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Wit  h nap pods, 

wellness spaces and no 

shortage of air hockey 

tables, Shanghai’s 

snazzy new co-working 

spaces are designed to 

take the drudgery out 

of the daily grind

BY JAMIE FULLERTON

PHOTOGRAPHY AMBROUS YOUNG
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Shanghai / 

he tidal wave of 
super-trendy 
co-working 
spaces that 
has engulfed 

many cities worldwide in the 
past decade has splash-landed 
in China, with Shanghai as the 
point of entry. 

There are no offi  cial statistics 
for the number of freelancers 
working in China, but state 
media has reported on a shift 
in working styles occurring 
recently, particularly for young 
workers. A 2015 LinkedIn survey 
found that 70% of freelancers in 
China were under the age of 30. 

Shanghai, arguably China’s 
most international city and 
with thriving freelancer-
fuelled design, fashion and 
tech industries, has proved 
a natural entry point for the 
co-working spaces serving 
this demographic. Formed in 
2010, WeWork (wework.com), 
the global market co-working 
space leader with over 100,000 
members worldwide, has 

T
launched six Shanghai locations 
in the last two years. Naked Hub 
(nakedhub.com), its main rival in 
the city, will have 12 by the end 
of 2017.

The infl ux has created many 
opportunities for grand design 
projects. Huge spaces have 
been completely reconditioned 
to house the wave of MacBook 
tappers, many of whom are 
as demanding about yoga and 
networking options as they are 
of chair comfort. 

“Chinese consumers are 
embracing the sharing economy 
more than ever before,” says 
Naked Hub’s chief designer 
Delphine Yip-Horsfi eld, 
pointing out that a huge rise in 
shared-bike use in Shanghai 
has happened at the same time 
as the city’s co-working space 
rise. She adds that expansion 
opportunities are aided by real 
estate landlords becoming more 
receptive to co-working space 
openings. “With the landlords 
hurting from retail, they’ve 
become more open-minded.”
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CLOCKWISE FROM 

FAR LEFT: PETS ARE 

ALLOWED AT 

WEWORK; FEEL LIKE 

YOU’RE IN YOUR 

OWN STUDY AT 

PAPER; A DESIGN 

ELEMENT AT PAPER; 

A BAR COUNTER AT 

NAKED HUB

“A 2015 LinkedIn survey found 
that 70% of freelancers in China 

were under the age of 30”
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WeWork’s Weihai Road branch has become something of a 
cathedral to co-working since it opened in November 2016. It costs 
2,280 yuan (HK$2,680) a month for a hot-desk space here.

The glass-panelled ceiling of the main hub – a three-storey 
building that was allegedly a former opium store built around 1900 
– fl oods the area with light, almost making it feel outdoors. Pastel 
colours and whimsical design touches abound, such as a lit-up “Ring 
for service” sign by the reception that adds to the hotel-like feel of 
the space.

Alex Mok, founder of the Shanghai-based architecture and interior 
design company Linehouse, which worked on the building alongside 
WeWork’s design team, says that the 2014 Wes Anderson fi lm The 
Grand Budapest Hotel was an inspiration. “The concept was that this 
wasn’t an offi  ce, but more like a grand hotel, with visitors arriving at 
a sort of concierge desk,” she says.

“We always try and fi nd some sort of narrative from Shanghai, or 
the building we’re working with,” she adds. This is manifested in the 
poppy-printed wallpaper, a reference to the opium store. The pantry 
space is lined with gradient yellow wallpaper and hand-painted 
Chinese ladies on it. “We brought them into the modern age and had 
them drawn with Beats By Dre headphones and Converse.”

POWER LUNCH 

PLAYBOOK

SOUTHERN BARBARIAN

Simple but spectacularly 
tasty Yunnan province 
dishes have made this 

long-standing restaurant a 
Shanghai staple. The venue 
is a short walk south from 
WeWork. 169 Jinxian Lu

DA DONG

The first Shanghai branch 
of the famous Peking duck 
restaurant is a revelation 
and, with chefs slicing up 

succulent whole ducks 
in front of your table, is 
perfect for impressing 

clients or bosses incoming 
from abroad. Walkable on a 
good day. 5/F Jingan Reel 

Shopping Mall

WeWork

Southern Barbarian

Da Dong

k

Da Do g
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WORK HARD, TIPPLE HARD

CONSTELLATION 4

Indulge your post-work Mad Men fantasies 
at Constellation 4. Cocktail master Kin San 

was the first person to bring Japanese-style 
long bars to Shanghai; now he has world-class 

Constellation branches all over the city, and 
this one is located close to the Xintiandi Naked 

Hub. 398 Zizhong Lu

SPEAK LOW 

This speakeasy venue has two bars: a fun, 
bustling one and a refined, pricier space 

serving the tongue-bendingly tasty Bacardi-
based cocktail that shares the place’s name. 

