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Abstract
The spatial turn in organization studies has redefined our understanding of physical space, 
portraying it no longer as a passive backdrop for organizational actions but as actively produced 
through organizational actions and as shaping organizational actions in turn. In contrast to other 
areas of organization studies, research on coordination has not yet harvested the potential of 
this spatial turn for its theorizing, still treating physical space predominantly as context. In this 
article we develop a spatial perspective on coordination that acknowledges how coordination 
practices (re)produce physical space, indirectly affecting coordination outcomes; and how 
spatial production might even be purposefully employed for coordinating. Building on Lefebvre’s 
theory of spatial production, we theorize how actors might purposefully coordinate through 
configurational processes of designing, enacting and shaping their collective experience of physical 
space. This conceptual shift from coordinating in space to coordinating through space has important 
implications for coordination research and practice.
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Introduction

Coordination, defined as practices aimed at 
integrating interdependent activities (Okhuysen 
& Bechky, 2009), is central for accomplishing 
work collectively (Reed, 2006). It is accord-
ingly at the heart of what most if not all organi-
zations are about. The existing body of research 
on coordination examines how coordination is 
accomplished through the creation of integrat-
ing conditions between interdependent activi-
ties. In doing so, it has tended to treat physical 
organizational space, defined as the ‘physical 
work environment’ (Carlopio & Gardner, 1992), 
as a given context or backdrop to the processes 
through which coordination unfolds (e.g. 
Bardram, 2000; Comfort et al., 2004; Faraj & 
Xiao, 2006).

In contrast to how physical space is treated 
in the coordination literature, the recent spatial 
turn in organization studies shows that, rather 
than constituting a given context of organiza-
tional action, physical space is being produced 
through organizational action (e.g. Beyes & 
Holt, 2020; Beyes & Steyaert, 2012; Cnossen & 
Bencherki, 2019) and ‘facilitat[es] and 
constrain[s] organizational action’ in turn 
(Elsbach & Pratt, 2007, p. 182). Hence, the pur-
poseful production of physical space is seen as 
a powerful means for shaping organizational 
actions such as work processes and social inter-
actions (Taylor & Spicer, 2007; Weinfurtner & 
Seidl, 2019).

For coordination research, it is therefore time 
to embrace this spatial turn and to overcome its 
somewhat simple concept of physical space.1 
Thus, in this paper we propose a spatial perspec-
tive on coordination that systematically acknowl-
edges that coordination practices, like all 
practices, inevitably produce space, affecting 
coordination outcomes in turn. Consequently, we 
argue that physical space may even be purpose-
fully produced to achieve the integration of activi-
ties. Building on Lefebvre’s (1991) theory of 
spatial production, we identify three distinct ways 
in which the production of physical space con-
tributes to coordinating: actors may aim at inte-
grating activities by either designing, enacting or 

shaping the experience of the relevant physical 
space. Combining these insights with the dimen-
sions of physical space (i.e. boundaries, distance, 
movement) we reveal how distinct configurations 
of spatial production facilitate coordination.

In the following, we will first outline how 
coordination research has treated space as a 
contextual factor. We then explain the spatial 
turn in the wider organization literature, show-
ing its relevance for the study of coordination. 
On the basis of those connections, we develop a 
conceptual framework that outlines the role of 
space in space-focused and non-space-focused 
coordination practices and discuss the wider 
implications of the proposed spatial perspective 
for coordination research. Ultimately, our paper 
seeks not only to advance our theorizing on the 
role of space in coordination, but it also pro-
poses a novel understanding of how coordina-
tion unfolds and, by doing so, expands the 
repertoire of coordinating mechanisms.

From Space as Context 
to Space as Product of 
Coordinating

Building on practice theory, coordination can be 
understood as practices that are directed at the 
telos, i.e. ‘ends that participants [.  .  .] pursue’ 
(Schatzki, 2002, p. 80), of integrating differenti-
ated activities to realize a joint outcome. 
Foregrounding the practices of coordination 
rather than the outcome of those practices, some 
coordination scholars also speak of ‘coordinat-
ing’ rather than ‘coordination’ (Jarzabkowski 
et al., 2012). Coordinating achieves integration 
by enacting so-called ‘coordinating mecha-
nisms’, such as rules, roles or routines, that are 
meant to create three integrating conditions 
(Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009): First, coordinating 
creates clear lines of accountability, such that 
the involved actors know who is responsible for 
what activities. Second, it creates predictability 
about the way the different activities unfold. 
Third, it achieves a common understanding 
about the task and how its individual parts fit 
together. Consistent with a practice-theoretical 
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perspective, the coordinating mechanisms creat-
ing these integrating conditions are not under-
stood as reified ‘things’ that arise prior to 
coordinating but are constituted in and through 
coordinating practices as ongoing activity 
(Jarzabkowski et al., 2012, p. 920).

While the way in which traditional coordi-
nating mechanisms achieve integration is well 
understood, physical space, to date, is largely 
treated as the context in which coordination 
practices unfold. For example, Bechky and 
Okhuysen (2011, p. 239) showed that for SWAT 
(‘special weapons and tactics’) teams the char-
acteristics of the physical location in which they 
operate affects how team members coordinate 
their activities during missions. Similarly, 
Danner-Schröder and Geiger (2016, p. 636) 
described how coordinating emergency 
response efforts after earthquakes depends on 
the particularities of the physical location, as 
actors often must operate in settings with 
‘almost completely collapsed structures [such 
as a] collapsed warehouse’. Likewise, in their 
study on the coordination involved in setting up 
the Olympic Games, Parent and MacIntosh 
(2013, p. 227) highlighted the importance of 
space as context of coordination by discussing 
how the Olympic Games workforce is given 
‘venue specific training’ for coordinating vari-
ous aspects of preparing the event. In these 
exemplary studies, physical space was treated 
as a contextual factor that shaped team mem-
bers’ coordinating activities. On the one hand, 
such context served in providing important 
‘information’ (Bechky & Okhuysen, 2011, p. 
239) upfront that informed coordinating activi-
ties ex ante (such as setting up plans and rou-
tines); on the other hand, it also shaped their 
coordination in situ, as team members adjusted 
their coordinating activities (such as role per-
formances) to the actual spatial surroundings.

