatial
proximity of the ‘Move and Manage’ type, important
questions relate to the reasons for choosing specific
spatial settings, the expected benefits linked to spe-
cifically chosen spatial settings and to the embedding
of diverse locations of temporary spatial proximity in
different phases of the work process. These issues are
of particular importance because this face-to-face
communication does not always occur in places that
are explicitly provided for large meetings, but also in
—as Rallet and Torre (2009) put it — ‘ordinary places’.
Rallet and Torre (2009) contrasted ‘ordinary places’
with conference venues and other settings that ena-
bled the formation of temporary clusters. Among
‘ordinary places’, Rallet and Torre (2009) included
the following: (a) the workplaces of the stakeholders;
(b) transit spaces, such as airports and train stations;
and (c) bars and restaurants.

The specific characteristic of these settings is the
possibility to meet with a group of people spontane-
ously, and still provide a certain form of closed work
environment, be it a meeting room in an airport or
train station, or a table in a restaurant. Although this
is a shared characteristic of the three ‘ordinary
places’, these places can also described with differ-
ent terms, highlighting their distinctiveness.

In numerous studies, bars and restaurants have
been associated with the term ‘third places’—neu-
tral public places that are neither home nor work
(Jon Hawkins and Ryan, 2013; Oldenburg, 1999;
Slater and Jung Koo, 2010). Usually, people gather
voluntarily and informally in these places, to enjoy
a comfortable, regenerative atmosphere. Spaces
grouped under the term ‘retreat places’ provide din-
ing and drinking facilities; however, the focus of
these places is to retreat into a specific type of
relaxed atmosphere.

Transit spaces have often been described using the
term ‘non-places’ (Auge, 2008). These places are also
neutral spaces; not usually being travel destinations,
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per se, they are used on one’s way to somewhere else.
The easy accessibility of these places allows a combi-
nation of travelling and meeting, and their anonymity
can provide further advantages. Airports are particu-
larly understood as ‘non-places’ in global processes
(Costas, 2013; Piitz, 2012). An example of an analysis
for integrating transit spaces in work processes is dis-
cussing airports as business locations (Gallie and
Guichard, 2005; McNeill, 2009). The focus there,
however, is mainly on only one very specific type of
spatial setting. A study that considers the use of differ-
ent spatial settings as workplaces through the perspec-
tive of a knowledge-based work process is, however,
still pending.

Against this background knowledge, intensive
services have been chosen as an empirical setting.
Characterised by an intensive interaction between
the providers and consumers of the service, knowl-
edge-intensive services are a particularly interesting
case (Bettencourt et al., 2002; Strambach, 2008).
The commodity produced (the service) is typically
intangible knowledge that is created by means of
consulting activities in the form of solutions,
whereby the expertise of the knowledge-intensive
service provider is tailored to the needs of consum-
ers. This might involve knowledge newly created for
customers, or knowledge that customers could not
make use of without the service provider’s help
(Wood, 2002). As service providers are not always
located in dense spatial proximity to their clients,
they rely heavily on strategies to interact virtually.
The improvement of communication technologies
has facilitated long-distance collaboration (Ibert,
2004); however, exchanging tacit knowledge and
creating new knowledge are based on face-to-face-
encounters (Gertler, 2003; Rutten, 2017), realised
through producer—user meetings, a typical form of
temporary spatial proximity of the ‘Move and
Manage’ type. Knowledge-intensive services, as one
particular case, can provide meaningful insights into
the role physical places play during producer—user
meetings (Bettencourt et al., 2002). What benefits do
the chosen physical places provide to work processes
that could not be provided in other locales? How do
the two tools to create a specific dynamic and inno-
vative atmosphere — interaction processes and physi-
cal places — interrelate in the chosen areas?

Table I. Stakeholders interviewed.

Interviews Advertising Consultancy IT consultancy Sum
in

Companies 9 10 8 27
Key players 4 4 4 12
Sum 13 14 12 39

Source: Own research.
IT: information technology.

Based on the differentiation of Rallet and Torre
(2009), the following three spatial settings serve as a
framework for analysing the interrelation of specific
physical places with interaction processes during
work practices: company workplaces; transit spaces;
and retreat places.

Data and methodology

This study involved semi-structured, qualitative
interviews with 39 stakeholders (see Table 1) in
knowledge-intensive services. This implies a quali-
tative research design based on case studies in six
German cities (the selected companies represented
by the interviewees) to examine practices during the
work process from the perspective of the actors, and
the reconstruction of their motivations.

