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Abstract

The rapid digital transformation of the real estate brokerage industry in China has revolutionized 
traditional business models, with Lianjia (Beike) at the forefront of this shift. This study explores Lianjia’s 
journey from a conventional brokerage firm to a leading digital platform, analyzing the strategic digitalization 
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Introduction

The development of China’s real estate indus-
try, just like Chinese culture, is full of mys-
tery. In addition to the impressive macroe-

conomic-growth indicators of real estate brought by 
China’s economic development, academia and indus-
try seem to possess only modest knowledge about Chi-
na’s real estate industry. Indeed, the real estate mar-
ket has grown rapidly and played an important role in 
the economy over the past two decades. Investment in 
fixed assets (excluding rural households) nationwide 
totaled 50,303.6 billion yuan in 2023, marking a 3.0 
percent increase over the previous year [1].

Real estate brokerage plays an important role in real 
estate promotion and sales by being the key channel of 
circulation and transaction in the real estate industry. 
The real estate brokerage industry in China has expe-
rienced four significant evolutions since the Chinese 
government restructured the real estate industry from 
planned to market-oriented in 1998, coinciding with 
the explosive growth of the real estate industry as a 
whole [2]. As of now, the real estate brokerage indus-

try has become the most significant and effective ele-
ment in the digital transformation of the entire real 
estate industry, which is remarkable for the industry as 
a whole because the real estate industry is believed to 
be difficult for carrying out technological innovation 
due to the existence of hard barriers in solidified pro-
cesses and systems [3]. 

At the current stage, real estate brokerage in China 
is undergoing the digital transformation of the offline-
to-online (O2O) commerce model under the Inter-
net economy, in which the most prominent feature is 
the transformation from traditional offline brokerages 
to digital brokerage platforms. Moreover, the trend of 
evolution to digital platforms is spreading and pene-
trating at an accelerated pace due to the impact of the 
COVID-19 crisis [2, 4].

This study utilizes a qualitative case study method-
ology to explore Lianjia’s digital transformation jour-
ney. Lianjia (Beike) stands out as a prime example of 
how traditional real estate firms can leverage digital 
technologies to transform their operations and service 
delivery. By exploring Lianjia’s journey, this research 
seeks to understand the mechanisms and outcomes 

of housing data through the creation of the Housing Dictionary, the development of the agent cooperation 
network (ACN), and the implementation of a management information systems (MIS) based Offline-to-
Online (O2O) business model. Through a qualitative case study methodology, this research highlights 
how Lianjia’s innovative use of technology has enhanced operational efficiency, customer satisfaction and 
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of digital transformation in the real estate brokerage 
industry. The primary objectives are to analyze the 
strategies employed by Lianjia, such as the creation of 
the Housing Dictionary, the development of the agent 
cooperation network (ACN), and the implementation 
of a management information systems (MIS) based 
Offline-to-Online (O2O) business model, as well as to 
evaluate the impact of these strategies on operational 
efficiency and customer satisfaction.

1. Literature review

1.1. Review on management  
information systems (MIS)

Management information systems (MIS) are inte-
gral to modern business operations, supporting deci-
sion-making, streamlining processes and enhancing 
organizational efficiency [5]. These systems encom-
pass a range of technologies and processes used to 
collect, store, manage, and analyze data, providing 
valuable insights for management. Over the past few 
decades, the field of MIS has evolved significantly. 
Initially focused on basic data processing and record-
keeping, MIS now incorporates advanced technologies 
such as big data, artificial intelligence (AI) and cloud 
computing [6]. This evolution has expanded the scope 
of MIS to include enterprise resource planning (ERP) 
systems, supply chain management (SCM), customer 
relationship management (CRM) systems and knowl-
edge management systems (KMS) [7].