Other studies recognize physical space as 
context that affects coordinating by asserting 
how the physical distance between collaborating 
actors can impede efforts of integration (e.g. 
Clark & Brennan, 1991; G. M. Olson & Olson, 
2000; Rico et al., 2008). As far back as 1943, the 
later president of Bell Laboratories attributed the 

failure of coordination between the activities of 
the R&D and manufacturing units to their spatial 
separation (Knowles & Leslie, 2001). Similarly, 
the study by Srikanth and Puranam (2011) is 
concerned with coordination in settings where 
communication is generally limited and ham-
pered because of the geographic distance 
between actors. Likewise, Wolbers et al. (2018) 
and Wolbers et  al. (2013) recognize as part of 
their studies that physical distance between 
actors hampers coordinating response operations 
in dynamic and evolving crisis situations.

This conceptualization of physical space as 
context reflects the Euclidean notion of space, 
which treats space as a given, passive and neutral 
setting within which activities take place (e.g. 
Taylor & Spicer, 2007). According to this view, 
space is understood as ‘unaffected by whatever 
may fill it’ (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 296). In contrast 
to that, the spatial turn in organization studies, 
which is in line with practice-theoretical under-
standings of space (e.g. Giddens, 1984; Schatzki, 
2009), reconceptualizes space as ‘more than the 
theatre, the disinterested stage or setting, of 
action’ (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 410), but as ‘a (social) 
product’ (p. 26). According to this perspective, 
actors, through their activities, interactions and 
social relations, actually produce and shape 
organizational space rather than merely operat-
ing in it (e.g. Beyes & Holt, 2020; Cnossen & 
Bencherki, 2019; Dale, 2005; Gieryn, 2000; 
Massey, 2005; Taylor & Spicer, 2007). At the 
same time, organizational space is also ‘genera-
tive’ (Kornberger & Clegg, 2004). Space shapes 
activities, interactions and social relations and 
can therefore be regarded as constitutive of 
organizing. This spatial turn was significantly 
influenced by Lefebvre’s theory of spatial pro-
duction. As Lefebvre (1991: p. 73) explained: 
‘[I]tself the outcome of past actions [. . .] space 
is what permits fresh actions to occur, while sug-
gesting others and prohibiting yet others.’ And as 
he specified further (p. 143): ‘Space “decides” 
what activity may occur [. . .] Space lays down 
the law because it implies a certain order [. . .] 
Space commands bodies [. . .] It is produced 
with this purpose in mind; this is its raison 
d’être.’



4	 Organization Theory ﻿

Taking these insights seriously implies that 
coordination research can likewise no longer 
treat space simply as given context for coordinat-
ing but has to acknowledge that, like all organi-
zational practices (e.g. Allen & Brown, 2016), 
coordination practices inevitably produce space 
and that this spatial production influences coor-
dination outcomes. This understanding is already 
evident in a range of coordination studies, yet 
mostly without being explicitly accounted for. 
For instance, in their study on the coordination in 
an emergency-response operation, Wolbers et al. 
(2018) describe how the ad hoc change in the 
formal coordination procedures of the police 
force and firefighters resulted in a change of the 
relevant physical space within which they oper-
ated. Due to bad weather the residents of a build-
ing that had caught fire were evacuated to a 
nearby gym which was further away than normal 
procedures would have suggested. As a result, 
the physical boundaries within which the opera-
tion was taking place were changed and enlarged. 
This change, as the authors outline, had direct 
implications for the ongoing coordination of the 
response operation. Similarly, the body of 
research that is interested in how people interact 
around objects and representations (e.g. Bechky, 
2003; Carlile, 2002), such as engine prototypes 
and drawings (Henderson, 1991), shows how 
such interactions inadvertently produce dedi-
cated coordinating spaces by tying coordinating 
efforts to particular physical spaces (temporarily 
or permanently).

Coordination practices may furthermore (re)
produce space by (inadvertently) influencing 
actors’ movement trajectories, as various studies 
imply. For example, Faraj and Xiao (2006) show 
how protocols and rules establish a sequence of 
activities in trauma centres, which, in turn, shape 
the movement trajectories of the involved 
experts within the relevant physical space. 
Similarly, Rico et  al. (2008, p. 167) describe 
how the generation of team situation models that 
are meant to coordinate by ‘generat[ing] predic-
tions of others’ actions and task demands’ in situ 
inevitably also shapes team members’ physical 
movements; as ‘midfield and defender players 
anticipate the need for providing forward 

players with well-centered passes to shoot at the 
opponent’s goal’, they move so as ‘to increase 
opportunities for such passes’.