The interviews were conducted in three knowl-
edge-intensive service industries in which there were
different working priorities. Interviews were con-
ducted with stakeholders in a management consul-
tancy (with a focus on consulting as a product),
stakeholders from advertising agencies (where the
product is creative) and stakeholders from informa-
tion technology (IT) consultancies (with a technical
product).

Twelve of the interviewed stakeholders were
identified as key representatives of trade associa-
tions and chambers representing the selected sectors
in Germany. They provided overviews of the typical
work processes and the demands of the respective
services, including knowledge about work processes
beyond the experience in one company. Furthermore,
they provided access to stakeholders in service com-
panies that would be willing to participate in the
interviews. The 27 stakeholders interviewed at com-
panies from the selected sectors were identified by a
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snowball sampling system, using the contact infor-
mation provided by the key representatives. This
sampling technique is often used to identify actors
that are difficult for researchers to access. The sam-
pling technique resulted in a spatial distribution of
the interview partners focusing on six German cities,
representing economically strong metropolitan
regions in the polycentric urban system in the west-
ern part of Germany.

Twenty-two of the 27 interviewees in the compa-
nies were management-level senior executives. Five
were engaged as consultants or advertisers. Apart
from four, all of the interviews took place in the
company or association of the interviewees, either in
the interviewee’s office or in a meeting room. Four
interviews were completed in neutral places — one in
a restaurant and three in coffee shops. In light of the
confidential nature of the interviews, the interview-
ees and their companies or associations shall remain
anonymous in the following discussion.

The interviews were conducted in German, the
native tongue of the interviewees and interviewer,
and translated into English for this paper. Each of the
conducted interviews took between 1 and 2 hours.
All interviews were recorded and transcribed. The
transcripts were analysed through a process of cod-
ing and categorisation of meanings. The interviews
followed an open interview guideline with narrative
elements, enabling the interviewer to cover the
intended topics, but allowing room for the order of
the proceedings to be determined by the interviewee.
The topics covered included workplaces during
work projects, moving between places, reasons for
choosing different places and actor constellations
during project phases and in different workplaces.

The interviews started with a relatively open ques-
tion (‘Could you please tell me something about the
work organisation in your projects and the role of face-
to-face-interaction in them?’), and then moved on to
more specific questions. To understand the spatial set-
tings being chosen to create temporary spatial proxim-
ity, the use of different places was focused on during
the interviews. Firstly, a distinction was made between
meeting venues in companies (of the service provider
and the customer) and meeting venues in other loca-
tions. Secondly, other locations were differentiated
with regard to places determined by the actors included

in the project (mainly suppliers) and neutral places.
Thirdly, neutral places were differentiated with regard
to ‘pragmatic places’ (the primary motivation to choose
these places was time or cost savings) and ‘special
places’ (the primary motivation being the creation of a
special atmosphere). During the interviews, sketches
were created with a timeline for sample projects, where
the locations used in the project were marked.

‘Move and Manage’ in the work
processes of knowledge-intensive
services

Temporary spatial proximity in company
workplaces: Workplaces as extensions
of the working partners’ company
philosophies

Temporary spatial proximity in company work-
places, which primarily refers to meetings in office
spaces, represents the lion’s share of temporary spa-
tial proximity settings in the work processes of
knowledge-intensive services. Temporary spatial
proximity in the work processes of consulting ser-
vices (both management and IT consulting) occurs
almost exclusively in the client’s office, whereas the
work processes of advertising agencies occur in the
offices of both the client and the service provider.
For the client, the creation of temporary spatial prox-
imity in-house is less time-consuming, and more
economical, than travelling to the service provider’s
office or other locations. Also — most important — it
enables the client to exhibit their own working phi-
losophy and to show their own spatial, human and —
indirectly — financial resources.

From the service provider’s perspective, meeting
in the client’s office at the beginning of a project
enables one to experience the client’s working meth-
ods and work philosophy more deeply than would be
possible by merely analysing annual reports. Spatial
arrangements in the client’s workplaces are a source
of information themselves and serve to help one to
understand non-verbalised factors, such as power
relations. Service providers understand the client’s
workplaces as extensions of their company philoso-
phies. Therefore, visiting the partner’s company
workplace enables observation of the partner’s
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everyday work environment, allowing additional
information about the potential client or service pro-
vider to be gained. Some understanding of a client
company’s internal procedures and technical infra-
structure is necessary. Interview partners from all
three sectors emphasised the importance of ‘being
there’ (Gertler, 1995) at the workplace.