The successful implementation and operation of MIS 
are influenced by several key factors, including techno-
logical infrastructure, data quality and management, 
user training and engagement, organizational support 
and integration with business processes. A robust tech-
nological foundation, comprising reliable hardware, 
up-to-date software and a secure network, is essential 
for the effective functioning of MIS. This infrastructure 
supports the collection, processing and dissemination of 
information across the organization [8].

The accuracy, relevance, completeness and timeli-
ness of data are crucial for the effectiveness of MIS. 
Proper data management practices ensure that high-
quality data is available for analysis and decision-

making [9]. Additionally, ensuring that users are ade-
quately trained and engaged with the MIS is vital for 
its success. Users need to understand how to utilize the 
system effectively to support their tasks and decision-
making processes [10].

Strong support from top management and align-
ment with organizational goals are essential for the 
successful implementation and operation of MIS [11, 
12]. This includes providing the necessary resources 
and fostering a culture that values data-driven deci-
sion-making [12]. Furthermore, MIS must be inte-
grated with existing business processes to provide rel-
evant and actionable insights, ensuring that the system 
supports the organization’s strategic and operational 
objectives effectively [11].

1.2. Offline-to-Online (O2O)  
business models in China

The Offline-to-Online (O2O) business model 
emerged to address the limitations of traditional offline 
operations by leveraging online capabilities to attract 
and retain customers. This approach seamlessly inte-
grates online marketing and transactions with offline 
fulfillment and services, creating a cohesive customer 
experience. The rapid proliferation of smartphones 
and internet infrastructure in China has provided 
an ideal environment for O2O businesses to flourish 
across various sectors, for example, retailing [13, 14], 
manufacturing [15], food delivery [16, 17], wooden 
furniture [18] and real estate [4]. Key drivers of this 
transformation include supportive government poli-
cies, technological advancements and changing con-
sumer behaviors.

First, the Chinese government has played a crucial 
role in the development of O2O businesses by imple-
menting favorable policies and regulations that pro-
mote e-commerce and digital innovation while ensur-
ing consumer protection and market stability [19]. This 
supportive regulatory environment also helped in shap-
ing the service quality standards across industries [20].

Secondly, technological progress, particularly in 
big data, artificial intelligence (AI) and mobile inter-
net, has been fundamental to the evolution of O2O 

Demystifying the digital transformation of the real estate brokerage industry in China: A case study of Lianjia (Beike)	 83



BUSINESS INFORMATICS        Vol. 18        No. 4        2024

business models [15]. These technologies enable syn-
ergistic interactions between online and offline plat-
forms, enhancing operational efficiency and customer 
engagement.

Furthermore, consumer behavior has significantly 
influenced the adoption and success of O2O models. 
Chinese consumers increasingly favor the conveni-
ence of online shopping combined with the tangi-
ble benefits of offline experiences [21]. This prefer-
ence reveals the importance of effectively integrating 
online and offline channels to provide personalized 
and seamless interactions, thereby enhancing cus-
tomer satisfaction [18].

1.3. Data management  
in the application of MIS  
in O2O business models

The integration of management information systems 
(MIS) in Offline-to-Online (O2O) business models 
has revolutionized business operations by bridging the 
gap between traditional physical operations and digital 
platforms. MIS plays a crucial role in optimizing busi-
ness processes by providing real-time data, improving 
inventory management, and streamlining workflows 
[22]. The integration of offline and online data ensures 
that businesses can efficiently manage their resources 
and respond promptly to market demands [23, 24].

MIS enables the integration of virtual online behav-
ior with real-world offline activities, meeting clients’ 
personalized requirements across multiple dimensions 
such as time, location, media, manner and cost. This 
integration optimizes resources and enhances the over-
all effectiveness of marketing campaigns [25]. By ana-
lyzing customer data, businesses can tailor their ser-
vices to meet individual preferences, thereby enhancing 
customer satisfaction [21].

