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Transformative Development Initiative [TDI] Cowork – Annual Report FY15   
   
Summary 
This document serves as an annual report for the TDI Cowork program, part of the 
Transformative Development Initiative within MassDevelopment, created by the Transformative 
Development Fund initiated by the Commonwealth in 2014. The program seeks to foster 
innovation and creative-economy clusters by providing grants to for-profit and nonprofit entities 
that own, sponsor, or operate collaborative workspaces. These new spaces have the potential to 
spur business growth and economic activity in Gateway Cities.   
 
Collaborative workspaces are places where people and businesses share a physical workspace 
and infrastructure such as desks, offices, meeting rooms, kitchens, specialty equipment, shop 
space, and, sometimes, administrative staff.  More importantly, these spaces provide working 
environments that catalyze serendipity and community, and inspire collaboration, explorations, 
and experimentation among and between tenants working in the innovation and creative 
economy.   These spaces are unique and reflect the community that builds them, but they take on 
a variety of particular ‘types’: co-working shared offices, incubators/accelerators, makerspaces, 
shared commercial kitchens, and/or hybrids of any or all of these. 
 
With this new program, MassDevelopment provided grants for building improvements, fit-out, 
and/or procuring equipment that collaborative workspace participants will use. This grant 
program supported the creation of spaces and the expansion of existing ones.  MassDevelopment 
disbursed these funds either as early-stage ‘Seed Grants’ or larger ‘Fit-Out Grants,’ per the 
applicant’s proposal. 
 
MassDevelopment released the RFP for the TDI Cowork program in August 2014. As of the 
January 16, 2015 deadline, the Agency received $2.45 million in proposals reflecting 11 Seed 
and 14 Fit-Out Grant proposals from 12 Gateway Cities. Through 2015, MassDevelopment has 
made five Fit-Out grants and six Seed grants of $817,800 for nearly 50,000 square feet of space 
in eight Gateway Cities. During 2015, the Agency also provided in-kind support to improve a 
building for a similar project that is also included in this report.    
 
MassDevelopment distributed an inaugural reporting form in early June for the grantees to 
submit by June 30 (the end of the fiscal year). As reported by the various projects, these 
collaborative workspaces engaged about 87 members, and hosted 69 events and 121 
programs/classes. We estimate that five to seven ventures started or accelerated in these spaces 
during this reporting period. 
 
One space (Groundwork! New Bedford) has finished construction, and the remainder should 
finish prior to the end of fiscal year 2016.  In the coming months, the fit-out awardees will 
receive technical assistance for their growth and organizational needs, and the program will hold 
meetings in spring 2016 to design a strategy to support these growing ecosystems. 
 
In November 2015, MassDevelopment partnered with the Executive Office of Housing and 
Economic Development on a needs-assessment survey of emerging and existing collaborative 
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workspaces in the Commonwealth. Results of that survey, expected in early 2016, will shape 
future program development about this new way of working. 
 
Overview of Awarded Projects 
Successful TDI Cowork grant recipients met the key criteria, outlined in a Request for Proposals: 

• Locate in a central, visible area supported by other active uses/amenities that support the 
growth of the community of users; 

• Demonstrate a real community of existing and potential users that their space operations 
planning (and equipment) would serve; 

• Provide sufficient collaborative working areas and programming to promote interaction 
among members; 

• Through design of the space and operations, have the potential to  
o foster the growth of the emerging innovation and creative economy in the 

Gateway Cities 
o enhance the stability/foundation of a growing community of entrepreneurs and 

enterprises  
o spur new enterprises; 

• Help facilitate the rehabilitation of an underused building in a Gateway City; and  
• Provide well-developed plans and organizational track record to operate the space, and 

grow the target community of distinctive identity and activities. 
 
Project Example:  

  
Groundwork! New Bedford-Coworking, Completed December 2015 
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Awarded Grants List: 
CITY TYPE NAME SF STATUS AWARD 

Chelsea 
Fit-
Out 

Theater Zone 
apollinairetheatre.com 

7,000 
In Construction $250,000  

Lowell 
Fit-
Out 

Lowell Makes 
lowellmakes.com 

9,500 
In Construction $160,000  

Lowell 
Fit-
Out 

New Vestures 
newvesturesfashion.org 

3,500 
In Construction $150,000  

New 
Bedford 

Fit-
Out 

Groundwork! 
newbedfordcoworking.com 

4,000 
Completed $150,000  

Pittsfield 
Fit-
Out 

Shire City Sanctuary 
shirecitysanctuary.com 

12,400 
In Construction $80,000 

Holyoke Seed Gateway City Arts 

TBD Seed awarded, 
Withdrew Fit-
Out $5,000  

Springfield Seed Cowork Springfield 
TBD Completed 

Seed $3,800  

Pittsfield Seed Shire City Sanctuary 

TBD Completed 
Seed, Applied 
Fit-Out $5,000  

Springfield Seed Springfield Innovation café 
TBD Completed 

Seed $5,000  

Lawrence Seed E for All Food 
TBD Completed 

Seed $4,000  

Quincy  Seed Quincy Innovation Center 
Relocation 
Feasibility 

Completed 
Seed $5,000  

    TOTAL $817,800 

Taunton 
Fit-
Out 

South Coast Innovators 
Lab 

4,000 
 In Kind 

 
Year-End Observations 
These observations will help shape the next round of program deployment if additional funding 
becomes available. 
 

• Applications: 
o Most projects were expansions of existing spaces, and fit-out projects proved 

much smaller than expected at typically less than 10,000 square feet. 
o Successful applicants submitted a list of potential members and existing event 

programming; and demonstrated ongoing partnership support. 
o Successful applicants also utilized unique additional funding sources, such as 

crowdfunding, during the proposal process to help to increase community 
engagement and demonstrate market demand. 

o Challenges for applicants included obtaining matching funds, outlining specific 
project scope, defining budgets, identifying specific target markets, and 
demonstrating initial membership pools.  
 

http://apollinairetheatre.com/
http://lowellmakes.com/
http://newvesturesfashion.org/
http://newbedfordcoworking.com/
http://shirecitysanctuary.com/
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• Grantee Status/Progress: 
o Most seed grantees did not reapply for fit-out grants either because they were not 

ready with their early-stage projects, determined that their program could better 
function in another location, or did not have the capacity to run the new program. 

o Membership growth directly resulted from marketing and outreach efforts by 
operators. 

o Many of the current activities in temporary or permanent spaces are event-driven 
as a strategy to boost membership. 

o Reporting was uneven from all organizations, with a lack of unified ‘language’ or 
evaluation framework, and varied states of development.  
 

• Program Administration: 
o Provide more direct technical assistance prior to final proposal to help applicants 

shape their proposals.  Focus on budget and business plan construction.  
o Increase follow-up with grantees and applicants, connect them to larger resources, 

and create a community between and among collaborative workspace operators.   
o Use (contractor and staff) lessons learned from first year of program to help year-

two applicants. 
 

• Additional Needs: 
o Most projects had temporary or part-time staff, including operating leadership; 

staffing capacity and finding money for additional staffing/programming 
represented obstacles to growth. 

 
 