The way in which office spaces or facilities are
designed also depends, of course, on the culture and on
those who occupy it. [...] To understand this, and to
meet there at the client’s workplace, is tremendously
important because then you pick up on these issues and
ask, ‘Oh, does this project have any chance at all in a
context like this?” (Interview 12, IT consultancy,
Managing Director of an international multi-location
company, Frankfurt)

Being at specific physical places enables a sens-
ing of the atmosphere of these places, and an under-
standing of the work philosophies and problems of
the people working in these places.

I have no need to familiarise myself with offices, but
rather with machinery, logistics, material flow and all
those things. Because this is how you get a bit of a feel.
There are companies where you can eat off the floor,
and there are other companies where you really have to
watch your step because it is so grungy, owing to
circumstances. But that says a great deal about a
company like that. (Interview 4, management
consultancy, Managing Director of a primarily
national-orientated, single-location company, Bonn)

If we have a new client, we want to go there the first
time because we need to see how things are there; we
have to pick up the scent in some way; we need to get
a feel for what kind of people work there, and in what
types of rooms, what they produce, what the atmosphere
is like, and so on. (Interview 5, advertising agency,
Managing Director of a primarily national-orientated,
single-location company, Freiburg)

The buzz related to a specific workplace consists
of an information and communication ecology that
has to be experienced in place, the understanding of
which is useful for developing solutions in knowl-
edge-intensive service projects.

Unlike consulting services, advertising agencies
prefer to hold follow-up meetings in their own

offices. These meetings serve as platforms for the
first substantive discussions, as well as for the repre-
sentation of the agency. Both creative and economic
capabilities are presented during these meetings. The
customer should — even if it happens unconsciously
— experience the capabilities of the service provider
by ‘being there’ at the service provider’s workplace.

When it comes to collaboration, we are usually quite
happy to have the customer come to us at times because
the premises and the environment also represent us. We
show the customers what our work environment looks
like, how our agency looks, what infrastructure we
have here, etc. (Interview 1, advertising agency,
Managing Director of a primarily national-orientated,
single-location company, Berlin)

They definitely want to see how we are equipped, and
what kind of people are running around here. So, if an
acquisition meeting has taken place at the client’s
office [...], the next meeting is automatically at the
agency’s offices. So, they certainly want to see if we
are capable, also of pre-financing. (Interview 3,
advertising agency, Managing Director of a primarily
national-orientated, single-location company, Freiburg)

Naturally, during a project, face-to-face encounters
take place at the workplace of the project participants
for pragmatic reasons: meeting facilities at the partici-
pants’ workplaces are easily accessible and usually
less expensive than meeting elsewhere; however, the
first meeting in particular plays a crucial role in expe-
riencing the work philosophy and work processes of
the work partners through ‘being there’. During that
first meeting, conclusions concerning sympathy and
work philosophies are drawn through observations and
experiences in the workplace of the other partner.

Temporary spatial proximity in transit
spaces: Providing convenient and private
workplaces

Temporary spatial proximity in transit spaces takes
place outside the company workplaces of clients and
service providers. These locations are particularly
convenient to access, for example, airport conference
centres, transfer hubs in the high-speed rail system or
motorway service areas, outside of conurbations.
Three main rationales for the use of these places were
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mentioned by the interviewees: efficiency gains; con-
venience; and privacy. Experiencing a specific physi-
cal place (‘being there’) is not the rationale behind
meeting in transit spaces. On the contrary, interview-
ees in the advertising agency sector point to the stand-
ardised, and thus unattractive, atmosphere of transit
spaces. The anonymity of the ‘non-places’ is sensed
as strange.

If you have ever had any meetings at the airport in
Frankfurt, for example, the atmosphere is simply
horrible. [...] These airport clubs, they are all very
practical, but hardly ‘chic’. (Interview 12, advertising
agency, Managing Director of an international multi-
location company, Hamburg)

Despite this, these places are still frequently used
for efficiency gains, to exchange information, albeit
reluctantly and unenthusiastically. Transit places offer
easily accessible, technically well-equipped places for
face-to-face interaction, providing a degree of confi-
dentiality that cannot be realised in third places, where
competitors might observe or overhear face-to-face
interactions. The confidentiality offered by transit
places relates not only to competitors, but also to a
company’s staff, who may be talked about. Particularly
in terms of combining convenience and privacy, tran-
sit spaces provide benefits that more atmospheric
‘third places’, such as restaurants or bars, cannot pro-
vide. Therefore, a distinctive feature of meetings in
these places is either urgency or confidentiality.