Moreover, MIS provides valuable insights that sup-
port strategic decision-making by integrating and ana-
lyzing data from both offline and online operations 
[26]. This comprehensive view enables businesses to 
make informed decisions that enhance their competi-
tiveness and growth [27, 28]. However, implementing 
MIS in O2O business models comes with challenges, 

such as ensuring data accuracy, integrating different 
systems and maintaining customer privacy [13, 25]. 
Businesses must adopt advanced technologies and 
develop robust strategies to address these challenges 
effectively [29].

Data management is the cornerstone of digital trans-
formation in business operations [30]. It involves the 
systematic collection, organization, storage and utiliza-
tion of data to support decision-making processes and 
business operations. For example, the integration of big 
data and analytics allows managers to make informed 
decisions based on real-time data insights, improving 
market analysis and customer relationship management, 
which leads to more accurate and timely decision-mak-
ing. Effective data management within MIS enhances 
operational efficiency and facilitates strategic renewal in 
O2O business models [2, 30, 31]. Through effective data 
management, MIS ensures that O2O business models 
can leverage accurate and timely data to drive continu-
ous improvement and innovation, ultimately leading to 
sustained competitive advantage [32, 33].

2. Methodology 

2.1. Selection of case study method

This study employs a qualitative case study meth-
odology, which is ideal for investigating the research 
question within its specific context. As Yin [34] sug-
gests, the qualitative case study method has several 
advantages, including the ability to provide rich, con-
textualized insights, capture complex phenomena and 
adapt to new findings. This approach allows for an 
in-depth exploration of specific cases, facilitating a 
comprehensive understanding of organizational pro-
cesses.

2.2. Selection  
of case study company

The research design involved a single-case study 
focusing on Lianjia (Beike). This design was cho-
sen due to Lianjia’s exemplary digital transformation, 
which provides a rich context for exploring the mecha-
nisms and outcomes of such transformations
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Beijing Lianjia Real Estate Brokerage Co., known as 
Lianjia, was founded in 2001. From its establishment 
until 2017, Lianjia grew rapidly from a local entity to a 
nationwide real estate brokerage company with more 
than 8000 offline stores and 130000 employees across 
28 cities in China, achieving a gross transaction vol-
ume of more than one trillion CNY [35].

In 2018, Lianjia launched a digital platform called 
Beike, also known as BEKE (KE Holdings Inc.). This 
platform is open to all real estate brokerage companies, 
including Lianjia, and provides housing transaction 
information, transaction support, housing financial 
support and other real estate services [36]. Beike dem-
onstrated its strong market appeal with 279 resident 
brokerage brands, nearly 47000 community-centric 
stores, and nearly half a million real estate agents in 
over 100 cities in China by 2020, contributing to more 
than 3.6 million transactions [37]. In May 2020, Beike 
was listed on the New York Stock Exchange, becom-
ing the largest real estate e-commerce platform in the 
Chinese market by market capitalization, at one point 
reaching five times the combined market capitalization 
of its competitors in China, such as E-House, Fangdd, 
Fang Holdings, 58.com and 515j.com.

2.3. Data source

This research relies on two primary sources of data: 
KE Holdings Inc.’s prospectus and annual reports 
[38, 39], which provide public information regarding 
Lianjia (Beike). The publicly available research data is 
carefully reviewed, adjusted and incorporated into this 
study ensuring a comprehensive case analysis of Lian-
jia’s digital transformation process.

3. Case analysis  
of digital transformation  

of Lianjia (Beike)

Step I: Strategic digitalization of housing data – 
creation of the Housing dictionary.

Lianjia has been preparing since 2008 in order to 
complete its digital transformation, which has ena-
bled it to seize the market opportunity in this industry. 

This was nine years before China officially adopted the 
AI industry as a national strategy, when in December 
2017 the Chinese Ministry of Industry and Informa-
tion Technology released the “Three-Year Action Plan 
for the Development of China’s Artificial Intelligence 
Industry from 2018–2020” [40].