Taking into account that coordinating, like 
any practice, produces space and that space 
shapes activities, it is important to recognize 
that the production of space may not only be a 
by-product of coordinating but can also be a 
process or mechanism of coordinating: i.e. 
organizational actors might purposefully pro-
duce space as a way of integrating interdepend-
ent activities. In fact, the coordination literature 
has already shown that organizational actors 
sometimes deliberately create physical proxim-
ity as a way of integrating activities. By putting 
people into close proximity with each other the 
idea is that one can positively influence interac-
tion and the exchange of information (e.g. Kraut 
& Streeter, 1995; Peltokorpi, 2014; Pinto et al., 
1993; Tsai, 2002; Valentine & Edmondson, 
2015). The ability to both exchange information 
and interact with others helps integrating activi-
ties because it allows ‘to confirm the specific 
details of time, costs, and actions necessary to 
achieve a shared goal’ (Comfort et al., 2004, p. 
64). In this way, proximity gives rise to the inte-
grating conditions of accountability, predicta-
bility and common understanding among the 
actors involved in a joint task. For example, in 
the study by Srikanth and Puranam (2011, p. 
8501) co-locating people facilitated the emer-
gence of a common understanding about the 
common task and fostered the ‘reciprocal pre-
dictability of action’ (p. 850; emphasis added), 
two of the integrating conditions explained 
above. Together, these examples from the coor-
dination literature show already a largely 
implicit appreciation of physical space as pro-
duced in and through coordination.

Configurations of Spatial 
Production in Coordinating

Against the background of the described con-
ceptual shift from physical space as context to 
physical space as product of practices, our aim 
in the remainder of the paper is to expand our 
understanding of the role of physical space in 
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coordinating. For this purpose, we will elabo-
rate on the different modes and dimensions of 
spatial production in coordinating, which we 
bring together in a synthesizing framework.

We have already seen that the coordination 
literature has acknowledged how physical prox-
imity may foster integration. However, apart 
from distance (of which proximity, i.e. close 
distance, is just one end of the spectrum), 
boundaries and movement are two further con-
stitutive dimensions of space (Weinfurtner & 
Seidl, 2019) that may be engaged in coordina-
tion efforts. Therefore, to advance a compre-
hensive spatial perspective on coordinating we 
need to acknowledge all three dimensions of 
space: distances, boundaries, movements.

Distance refers to ‘space as something that 
exists between different points’ (Weinfurtner & 
Seidl, 2019, p. 2). It ‘lies between positions 
within a given space or between different 
spaces’ (Weinfurtner & Seidl, 2019, p. 4). The 
extent of the distance a space covers and how 
positions are distributed in space, i.e. how close 
or far actors or other elements of an activity are 
positioned in space, influences what happens in 
space (Weinfurtner & Seidl, 2019). Accordingly, 
by influencing physical distance one can influ-
ence organizational activities, potentially via 
creating integrating conditions for them. With 
Stephenson et al. (2020, p. 814) we may refer to 
‘activities that expand or shrink spatial reach’ 
also as ‘scaling’.

Boundaries define a space by demarcating it 
and determining its reach (Weinfurtner & Seidl, 
2019). As Stephenson et  al. (2020) remark, 
boundaries are ‘produced through boundary 
work’ (p. 811), i.e. through ‘activities that 
demarcate spaces of organizational practices 
and relations’ (p. 814). Activities of boundary 
work and the boundaries that result shape spa-
tial configurations, including the assemblage of 
actors, practices and physical attributes that are 
joined together (Stephenson et  al., 2020) and 
regulate where and how organizational activi-
ties take place. In this way, such configurations 
hold together the set of activities that make up a 
collective task and facilitate their predictability. 
As Weinfurtner and Seidl (2019, p. 4) argue; 

‘specific spaces can host organizational activi-
ties because their boundaries allow specific 
actions to take place within them’. This dimen-
sion implies that actively setting the boundaries 
of a space differentiates what happens in that 
space as well as what is excluded from it (e.g. 
Balcik et al., 2010; Lefebvre, 1991, p. 36), thus 
bringing together or keeping apart certain activ-
ities (Langley et  al., 2019). Boundary work 
therefore allows for the identification of 
accountabilities, such as who is part of a team at 
a particular point in time (e.g. Valentine & 
Edmondson, 2015). As such, setting boundaries 
facilitates common understanding among actors 
involved in a joint task. As Langley et al. (2019, 
pp. 704–705) summarize:

Boundary work is important because of its 
consequences for the dynamics of collaboration, 
inclusion, and exclusion that can in turn influence 
work practices [.  .  .] We argue [.  .  .] that the 
notion of boundary work can contribute to 
improving the way we address [.  .  .] integration 
in organizations.

Movement, finally, occurs ‘between points or 
boundaries [. . .] and can be conceived as a tra-
jectory within and between spaces’ (Weinfurtner 
& Seidl, 2019, pp. 2–4). According to Stephenson 
et  al. (2020, p. 810) ‘movement refers to the 
actions, practices, events, episodes, flows, trajec-
tories and performances that create, maintain, 
and transform space’. These activities of move-
ment and the resulting movement paths can 
determine the flow and order of interrelated 
activities (e.g. Bouty et  al., 2012; Wilton & 
Cranford, 2002) and thus help to create predict-
ability and a common understanding about activ-
ity sequences and accountabilities.

The spatial framework by Weinfurtner and 
Seidl (2019), as outlined, offers an operationali-
zation of the concept of space; it conceptualizes 
what space is and allows us to suggest that not 
only physical distance, as recognized in the 
extant coordination literature, but also physical 
boundaries and movements may be considered 
potential coordinating mechanisms. Yet, grasp-
ing the dynamics of deliberate coordinating 
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through space requires conceptualizing also the 
types of activities through which space is being 
shaped; i.e. also conceptualizing how space is 
being produced. Just like the coordinating 
mechanisms of plans and rules work through 
the associated activities of setting up and enact-
ing plans and rules (e.g. Faraj & Xiao, 2006; 
Kellogg et  al., 2006), coordinating through 
space is realized through actors (deliberately) 
shaping distances, boundaries and movements. 
To capture those deliberate practices of shaping 
space, we suggest drawing on Lefebvre (1991) 
who outlines the spectrum of how space can be 
‘produced’ (e.g. p. 26) or shaped ‘in and through 
[people’s actions]’ (Kingma et  al., 2018b, p. 
307).