Last week, for example, I was in Frankfurt and met
with two clients at the airport conference centre.
Because infrastructure is provided for meetings there,
it’s so simple. [...] [I]f a bit of privacy is required,
restaurants are never a very good idea. It is better to
meet in something like an airport conference room.
(Interview 4, management consultancy, Managing
Director of a primarily national-orientated, single-
location company, Bonn)

Since any place outside of the involved company’s
workplace provides neutral ground — which might be
helpful in certain situations — the distinct advantage of
transit spaces is a balanced mix of efficiency and con-
fidentiality. Developing a creative or inspiring atmos-
phere is not seen as a priority for meetings in transit
spaces.

Temporary spatial proximity at retreat
places: Escaping routine through unusual
workplaces

The third type of place in which temporary spatial
proximity occurs is the retreat place. An important
facet of these places is the possibility of developing
relationships and ideas that cannot be experienced
elsewhere (Oldenburg, 1999; Slater and Jung Koo,
2010). Based on the interviews, two principal reasons
were identified as rationales for the selection of retreat
places. They are used in work stages where: (a) the
development of new ideas is crucial (e.g. medium- and
long-term strategies); and (b) the promotion of a mutu-
ally beneficial working relationship is necessary.

In the first case, retreat places should provide a
new and inspiring environment, enabling attendees
to leave the beaten track behind.

Tomorrow, I have a workshop with a client [...] Even
though you may have made a huge effort during the
previous decade [...], we said, well, when it comes to
fundamentally new things, it is better not to do it in the
workplace. [...] And now, we are going to meet in a
hotel for the next two days. (Interview 22, management
consultancy, Managing Director of an international
multi-location company, Hamburg)

Especially when it comes to the analysis of annual
trends, then you have to retreat. [...] Of course, you
have to get people out of their routines like that
sometimes. (Interview 3, advertising agency, Managing
Director of a primarily national-orientated, single-
location company, Freiburg)

Escaping routine through unusual workplaces,
in order to develop new strategies, was described
by the interviewees in all three sectors. In this con-
text, a specific place was chosen in order to benefit
from a particular environment and its buzz. This
links temporary spatial proximity at retreat places
with temporary spatial proximity at workplaces. In
both cases, the place is expected to influence inter-
action; however, at workplaces, the physical setting
itself provides information that influences and
enriches interaction, whereas at retreat places the
physical setting is expected to stimulate interaction
and creativity or — mainly mentioned by consul-
tancy services interviewees — to promote a
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mutually beneficial working relationship. This can
be explained by the intensive collaboration of ser-
vice providers and clients for a longer period in one
place, usually the client’s workplace. After working
together for some time in a specific location, a
change of location provides new impetus.

In the second case, a shared identification of all
project participants with the project’s objectives, and
the approach necessary to achieve those objectives
(Rallet and Torre, 2009), is supported by team-bond-
ing in retreat places. The shared identification is sup-
ported by tearing the stakeholders away from their
routines, and allowing the stakeholders to get
acquainted beyond the work itself. Short, intensive
meetings with the members of the project group in a
pleasant environment strengthen their identification
with the project team and its objectives, thus promot-
ing the motivation to work.

Then we’ll take the whole group to a hotel in [city], a
beautiful setting with a nice ambience, for two days.
[...] Mobiles are not allowed in the meetings. E-mails
can only be checked during breaks. People must be
fully present. (Interview 31, management consultancy,
Managing Director of an international multi-location
company, Diisseldorf)

The same approach is implemented when a crisis
arises in an ongoing project.

And when there is a crisis, the first thing you have to do
is get your ducks in a row again and put everything in
order, in which case you’re better off going anywhere
in the middle of nowhere, closing down for a day, and
having a nice collective meeting. (Interview 19,
management consultancy, Managing Director of an
international multi-location company, Hamburg)

In this context, the disengagement from daily rou-
tine plays a major role, meeting the description of
‘third places’ as not just places to escape to, but also
being enabling places that provide a temporary world
(Glover and Parry, 2009; Oldenburg, 1999; Slater and
Jung Koo, 2010). In the everyday workplace, with the
usual flow of communication (incoming emails,
incoming phone calls, talking in the corridor), it can be
difficult to think outside the box, or to leave conflict-
ing routines behind. Both in terms of new ideas and

paradigms, and identification with a new team, the aim
of using different physical spaces as retreat places is to
create a pleasant and, above all new, dynamic and cre-
ative atmosphere. The change of location makes it
more difficult to persist in known patterns than would
be the case in the familiar office rut.