Since 2008, Lianjia has invested heavily in the 
electronic database of brokerage listings, later 
known as Housing Dictionary. With the help of a 
large number of human resources, digital technol-
ogy and tools to verify and annotate every listing in 
its system, including house number, house type, ori-
entation and location conditions, etc. From 2008 to 
the birth of Beike in 2018, this digital housing infor-
mation has enabled Lianjia to accumulate the most 
authentic and large-scale data assets in China and 
also laid the foundation of big data to reconstruct 
the business model and standardized service process 
of the entire real estate brokerage industry through 
the transformation of digital platforms, and rapidly 
enhancing its technological capabilities in artificial 
intelligence (AI), virtual reality (VR), and Internet 
of Things (IoT), and further improving the accessi-
bility and richness of data available to the platform 
participants. The housing dictionary of Lianjia con-
tains comprehensive information on approximately 
226 million homes by 2020, which is seen as the 
most comprehensive number of residential homes in 
China.

Step II: Preparation for Offline-to-Online (O2O) 
model – development of the agent cooperation net-
work (ACN).

The well-established housing database makes 
Lianjia be able to pioneer the industry standard of 
“authentic property listings” in the real estate bro-
kerage industry in China to counteract the malicious 
marketing tactic of fake listings, which is anathema 
to customers. In the absence of a unified regula-
tory framework for a long time, unscrupulous agents 
often post below-market or non-existent listings to 
increase customer traffic, leaving customers unable 
to distinguish between genuine and fake listings, and 
brokerage companies unable to truly control their 
core asset of listings. To standardize the transac-
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tion service process and promote cross-regional and 
cross-store cooperation to avoid vicious competition, 
Lianjia innovatively launched the agent cooperation 
network (ACN) internally in 2014. This network was 
the second key factor in the success of Lianjia’s digital 
transformation, and later became the foundation of 
Beike’s MIS-based O2O business model to connect 
online and offline infrastructure and manage various 
industry platform participants. 

The agent cooperation network (ACN) defines the 
housing transaction process by real estate brokerage as 
ten steps. Each step has a clear role definition and cor-
responding responsibilities (Fig. 1). Under the premise 
of abiding by the rules of ACN Network, real estate 
agents have access to full sharing of property listings 
data and can participate in a transaction in different 
roles and interact with their upstream and downstream 
roles organically to bind interests. It allows multiple 
agents to process the same transaction to facilitate 
more frequent cross-store and cross-brand collabora-
tion, with each agent earning a portion of commission 
based on their role and contribution, instead of the 
traditional real estate brokerage model where the only 
agent who ultimately facilitates the transaction gets 
paid the commission. It allows multiple agents to pro-
cess the same transaction or one agent to participate 
in multiple transactions to facilitate the exchange of 
cross-store and cross-brand information and customer 

resources and improve transaction efficiency and cus-
tomer satisfaction. Each agent receives a portion of the 
commission based on their role and contribution, as 
opposed to the traditional real estate brokerage model 
where only the broker who ultimately brokers the deal 
gets paid.

Step III: Implementation of the MIS-based O2O 
business model framework of Beike.

The MIS-based O2O business model framework 
makes Beike a platform that consists of three parts: 
platform infrastructure, platform participants and the 
services provided through the platform (Fig. 2). The 
platform infrastructure ensures that the platform par-
ticipants can smoothly enjoy the O2O (offline and 
online) commerce model and platform usage experi-
ence, which in turn promotes the provision of higher 
quality services. On the other hand, through customer 
service experience and user feedback from industry 
platform participants, the iteration and upgrade of 
platform infrastructure are thus facilitated. 

Platform infrastructure. The infrastructure core and 
operation system of the Beike platform is the agent 
cooperation network, which connects the online and 
offline infrastructure based on standardized and digi-
talized transaction processes and different roles, and 
each online and offline infrastructure contains four 
basic modules [37].

Fig. 1. Brokerage service flow under ACN [23].
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The online infrastructure modules were built to 
support the digital transformation of its operational 
systems online, so-called purpose-built digital solu-
tions, including Software as a Service (SaaS); customer 
front-end; data insights and artificial intelligence (AI); 
and virtual reality (VR). 