According to Lefebvre’s (1991) theory of 
spatial production, we can conceptually distin-
guish between the – always interrelated – prac-
tices of designing space, i.e. decision-makers’ 
planning of space; enacting space, i.e. the in situ 
enactment of space by the people who inhabit 
the respective space; and shaping the experi-
ence of space,2 i.e. shaping the connotations 
that are associated with a particular space, 
including the emotions, images, meanings and 
symbols that individuals associate with spaces. 
Combining these three Lefebvrian modes of 
spatial production (as ways of conceptualizing 
the ‘how’ of spatial production) with the three 
dimensions of space outlined above (conceptu-
alizing the ‘what’ of spatial production) allows 
us to map the potential spectrum of coordinat-
ing through space; i.e. it enables us to explore 
how space can be used deliberately to produce 
the three integrating conditions (accountability, 
predictability, common understanding) that 
lead to the integration of organizational 
activities.

With the telos of coordinating, designing 
space refers to processes of achieving integra-
tion through designing distances, boundaries 
and movement paths in view of the space’s 
intended integrative ‘function’ (Lefebvre, 1991, 
p. 144). This implies arranging distances, 
boundaries and movement paths so that they 
shape how people conduct their activities 
(Panayiotou & Kafiris, 2011). Typically relying 

on maps or plans (Lefebvre, 1991), designed 
space (i.e. the outcome of the practice of design-
ing space) thus structures work processes and 
social relations. Designing space coordinates 
directly if the design steers the interdependent 
activities quasi-automatically. For example, 
‘assign[ing] an exact spot to each activity’ 
(Lefebvre, 1991, p. 45) creates as a layout 
accountability, predictability and common 
understanding about that activity (e.g. Bouty 
et  al., 2012; Wilton & Cranford, 2002). 
Purposefully designing physical space can also 
achieve integration indirectly by influencing 
the degree to which people in that space interact 
and can observe each other’s activities (e.g. 
Bitner, 1992; Bosch-Sijtsema & Tjell, 2017; 
Grajewski, 1993; Hatch, 1987; Våland & 
Georg, 2014), thereby creating a basis for com-
mon understanding among collaborating actors, 
predictability about activity sequences and 
accountabilities for particular activities.

With the telos of coordinating, enacting 
space refers to achieving integration through 
targeted ‘spatial [.  .  .] performance’ (Lefebvre, 
1991, p. 38), i.e. through the situated enactment 
of physical distances, boundaries and move-
ment paths according to in situ coordination 
requirements. As Taylor and Spicer (2007, pp. 
336–337) stress, ‘the workplace is brought into 
being through patterns of spatial [enactment] 
such as social interaction and the improvised 
layout of movable items’. Enacting physical 
space may thus facilitate (or hinder) the integra-
tion of organizational activity by directly shap-
ing and configuring the relations of the actors 
involved in the respective task as they are carry-
ing out their interconnected activities. It can in 
turn also shape the common understanding that 
these actors develop and need in order to effec-
tively align activities. And, finally, the enact-
ment of space in this way, connected to the 
enactment and performance of joint activities, 
can also facilitate the distribution of responsi-
bility and increase the predictability of 
sub-tasks.

With the telos of coordinating, shaping the 
experience of space refers to achieving integra-
tion through deliberately shaping the experiences 
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that actors have of physical distances, bounda-
ries and movements. Ensuring that all actors 
involved in a joint task – the ‘“inhabitants” and 
“users”’ (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 39) of that space – 
experience distances, boundaries and move-
ments in a certain way, creates accountability, 
predictability and common understanding. 
Because the experience of space cannot be 
directly enforced, coordinating via the experi-
enced realm of space works only indirectly, 
namely by shaping ‘systems of non-verbal sym-
bols and signs’ (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 39), which 
influence how actors experience distances, 
boundaries and movements and what these sym-
bolize for them. Furthermore, because actors can 
be seen to experience space based on their 
respective cultural predisposition and context 
(Lefebvre, 1991, pp. 40, 143), it implies zoom-
ing in on the cultural and contextual dimensions 
that might determine the meaning of distances, 
boundaries and movements for the actors 
involved. These dimensions are typically 
reflected in the so-called spatial code (‘that 
which gives significance’; Lefebvre, 1991, p. 
270), which prescribes the meaning of distances, 
boundaries and movements for actors (‘that 
which is signified’; Lefebvre, 1991, p. 270). It is 
‘part of an interaction between “subjects” and 

their space and surroundings’ (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 
18). As Lefebvre (1991) outlined, one can, per-
haps from the outside, shape the spatial code and 
thus the meaning of a space officially, for 
instance by outlining ‘a system of knowledge 
[that] brings an alphabet, a lexicon and a gram-
mar together within an overall framework’ (p. 
65). Or one can, perhaps also from the inside, do 
so through symbolic action, for instance in the 
form of particular gestures (pp. 215ff.) or the 
perpetuation of certain significant actions in a 
space as they take place.

We have integrated the various aspects of the 
spatial perspective on coordination outlined 
thus far into a synthesizing framework (see 
Figure 1), which we will further elaborate in the 
next sections. As we have argued, space-
focused coordination, defined as practices with 
the telos of integrating interrelated activities 
through the production of space, can focus on 
designing, enacting or shaping the experience 
of distances, boundaries or movements. It is 
important to note that although particular coor-
dination practices might be primarily focused 
on one mode and on one dimension, the other 
ones will at least indirectly be affected as well. 
In this sense, space-focused coordination inevi-
tably involves a particular configuration of 

Figure 1.  Framework: A spatial perspective on coordination.
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spatial production, as represented by the circle 
on the left of Figure 1.