Settings of ‘Move and Manage’
as relative places in the work
process

The findings from the interviews with stakeholders
from the management and IT consultancies and the
advertising agency show that, for creating temporary
spatial proximity of the ‘Move and Manage’ type,
various places are important.

Synopsis

The analysis indicates that temporary spatial prox-
imity of the ‘Move and Manage’ type is organised
purposefully in work processes. A purposeful use of
different ‘physical places of meetings’ was observed
(see also Bathelt and Henn, 2014: 1412).

Naturally, actors try to meet in time- and cost-sav-
ing spatial settings, and the duration, as well as the
spontaneity, of the meeting also influence the chosen
location. Short-term (up to several hours) and sponta-
neous meetings take place rather at the stakeholder’s
site and in transit places, whereas long-term meetings
(from one day to several days) and meetings that are
planned in the long term can take place in retreat
places. This can be explained easily by the availabil-
ity of these sites; however, the duration, per se, is not
a sufficient explanation for the choice of location.
The duration and also the spontaneity of the meeting
depend on the agenda, and on the benefits expected
from different environments (see Figure 2).

Although all three types of physical places, based
on the differentiation by Rallet and Torre (2009), have
been used as settings of physical places, the benefits
provided by each type differ. The main differences
involve the role of physical places in relation to inter-
action processes. The physical environments of work-
places and retreat places serve as sources of information
themselves and are used to influence interaction
processes by supporting creativity (retreat places) or



444

European Urban and Regional Studies 26(4)

firm workplace

r
a

Fl

|:| work place @» actor (a, b) O interaction

transit space

a

()
o 4]

L]
S
©

-===->-h temporary linkage

retreat place

Figure 2. Three types of ‘Move and Manage’
Source: Own research.

Table 2. Main logics of the three types of ‘Move and Manage’.

Firm workplaces

Transit spaces

Retreat spaces

Informational
logic

Main logic influencing
interaction at firm workplaces
from the service provider’s
perspective: information can

Main logic influencing interaction
at transit spaces from the from
the service provider’s and
client’s perspectives: efficiency

be gained through observation

and experiencing the

workplace-related buzz
Creative logic

Power logic Main logic influencing
interaction at firm workplaces
from the client’s perspective:
displaying resources and the

firm’s reputation

and privacy with regard to
information exchange are priority

Main logic influencing
interaction at retreat spaces
from the client’s perspective:
enabling new ideas and
perspectives ‘out of the box
Main logic influencing
interaction at retreat spaces
from the service provider’s
perspective: softening hardened
structures or conflicts

)

Source: Own research.

displaying resources (workplaces). The physical envi-
ronment of transit spaces is not seen as a source or sup-
porting influence. However, the role of physical places
can differ according to the service provider’s or the
client’s perspective (see Table 2).

The company workplace is seen as an extension
and materialisation of a company’s philosophy, and

therefore is chosen by the service providers to better
observe and understand the clients. In this context,
observing a specific place enables conclusions to be
drawn about the atmosphere at the client’s work
place, and their financial resources and work pro-
cesses, overall contributing to a workplace-related
buzz. Understanding this specific buzz, joint to a
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particular workplace, is an important foundation to
enabling trust between the partners, and also as a
starting point for the development of strategies and
ideas specific to the client (Growe 2018).

Transit spaces are mainly used to save time, as they
are usually linked to transport infrastructure; however,
the easy accessibility of these spaces has led to the pro-
vision of meeting facilities, enabling a protected and
convenient work environment outside the company.
The observation or creation of a specific atmosphere is
not the reason for choosing these places.