	♦ The SaaS system is for agents and store managers and 
is a carrier to execute each transaction section of the 

ACN, thereby ensuring that the whole transaction 
process is visualized and standardized. 

	♦ The front end of the Beike platform is to interact 
with its housing customers, including the ‘ke.com’ 
website, the Beike app, the customer service hotline 
in Mandarin Chinese, and other online interfaces. 

	♦ Data insights and AI technologies are applied to 
support the platform to carry out the foundation of the 

Fig. 2. MIS-based O2O business model framework of Beike [22].
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data processing business. That helps the platform 
to process and analyze the historical property and 
transaction data and to provide analysis, including 
pricing, supply, and demand for agents and housing 
customers to better complete demand matching to 
facilitate housing transactions. 

	♦ The VR technology of the platform is provided by 
RealSee, a subsidiary of Beike, as one of the four 
online digital solutions. It brings offline homes to 
the online scene, which makes up for the deficiency 
caused by the limitations of offline physical space. 
Through VR live tours, housing customers could enjoy 
a 360-degree immersive display of property listings 
through the Beike front ends, with an agent online 
touring, and even reach a transaction intention. 
According to KE Holdings Inc. [39], as of 2022, a 
total of 1.508 billion times had been accumulated 
using VR tours by users of the Beike platform.

For the offline infrastructure, Beike has set up 
two modules for its community-centric touchpoints 
which include transaction service centers, and both 
internal and external community-centric networks. 
This offline infrastructure is defined as a community 
of agents, stores, housing customers and other pub-
lic institutions that support the majority of the opera-
tions that need to be done offline. 

	♦ The transaction service center is one of the 
most important offline infrastructure modules 
of the Beike platform and connects to its online 
transaction supporting system. It helps housing 
customers and agents with transaction services 
such as providing home purchase agreements; tax 
payments to tax authorities; title transfers; home 
ownership registration; bank loans; and guarantees 
through cooperation and staffing with government 
agencies, real estate valuation agencies, banks and 
guarantee companies. The module is designed to 
address trust issues such as the failure of the buyer 
to pay the seller as agreed; the failure of the seller 
to transfer the title to the buyer after receiving 
payment; the failure to complete the transfer due 
to ownership issues; and the failure of the buyer 
and seller to pay the agent’s commission, etc. 

	♦ The community-centric network refers to the 
offline contact points formed by Lianjia (internal) 
and its affiliated offline stores (external). These 
offline stores are distributed in large and small 
residential communities, focusing on community 
outreach and engagement, and through the ACN 
and SaaS system of the Beike platform, form a 
network that interacts both online and offline.

Platform participants. The Beike’s platform is 
composed of three types of participants. These are 
service providers, real estate developers and housing 
customers. The service providers are connected and 
interacted with by the agent cooperation network as 
the infrastructure, which includes agents, brokerage 
stores, brokerage brands, home renovation providers 
and other home-related service providers. By join-
ing the Beike platform, they automatically join and 
become part of the agent cooperation network, which 
enables them to proactively allocate the role-based 
commissions and enjoy the online purpose-built dig-
ital solutions and offline community-centric touch 
points to facilitate their transactions. Unlike ser-
vice providers, real estate developers are not directly 
involved in the agent cooperation network, but rather 
cooperate with Beike to put their new housing project 
listings on the platform to attract and match custom-
ers, while the platform divides and matches different 
roles for different stores, brands and agents based on 
the agent cooperation network. The platform hous-
ing customers are defined as home buyers and sell-
ers, landlords and tenants, and other customers with 
housing-related needs. 