The particular configuration of spatial pro-
duction that is constituted at any one time cre-
ates a range of intermediate effects, such as 
differentiating or connecting people. These 
intermediate effects, in turn, create integrating 
conditions for subsequent activities (different 
degrees of accountability, predictability and 
common understanding) resulting in particular 
coordination outcomes. As depicted at the bot-
tom of Figure 1, non-space-focused coordina-
tion practices, such as the creation of rules or 
roles, may also – inadvertently – produce spa-
tial configurations. By yielding certain inter-
mediary effects, those configurations may 
(positively or negatively) interfere with the 
intended impact on the integrating conditions.

Integrating Effects of Spatial 
Production

In the following section, we elaborate on the 
integrating effects of the configuration of spa-
tial production as indicated in Figure 1. For this 
purpose, we will draw on insights from the 
wider literature on organizational space, which 
has not engaged explicitly with coordination, 
just as the coordination literature has not suffi-
ciently engaged with space.

Integrating effects of producing 
distances

Physical distances may be produced along a 
continuum of close to far. In terms of close dis-
tances, designing, enacting and shaping the 
experience of distances as close connects actors 
(connection), facilitates communication and 
reduces the need for formal communication 
(e.g. Kraut & Streeter, 1995). This, in turn, 
facilitates integration by fostering familiarity 
(e.g. Gittell, 2002; Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009) 
and creating visibility, which helps actors to 
anticipate each other’s actions (predictability); 
to better understand how their own and others’ 
activities contribute to the overall task (e.g. 

Bechky, 2006; Zalesny & Farace, 1987) 
(accountability); and to establish a shared 
‘store of knowledge’ (Okhuysen & Bechky, 
2009, p. 480) and common understanding of 
joint organizational work (e.g. Bosch-Sijtsema 
& Tjell, 2017; Grabher, 2002; Kavanagh & 
Kelly, 2002). Enacting close physical distance 
in order to see what co-workers are doing (vis-
ibility) allows actors to monitor the progress of 
others’ sub-tasks and adjust their own actions 
accordingly (e.g. Goffman, 1963; Klein et al., 
2006; Mead, 1934) (i.e. it helps to hold each 
other accountable). Being familiar with the 
other actors involved in a joint task (familiar-
ity), a further common implication of close 
physical distance (cf. Okhuysen & Bechky, 
2009) is that it builds interpersonal relation-
ships and can increase trust in each other’s con-
tribution to the joint task, which in turn also 
ensures increased accountability and thus facil-
itates activity integration (Gittell, 2002:  
p. 1410).

In terms of far distances, there are indica-
tions in the space literature that designing, 
enacting or shaping the experience of a work-
place layout with far physical distances can 
contribute to differentiating sub-tasks (differen-
tiation) and making sure that sub-tasks do not 
get in the way of each other (e.g. Danner-
Schröder & Geiger, 2016). This might, counter-
intuitively perhaps, facilitate predictability and 
delineate accountability by signifying who is 
and who is not involved in a joint task (e.g. 
Hirst & Humphreys, 2013; Siebert et al., 2017). 
Purposefully designing a far physical distance 
between selected employees can also impede 
communication with irrelevant actors (e.g. 
Hirst & Humphreys, 2013) and thus indirectly 
foreclose accountabilities. Experiencing dis-
tance in the same way creates common under-
standing about interaction opportunities and 
can, for example, counteract communication 
challenges that spatially dispersed employees 
may experience in collaborative workplaces, as 
implicitly shown by the space literature (e.g. 
Bosch-Sijtsema et  al., 2010; Manca, 2022; 
Wohlers & Hertel, 2018).
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Integrating effects of producing 
boundaries

Boundaries can be produced along a continuum 
from impermeable to permeable. In terms of the 
one end of the continuum, deliberately produc-
ing impermeable boundaries to restrict access 
to a specific space so that only those involved in 
a joint task can access that space helps to pre-
vent outsiders from interfering in a task and 
clearly differentiates who is involved in the 
joint task (and who is not) (differentiation) and 
who is accountable for which aspect of the task 
(e.g. Balcik et  al., 2010; Hernes, 2004a; 
Valentine & Edmondson, 2015). Moreover, 
producing boundaries can help defining 
accountabilities by differentiating sub-tasks 
(differentiation) (e.g. Balcik et al., 2010).

Regarding the other end of the continuum, 
there are indications that removing physical 
boundaries or making boundaries more perme-
able – for example, by introducing open office 
spaces (e.g. Coradi et al., 2015a) and/or group-
ing collaborating actors together (e.g. Coradi 
et al., 2015b; Gittell, 2002; Oksanen & Ståhle, 
2013) – tends to foster integration under certain 
conditions as well by connecting actors (con-
nection) (e.g. Siebert et al., 2017), enabling vis-
ibility and facilitating communication in turn. 
These intermediate effects help to build trust 
and tend to increase information-sharing, thus 
facilitating the creation of common understand-
ing among the actors involved in a joint task 
(e.g. Bosch-Sijtsema & Tjell, 2017; Hatch, 
1987; Hirst & Humphreys, 2013). In this way, 
designing, enacting or shaping the experience 
of boundaries as permeable can also make it 
easier to recognize how actors and activities 
contribute to the overall task (accountability), 
to anticipate actions (predictability) and to 
monitor task progress and adjust actions accord-
ingly (accountability).