Retreat places are — like transit spaces — used for
interaction outside the company; however, cost- and
time-saving reasons are not prioritised. Escaping rou-
tine and creating a special atmosphere, either to create
new ideas or strategies, or to resolve conflicts, is the
main reason for choosing retreat places. Interestingly,
the extensive use of retreat places for cultivating rela-
tionships (e.g. the service provider invites the client to
an expensive hotel) has declined in recent decades due
to increasingly stringent corporate compliance poli-
cies. Despite this, the need to change physical places to
create a different and inspiring atmosphere still exists.
Therefore, in recent times, the use of retreat places has
been mainly to support the creation of new, out-of-the-
box ideas, to support the creation of a dynamic
‘buzz’-like atmosphere. Interesting business ideas
have developed to fulfil this need. One example is
Spacebase, a Berlin-based company catering to the
need for a broad variety of places for face-to-face
encounters in urban agglomerations through procuring
meeting rooms — like AirBnB does with lodging
facilities — in companies, studios or private flats, for
business purposes, to provide different (creative)
atmospheres for face-to-face encounters (Brankovic,
2017). Spacebase advertises its services on the com-
pany webpage as offering ‘exciting and unique loca-
tions that will [...] boost your creativity’. This offer is
especially interesting for companies that cannot pro-
vide a variety of physical places. Services like
Spacebase support this study’s argument that physical
places are interrelated with interaction processes.

Actors from all three sectors — advertising, manage-
ment and IT — emphasised the importance of meetings
at company workplaces, either to facilitate the under-
standing of clients through observing the client’s
workplace, or to demonstrate their own capabilities by

displaying their in-house environment. The impor-
tance of meetings in transit places was also acknowl-
edged by actors from all sectors. There are, however,
differences in the use of retreat places. In particular,
the use of retreat places to create a supportive work
atmosphere was mentioned much more by actors in
management and IT than by actors in the advertise-
ment sector. The temporary joint daily work routine
during consultancy projects leads to a higher danger of
cabin fever in the project, and increases the need to
escape, temporarily, to a new setting. In this regard, the
results of this study may not only be limited to knowl-
edge-intensive services, but may also be applied to
other sectors that are primarily based on the exchange
and generation of knowledge, as well as on intensive
interaction with clients, or through collaboration with
partners during work processes (e.g. research-inten-
sive situations). Restrictions on their application to
other sectors can be seen where knowledge creation is
neither based on interaction nor on participation.

Further implications

Beyond the specific types of places analysed in this
study, the findings shed light on the interrelation of the
concept of ‘buzz’ and physical places of temporary
spatial proximity (Robertsson and Marjavaara, 2014).
As the concept of buzz is discussed as an important
concept in the knowledge economy, particularly in the
creative and cultural industries (Currid and Williams,
2010; Mould and Joel, 2010; Storper and Venables,
2004), one important question is how companies con-
tribute to, or benefit from, the ‘buzz’ (Mould and Joel,
2010). Although different scales (local and global, city
and region) are linked to the concept of buzz, the con-
ceptualisation of buzz, so far, mainly focuses on social
interaction (Moodysson, 2008), on practices (Gertler,
2008), on networks (Mould and Joel, 2010) and on
milieus (Currid and Williams, 2010).

In understanding the exchange of specific infor-
mation, and intended and unanticipated learning pro-
cesses in organised and accidental meetings (Bathelt
et al., 2004: 38), as buzz, the findings of this study
indicate that buzz can occur on very small scales
(e.g. workplaces and retreat places) during tempo-
rary spatial proximity, in which actors from different
companies interact and learn. Different physical
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places are chosen purposefully to either observe
buzz so as to understand the actors (choice of work-
places) or to create a specific dynamic and innova-
tive buzz (choice of retreat places).

This kind of ‘micro-buzz’ (smaller in scale than
the local buzz that often refers to cities) derives its
importance from the temporality of projects. In dif-
ferent project phases, different kinds of interaction
follow each other (getting acquainted, developing a
strategy, etc.). Different kinds of interaction can be
supported by different physical locations, with their
specific fluid atmospheres.

The findings indicate that there is a need for further
research in two particular directions; firstly, on the role
played by changing different physical places during
work processes. This study has shown that changing
physical environments during work processes plays a
role in the knowledge economy through gaining differ-
ent advantages from diverse physical places. By means
of site-specific studies, the role of diverse place con-
cepts, for example, ‘third places’, or ‘non-places’, in
the work processes of knowledge-intensive services
could be further elucidated. The advantages of differ-
ent places, and the use of different places during pro-
jects, can shed light on necessary interaction modes.
Secondly, the so far under-researched aspect of the
physical embeddedness of buzz could be expanded.
Although the scale of buzz is a topic of academic
papers (e.g. global or local buzz) and the grounding of
the buzz in places is subject to definitions of the buzz,
the actual physical places and their interrelation with
interaction processes, through the creation of a ‘micro-
buzz’, are still a black box in many cases.
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