Services offerings. As an e-commerce platform, 
Beike does not directly provide services and products 
related to real estate, but rather serves as a platform to 
connect its resident real estate brands, stores, home 
renovations and other service providers, as well as 
real estate developers with potential housing custom-
ers through information matching. The platform ser-
vices corresponding to the service providers include 
existing home transactions (also called second-hand 
house transactions), home rentals, home renova-
tion services, etc. For this part of the service, the 
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main source of revenue for the Beike platform is to 
extract a portion of the commission from the housing 
transaction and the platform service fee for the resi-
dent brands and stores. The other part of the service 
is for real estate developers. The Beike platform acts 
as a sales channel for new homes (first-hand houses), 
matching developers with new home buyers and pro-
viding sales and marketing solutions including bro-
kerage services, sales plans, online marketing, digital 
tools, etc. For new home services, Beike generates 
platform revenue through developer commissions. 

4. Discussion

4.1. Key factors for Lianjia’s  
successful digital transformations

A company will be more competitive and able to 
compete with the whole industry ecosystem when 
it transforms into a platform [2, 41]. By transform-
ing into a digital Beike platform, Lianjia opens its 
infrastructure and operation system to the entire 
real estate industry, enabling it to gain competitive-
ness and industry voice through compatibility with 
both internal and external ecosystem participants. 
Lianjia’s successful digital transformation to Beike 
can be attributed to a combination of key factors. 
These include the favorable macro-environment of 
the Chinese market, characterized by the govern-
ment’s emphasis on technological innovation and a 
regulatory framework that allowed for flexibility. This 
environment enabled Lianjia to challenge traditional 
industry barriers and establish itself as a disruptor. 

What’s more, data plays a key role in connecting 
the traditional and digitalized business processes. 
The transformation of real estate brokerage business 
processes from traditionally offline operations to dig-
ital online operations has led to significant improve-
ments in efficiency, accuracy, security, and customer 
experience [29]. Essentially, as shown in Fig.  3, the 
management and application of business data, along-
side the digital infrastructure that carry this data, are 
crucial to this transformation [42]. Leveraging digital 
technology, this shift streamlines property listings, 
viewings, negotiations, and transactions, ensuring 

efficiency and compliance with regulatory standards 
[37, 38].

According to KE Holdings Inc. [37, 38] and Zuo 
[4], there are four main processes structured as the 
major activities or services provided by real estate 
brokerage: market research and property listing (A1), 
property viewing and interaction (A2), negotiation 
and agreement (A3), and transaction and documen-
tation (A4). 

In the traditional real estate brokerage, the initial 
stage of market research and property listing (A1) 
relied heavily on manual data collection, printed 
materials and in-person visits. Real estate agents 
would physically visit properties to gather informa-
tion, take photographs and create listings. These list-
ings were then promoted through printed brochures 
and advertisements distributed to potential buyers. 
This method was time-consuming and prone to errors 
and delays. The digital transformation of this stage 
leverages platform-based automated listing systems 
and online promotion algorithms. Real estate agents 
can now use online platforms to instantly upload 
property details, photographs and virtual tours. These 
platforms use advanced algorithms to promote list-
ings to targeted audiences, significantly increasing 
the reach and efficiency of marketing efforts.

The second stage, property viewing and interac-
tion (A2), traditionally involved physical showings, 
phone calls for scheduling and manual coordination 
between agents and potential buyers. This approach 
was highly limited by geographical and logistical con-
straints, often making it difficult for buyers to view 
multiple properties in a short period. The digital revo-
lution has drastically improved this stage, particularly 
in terms of time-saving and reducing management 
loops. Potential buyers are able to take virtual tours of 
properties, interacting with agents through video calls 
and chat features. This reduction in process loops 
cuts the time cost from weeks to minutes and hours, 
saving resources and enhancing overall operational 
efficiency and customer experience.

Negotiation and agreement (A3), the third stage, 
traditionally involved face-to-face negotiations and 
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manual drafting of agreements. Real estate agents 
and legal advisors would meet with buyers and sellers 
to negotiate terms, draft contracts and ensure com-
pliance with legal requirements [10]. Digitalization 
has streamlined this stage with online negotiation 
platforms and automated legal advisors. These plat-
forms facilitate real-time negotiations through chat 
and video features, while automated legal advisors 

use predefined AI databases to draft and review con-
tracts, ensuring accuracy and compliance [44].