Lastly, boundaries bear a ‘highly symbolic 
importance’ (Langley et al., 2019, p. 730), mak-
ing the experience of boundaries particularly 
powerful for coordinating actors and their 
activities. For example, experiencing bounda-
ries differently in different parts of a workspace 

(e.g. a collaboration zone experienced as open 
and informal versus a concentration zone expe-
rienced as bounded and strict; Sivunen & 
Putnam, 2020) has been shown to create a com-
mon understanding about how the collective 
task of office interaction “is to take place” 
(Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009, p. 488) (predicta-
bility). It thus renders everyone accountable to 
respect what others signal by working in the 
respective space (accountability), and thereby 
integrates effective interacting. Continuously 
enacting boundaries in a certain way has a rein-
forcing effect that strengthens predictability 
and common understanding (e.g. Siebert et al., 
2017).

Integrating effects of producing 
movement paths

Movement paths can be produced along a con-
tinuum from fixed to flexible (i.e. from fixing 
movement paths to making movement paths 
flexible). On the one end of the continuum, 
designing fixed movement paths might help 
integrate interrelated activities by determining 
the flow and order of these activities (sequenc-
ing) (e.g. Bouty et  al., 2012) and connecting 
actors and sub-tasks (connection) while keeping 
others apart (differentiation) (e.g. Knowles & 
Leslie, 2001). Designing specified movement 
paths can thus strengtehn the sense of accounta-
bility (who is involved) and predictability (the 
unfolding path). Likewise, the literature indi-
cates that continuously enacting movement pat-
terns (and thus fixing movement paths) creates 
strong workflow predictability (Wilton & 
Cranford, 2002). Moreover, producing fixed 
movement paths for actors who work together 
on joint tasks can increase visibility and famili-
arity for everyone involved. As a result, such 
fixed movement paths can strengthen actors’ 
sense of responsibility and make it easier to 
comprehend what actors and activities contrib-
ute to the overall task (accountability) and how 
the respective activities unfold (predictability). 
On the other end of the continuum, keeping 
movement paths deliberately flexible, thus 
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enabling the moving of positions of actors who 
are involved in a joint task to better fit the work-
flow (adaptability) (e.g. Best & Hindmarsh, 
2019), allows for flexibility in task implementa-
tion (adaptability) and can settle flaws that hin-
der successful integration, such as interrupting 
the predictability of activity sequences.

Moreover, the configuration of movement 
paths can influence the communication between 
actors. Positioning joint facilities, such as toi-
lets, kitchenettes, coffee machines, water cool-
ers or break areas, either centrally or between 
different departments encourages flexible 
employee movement and thus interaction within 
and across departmental structures (e.g. Fayard 
& Weeks, 2007; Hirst & Humphreys, 2013). 
Deliberately moving around the workplace 
might likewise facilitate interaction, for exam-
ple by also increasing chance encounters. Fixing 
movement paths, in turn, can foster interaction 
with relevant stakeholders as actors are more 
likely to run into them on a regular basis. The 
resulting interaction opportunities facilitate 
information-sharing and can thus contribute to 
the establishment of common understanding 
about the collective task and its sub-tasks. 
Likewise, shaping the experience of movement 
as free, for example through symbolic gestures, 
facilitates interaction, whereas shaping the 
experience of movement as restricted impedes 
interaction (e.g. Knowles & Leslie, 2001).

Configurational effects of spatial 
production

As a consequence of our spatial perspective on 
coordination – which acknowledges that any 
coordination practice is always (inadvertently 
or not) involved in spatial (re)production that 
may affect the integrating conditions – coordi-
nating is effectively always a configuration of 
the different modes and dimensions of spatial 
production. Hence, coordinating always 
involves designed, enacted and/or experienced 
spatial distances, boundaries and movements. 
Yet, while all these elements are always 
involved in coordinating, only some of them 
might be deliberately produced.

As our description above revealed, different 
spatial dimensions and modes of spatial pro-
duction may lead to similar outcomes; for 
example, producing distances as close, bounda-
ries as permeable and movements as fixed can 
all contribute to connecting collaborating actors 
and interdependent tasks and thus positively 
influence the three integrating conditions. Yet, 
while we may distinguish the integrative effect 
of each mode and dimension of spatial produc-
tion analytically (as we have done in the pre-
ceding sections), empirically the coordination 
outcome ultimately realized always depends on 
the particular configuration of all the different 
elements of spatial production, because the ele-
ments are tightly entangled (Lefebvre, 1991; 
Weinfurtner & Seidl, 2019), ‘always comple-
mentary’ ( Kingma et  al., 2018a, p. 3) and 
dynamically interacting (Dale, 2005).

Some elements of a configuration may com-
plement and reinforce each other while others 
may counteract or neutralize each other. 
Potential counterbalancing effects play out 
between both the different dimensions and the 
different modes of spatial production. In terms 
of the spatial dimensions, boundaries, distances 
and movements may influence the integrative 
effect of the respective other dimensions 
(Langley et  al., 2019; Weinfurtner & Seidl, 
2019). For example, relieving boundaries in 
order to connect collaborating actors can result 
in increased physical distance between them and 
thus offset, to some extent, the intended connec-
tion. Likewise, in terms of the modes of spatial 
production, designing, enacting and shaping the 
experience of space might counteract each other. 
For example, the enactment of space might dif-
fer from the way it is designed (e.g. Bernstein & 
Turban, 2018; Knowles & Leslie, 2001).