Find both hidden behind a shelf unit in a 
cocktail supply store. 579 Fuxing Zhong Lu

POCHO SOCIAL CLUB

Hop in a cab and head to the fabled French 
Concession where you can fuel up at Pocho 

Social Club, a cosy Mexican-style joint which 
serves fun beer cocktails such as the tequila-

fuelled Chavela and is great for solo post-work 
drinking. 376 Jianguo Xi Lu

Naked Hub’s latest branch, a massive seven-
storey block on Loushanguan Road, is straight 
out of children’s TV. Chunky rope barriers line 
staircases and the vibrant colour scheme creates 
an atmosphere Yip-Horsfi eld calls “urban park”. 
There are football-themed areas, tables shaped 
like skateboards, air hockey and more for 1,800 
yuan (HK$2,116) a month for a hot-desk space.

Still, it’s hard to imagine getting much work 
done there. Yip-Horsfi eld explains that not all the 
Naked Hubs are so quirkily designed. “We want 
each location to have its own character,” she says.

The Xintiandi branch, located in Shanghai’s 
most high-end shopping area, is a lot more cosy, 

but features sleek touches such as a white-painted 
“nest” area inspired by Beijing’s “bird’s nest” 
National Stadium. 

Zhang Liang, a 33-year-old photographer who 
works here, says it was this sense of community 
that made him sign up. “They turned the place 
into a small community instead of just a landlord-
tenant agreement – it feels young and energetic,” 
he says. “They even bought some of my photos and 
put them inside the venue.”

 “If you see a girl or guy you like you feel that 
you can just go up and say hi to them,” says a 
woman in her early twenties who I meet in the lift. 
“You wouldn’t do that in a normal offi  ce.”

Shanghai / 

Speak Low

Constellation 444

Pocho Social Club

Naked Hub

L ww
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Hong Kong Airlines flies to Shanghai 
daily. For more information, visit 
hongkongairlines.com

BURGERS 

AND BEERS

SHANGHAI BREWERY 

With huge open windows and 
tables overlooking Donghu Lu, 
this is a sociable spot serving 
top ales and decent Western-

style food. 20 Donghu Lu

BISTRO BURGER 

This casual American-style 
spot is less than a five-minute 
walk from the brewery and is 

the fat-gleamed gold standard 
for burgers in Shanghai. 

291 Fumin Lu

MOKA BROS

For healthier eats, visit the 
newest addition to Shanghai’s 
“clean eating” venue pile-up, 

This one is already a millennial 
magnet in Beijing.
1/F K.Wah Centre

Not everyone in Shanghai is enamoured by this trend of big, bouncy 
community hubs. Paper (papershanghai.com), a smaller co-working 
space billed as a “private oasis for the modern thinker”, was opened 
in November 2016 as a reaction against them. “Everyone’s going 
mass with pool tables and freebies,” says Jacopo Stecchini, Paper’s 
founder. “We wanted to do something elegant, more niche. If they’re 
like Ikea, we’re a high-end brand.”

Paper certainly is impressive – a super-slick, fi ve-storey space 
just off  the designer clothes store-lined Huaihai Road. Far smaller 
than the WeWork and Naked Hub spaces, the slight coldness of the 
minimalist design is off set by the colourful cartoon artworks of 
Canadian artist Pat Lee, who used to draw for Marvel comics. Paper 
showcases work by a diff erent artist on its walls every two months.

Rather than cushions and cubby holes, Paper has mega-expensive 
European-designed furniture, and doubles up as a showroom for the 
pieces. It also has a few boutique-y hotel rooms and, at up to 2,600 
yuan (HK$3,056) for a hot-desk spot, is more expensive than its 
larger counterparts. This adds to the feeling of exclusivity that is its 
main selling point – clients include a full-time fashion blogger who 
employs three assistants, and an Italian luxury paper product fi rm. 
“WeWork [say they] have their community, but they really don’t – it’s 
for everybody,” says Stecchini. “We want high-end professionals.” 
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