The final stage, transaction and documenta-
tion (A4) traditionally involved manually handling 
paperwork, physical document storage, and tradi-
tional bank transfers for payments. This approach was 
labor-intensive and vulnerable to errors, fraud and 
delays. Digital transformation has introduced digital-

Fig. 3. Embedded mechanisms of transformative business processes.
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ized payment and transaction systems, significantly 
improving the efficiency and security of this stage. 
Digital payment gateways and blockchain technology 
ensure secure and transparent transactions, while dig-
ital signature services facilitate the electronic signing 
of documents [45, 46].

4.2. Key differentiators in Lianjia’s  
digital transformation

Several key differentiators have enabled Lianjia 
(Beike) to maximize the benefits of digital trans-
formation, setting new standards in the real estate 
brokerage industry, and so to become an industry 
leader. These differentiators include an early start 
and accumulation of data, a wide stack of technolo-
gies in use and cross-cutting coverage of all business 
processes.

Firstly, Lianjia’s digital transformation journey 
began with an early focus on accumulating and lever-
aging extensive data. This initiative was spearheaded 
by the creation of the Housing Dictionary in 2008. 
The Housing Dictionary is a comprehensive database 
that dynamically includes detailed information on 
millions of homes across China. It serves as the foun-
dation for Lianjia’s digital knowledge base, integrat-
ing historical transaction data, performance indica-
tors of agents and other critical information.

	♦ Comprehensive Data Repository: The Housing 
Dictionary provides a detailed and accurate 
repository of property data, enhancing the reliability 
of property listings and facilitating advanced 
analytics.

	♦ Historical Transaction Data: By integrating 
historical transaction data, Lianjia can offer precise 
property valuations and market trend analysis, 
improving customer trust and decision-making.

	♦ Performance Indicators: Tracking agents’ 
performance metrics helps in identifying top 
performers, optimizing agent allocation and 
improving overall service quality.

Secondly, Lianjia’s ability to integrate a broad range 
of advanced technologies has been pivotal in its digital 

transformation. The company employs a diverse tech-
nological stack to enhance operational efficiency, cus-
tomer experience, and service delivery.

	♦ Big Data Analytics: Utilizes extensive data to gain 
insights into market trends, customer preferences, 
and pricing strategies, enabling data-driven 
decision-making.

	♦ Artificial Intelligence (AI) and Machine Learning 
(ML): Implements AI and ML for predictive 
analytics, personalized customer recommendations, 
and automation of routine tasks, increasing 
efficiency and customer satisfaction.

	♦ Cloud Computing: Leverages cloud infrastructure 
to ensure scalable, secure and efficient data storage 
and processing, supporting the company’s extensive 
digital operations.

	♦ Virtual Reality (VR): Offers immersive property 
viewing experiences through VR technology, 
bridging the gap between online and offline 
interactions and enhancing customer engagement.

	♦ Blockchain: Ensures secure and transparent 
transactions, reducing fraud and increasing trust in 
the digital transaction process.

Thirdly, Lianjia’s comprehensive digital transforma-
tion approach extends across all its business processes, 
integrating both internal operations and interactions 
with various stakeholders.

	♦ Agent cooperation network (ACN): Standardizes 
the transaction process and promotes collaboration 
among agents across different regions and stores. 
It facilitates data sharing, resource allocation and 
cooperative transactions, enhancing efficiency and 
service quality.

	♦ Management information system (MIS)-based 
O2O Business Model: Supports internal workflows, 
enhances communication and optimizes resource 
management, ensuring seamless integration of 
digital processes within the organization. It bridges 
online and offline activities by integrating digital 
platforms with physical services. This model 
ensures a consistent and comprehensive customer 
experience both online and offline.
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	♦ Customer Front-end Platforms: Includes multiple 
channels such as the ‘ke.com’ website, Beike app 
and customer service hotlines, ensuring accessible 
and efficient customer interactions.