To illustrate these potential dynamics we 
build on the study of an office re-design from 
traditional offices to an open-plan space by 
Zalesny and Farace (1987). As the authors 
describe, the new office layout was purpose-
fully designed with low physical distances 
between employees that would allow them to 
actually see and observe each other’s activities, 
thereby enabling actors to understand how their 
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activities contributed to the overall task. This 
was designed to facilitate communication and 
to contribute to the creation of a common 
understanding among collaborating employees. 
The removal of physical boundaries like walls 
and doors between employees was meant to 
reinforce this integrating effect. Yet, as we 
know from studies on open-plan offices (Baldry 
& Barnes, 2012), it is very likely that employ-
ees enact their own, more impermeable bounda-
ries, for example, by moving furniture or piling 
books on their desks, thereby undermining the 
original intention of that spatial design, which 
was to enhance visibility and facilitate commu-
nication. To the extent that this could happen, it 
would make it more difficult, again, to discern 
accountabilities and to generate common under-
standing. At the same time, it is possible that 
employees experience the movement in the new 
open-plan office as disturbance to their work, as 
is often the case in open-plan offices (Brunia 
et al., 2016; Mital et al., 1992), and thus they 
might try to limit it. Restricting movement, in 
turn, would undermine the facilitation of com-
munication that the spatial design was intended 
to create and thereby reduce the creation of a 
common understanding, which is particularly 
important to accommodate to unexpected dis-
ruptions. This (partly fictional) example reveals 
the complex and dynamic relation between the 
different elements of a spatial configuration, 
which partly amplify and partly undermine 
their respective integration effects. Thus, effec-
tive coordinating might depend on reflecting on 
and being knowledgeable about the effects of 
different spatial configurations of intended and 
inadvertent spatial production as this takes 
place and materializes over time (cf. Lefebvre, 
1991, p. 113; Valentine & Edmondson, 2015).

Research Implications of 
the Spatial Perspective on 
Coordinating

As we have outlined in the previous sections, 
this article proposes to understand coordinating 
as a spatial practice. Following the spatial turn 

in organization studies, our spatial perspective 
on coordination suggests that coordination 
practices, like any practice, inevitably make use 
of and produce space, which potentially affects 
the intended integration of activities. On that 
basis, we have argued that coordination research 
not only has to acknowledge this inevitable spa-
tial production of coordinating with its (inad-
vertent) influence on coordination outcomes 
but that it also needs to recognize the possibili-
ties of deliberate coordinating through spatial 
production. The latter insight implies recogniz-
ing the production of boundaries, distances and 
movements as distinctive coordinating mecha-
nisms by themselves. In the following, we dis-
cuss two key implications of this spatial 
perspective on coordinating.

Spatial perspective provides novel 
understanding of coordinating

With the proposed spatial perspective on coor-
dinating, we advance our understanding of how 
coordination unfolds. This new perspective 
allows us to see the – ubiquitous, yet hitherto 
unrecognized – relevance of space in any effort 
of coordinating. It thus sensitizes the coordina-
tion researcher to the fact that any coordination 
activity is spatial, meaning that in their coordi-
nation activities, people always and inevitably 
produce space, which, in turn, might (positively 
or negatively) impact the outcome of their coor-
dination efforts. Without explicit recognition of 
the inevitable spatial production of coordinat-
ing, coordination research remains blind to an 
important aspect of any coordination effort. 
Coordination research to date has neither cap-
tured the inadvertent spatial effects of the tradi-
tional coordination practices nor has it 
acknowledged the different possibilities of 
deliberately coordinating through space – even 
though practitioners already perform forms of 
space-focused coordinating, as the space litera-
ture indicates.

We argue that the coordination literature, 
and maybe also coordination practice, has not 
yet been sufficiently aware of the importance of 
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space for coordinating precisely because it 
lacked a respective spatial perspective. With 
this paper, we now offer the necessary concep-
tual tools to capture this constitutive role of 
space in coordinating. Our spatial perspective 
sensitizes coordination researchers to system-
atically consider the inevitable processes of 
spatial production and its effects in any study of 
coordination. By recognizing that coordination 
practices shape space and by recognizing that 
space is a powerful force in shaping the inte-
grating conditions and, as a consequence, coor-
dination outcomes, the spatial perspective 
allows us to properly understand how coordina-
tion unfolds in practice.

Spatial perspective on coordinating 
opens up a novel empirical research 
programme

The proposed spatial perspective and the asso-
ciated conceptual toolkit opens up a distinctive 
empirical research programme on the role of 
space in coordinating. There is, we believe, a 
need for systematic empirical research on how 
different types of coordination practices pro-
duce space and how this impacts the outcomes 
of any integration effort. In the following, we 
highlight four key areas of this research 
programme.

Space-focused coordinating in practice.  To prop-
erly explore the intentional production of dis-
tances, boundaries and movement as 
coordinating mechanisms we need systematic 
research that explores how practitioners draw 
on spatial production in order to integrate 
interdependent activities and with what con-
crete effects. Specifically, our holistic concep-
tualization of coordination through space 
suggests undertaking fine-grained analyses 
that illuminate empirically and in a detailed 
and systematic way how designing, enacting 
and shaping the experience of distances, 
boundaries and movement trajectories, in 
practice (see Figure 1), contribute to achieving 
integration. This includes both systematically 
examining the different space-focused 

coordination practices in situ and zooming in 
on the coordinating role of distances, bounda-
ries and movements. This may encompass dif-
ferentiating between different functions (e.g. 
Hernes, 2004a, 2004b) and measures of dis-
tances, boundaries and movements (cf. Wein-
furtner & Seidl, 2019), such as differentiating 
between objectively measured and subjec-
tively perceived distance (Claeson, 1968; Wil-
son et  al., 2008) or between absolute and 
relative distance.