4.3. Criticisms of Lianjia’s  
digital transformation

Traditional Chinese real estate brokerage companies, 
represented by Lianjia, have been able to gain tremen-
dous platform advantages and create a competitive plat-
form ecosystem through digital platform transforma-
tion, but the industry drawbacks brought about by the 
transformation or not changed through the transforma-
tion are also obvious. While the digital transformation of 
the real estate brokerage industry is not unique to dif-
ferent market characteristics, these drawbacks seem to 
have common features across different markets.

Increasing commissions and transaction costs. Bar-
wick and Wong [47] criticized Lianjia, which has rap-
idly increased its market share in China after trans-
forming into a digital platform and has increased its 
commissions while bundling its brokerage service 
products. This has undoubtedly increased eventual 
home transaction costs. Customers also tend to stick 
with only one platform and a single home, which 
strengthens the market dominance of digital plat-
forms, particularly the dominating prices. Similarly, 
when home buyers in the United States realize that 
the final closing price will be adjusted, home buyers’ 
decisions will be swayed and the final decision will no 
longer depend on who pays [48].

Negative effects of low entry barriers. Hsieh and 
Moretti [49] and Barwick and Pathak [50] pointed 
out that due to the low barriers to entry and the 
large number of participants in the real estate bro-
kerage industry, especially in the residential broker-
age industry, has led to extremely fierce competition 
in the industry. The real estate brokerage industry 
is considered to be a highly profitable industry due 
to the substantial brokerage commissions. This has 
attracted a lot of brokerage practitioners and compa-
nies to join the industry, but the number of proper-

ties available for transactions, both new and existing 
homes, is limited. This has led to the competition of 
different agents for the same housing listing, includ-
ing many inexperienced agents, resulting in a long 
housing transaction cycle, which has led to lower 
labor productivity and indirectly affects the loss of 
social welfare [51]. 

Concern about service quality. Another concern 
caused by the lower entry barrier is the uneven quality 
of brokerage services. The low industry entry barrier 
makes the service quality of real estate agents vary. 
For example, the brokerage industry in China has 
developed for only 20 years since its formation, which 
makes the whole industry ignore the overall quality 
of practitioners, such as professional attitude, level of 
education, and professional training. In this indus-
try, brokerage companies or agents could interface 
with potential housing customers as long as they have 
listing information, and digital brokerage platforms 
make it easier for them to assess this information and 
reach out to the customers. However, it is difficult for 
customers without home buying experience to distin-
guish which agents would provide better brokerage 
services, resulting in a huge gap in service experience 
and even the image of the entire industry [52].

Conclusion

This study has shown that Lianjia’s comprehen-
sive digital transformation, through the creation of the 
Housing Dictionary, the agent cooperation network 
(ACN) and the implementation of an MIS-based O2O 
business model, has significantly enhanced opera-
tional efficiency and customer satisfaction in the Chi-
nese real estate brokerage industry. The innovative 
use of digital platforms has not only provided Lianjia 
with a competitive advantage but also offers a blueprint 
for other real estate firms aiming to undertake similar 
transformations.

However, the focus on a single case study presents 
certain limitations, as the findings may not fully rep-
resent the diverse experiences of digital transforma-
tion across the entire industry. Future research could 
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address these limitations by conducting compara-
tive studies across different markets or examining the 
long-term impact on profitability and market share.

In conclusion, this study underscores the critical 
role of digital transformation in modernizing the real 
estate brokerage industry and suggests that other firms 

could achieve similar success by adopting strategic 
digital innovations. The insights gained from Lianjia’s 
experience contribute to the broader understanding of 
digital transformation and its potential to drive signifi-
cant improvements in business performance and cus-
tomer engagement. 
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