Apart from examining the different modes 
and dimensions of space-focused coordinating 
as such, we also need to gain a better under-
standing of the ways in which space-focused 
coordinating unfolds in different organizational 
settings. Coordinating through space might be 
more powerful in some settings than others – 
given that the relevance of any coordinating 
mechanism varies with the context (e.g. Adler, 
1995; Argote, 1982). For example, in work set-
tings with a physical co-presence, space-
focused coordinating might be more effective 
than in mainly virtual forms of collaboration – 
even though virtual settings involve physical 
space as well (e.g. Kingma, 2019; Stephenson 
et al., 2020). We might also find that coordinat-
ing through physical space is effective in con-
texts where other forms of coordinating might 
be challenged. For example, in environments 
characterized by high degrees of complexity, 
uncertainty, volatility and ambiguity (e.g. 
Balcik et al., 2010; Bechky & Okhuysen, 2011; 
Faraj & Xiao, 2006; Stephens, 2021), such as 
crisis-response settings, it is often difficult to 
rely on traditional, predominantly intangible 
mechanisms of coordinating, such as imple-
menting clear and accepted plans and rules or 
applying fixed role structures and routines 
(Kornberger et al., 2019; Majchrzak et al., 2007, 
p. 151; Steigenberger & Lübcke, 2022; Wolbers 
et al., 2018). Given that such settings are often 
tied to specific physical sites and the spatial 
conditions that define them (e.g. Balcik et al., 
2010; Bechky & Okhuysen, 2011; Beck & 
Plowman, 2014; Danner-Schröder & Geiger, 
2016), deliberately shaping that physical space 
is likely to offer a particularly powerful means 
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of creating the integrating conditions for the 
respective interrelated activities.

Inadvertent spatial production of non-space-
focused coordination practices.  In addition to 
enhancing our understanding of deliberate 
coordinating through space, empirical research 
may also study instances where coordinating 
inadvertently produces space. This includes 
both examining the unintended spatial conse-
quences of non-space-focused coordinating 
mechanisms, such as the enactment of rules and 
roles, and examining the extent to which practi-
tioners are aware of such unintended spatial 
production and its effect on the coordination 
outcome.

Spatial configurations in practice.  As highlighted 
in the description of our spatial perspective, 
coordination outcomes depend not only on the 
individual dimensions and modes of spatial 
production but also on the particular configura-
tion of different dimensions and modes. Accord-
ingly, there is an opportunity for examining 
different spatial configurations empirically. 
Most importantly, we need to better understand 
what particular spatial configurations occur in 
practice, what conditions shape the occurrence 
or choice of a particular spatial configuration, 
and how effective different configurations are 
under different circumstances.

Interrelations.  Empirical research may examine 
the various interrelations between different spa-
tial dimensions and practices. On the one hand, 
explicitly studying the different elements of the 
spatial configuration in their interaction with 
each other would allow us to better understand 
how they interact. On the other hand, the new 
spatial perspective on coordinating also sug-
gests examining how space as a coordinating 
mechanism interrelates and interacts with other, 
non-space-focused coordinating mechanisms. 
Space-focused and other coordination practices 
may counteract, reinforce, extend or enable one 
another. For instance, in Parent and MacIn-
tosh’s (2013, p. 227) study of coordination at 
the Olympic Games, the role-based ‘venue 

specific training’ was likely complemented by 
coordinating through spatially enacting the sites 
and routinized processes in situ. Thus, we need 
to better understand how different coordinating 
mechanisms (here: roles, space, routines) inter-
act in achieving successful integration.

Conclusion

Leveraging insights from the spatial turn in 
organization studies, we have argued in this 
paper for a spatial perspective on coordination. 
While existing coordination research has treated 
space as a passive context of coordination, we 
must acknowledge that any coordination prac-
tice inevitably produces space, which in turn is 
likely to affect the intended coordination out-
come. Even more so, coordination scholars 
should recognize space also as a distinctive and 
powerful mechanism of coordinating. We have 
outlined the spectrum of space-focused coordi-
nating practices across the different modes 
(designing, enacting and shaping the experi-
ence of space) and dimensions (distance, 
boundaries and movement) of spatial produc-
tion. Together, these modes and dimensions 
make up a configuration of spatial production, 
which can affect coordination inadvertently, as 
a side effect of non-space-focused coordination 
practices, but may also be leveraged deliber-
ately as part of integration efforts. Recognizing 
this possibility extends the spectrum of coordi-
nating mechanisms that the literature has dis-
cussed so far (Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009).

The spatial perspective that we have pro-
posed invites future coordination research to 
systematically explore the role of spatial pro-
duction in coordination practices. Doing so may 
help researchers recognize and study physical 
space as a distinctive mechanism of coordinat-
ing, including in contexts where traditional, 
non-space-focused coordinating mechanisms 
may be ‘too slow, disconnected and inadequate 
for the task’ (Majchrzak et  al., 2007, p. 147). 
Thus, taking into account space-focused coor-
dinating makes integrating endeavours more 
effective: it provides more options to effectively 
integrate interconnected activities and it can 
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complement already established coordinating 
mechanisms. Moreover, reflexivity in terms of 
the potential spatial implications inadvertently 
triggered by other, non-space-focused coordi-
nation practices can help avoid integration 
flaws or disruptions that are otherwise hard to 
explain. It is thus time, we believe, to take the 
spatial turn seriously and to acknowledge that 
coordinating is not happening in space but 
through space.
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Notes

1.	 The spatial turn in organization studies describes 
the increasing interest of organization scholars 
in the role of space in organizational activities. 
In this vein, researchers have not only examined 
physical space but have also extended the con-
cept of space metaphorically to other domains, 
thereby turning space from a phenomenon to a 
perspective that reconceptualizes well-known 
phenomena to gain a different understanding 
of them (Weinfurtner & Seidl, 2019). In this 
paper, however, we focus on physical space 
only given that it is an important, omnipresent 

aspect of coordination practices that the exist-
ing approaches to study coordination do not 
capture.

2.	 Lefebvre himself speaks of the ‘lived’, ‘con-
ceived’” and ‘perceived’ space, but we have 
replaced the three terms with more intuitive 
ones as the terminology has led to some con-
fusion in the past (see e.g. Stephenson et  al., 
2020).
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