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DIGITAL OPTIONS FOR FORWARD-LOOKING MANAGEMENT 
IN A PREDOMMINANTLY OFFLINE SECTOR 

Margarita Ivanova 

Abstract: This publication explores the opportunities that digitalization can offer to improve the current practice 
and cope with pressing challenges in the real estate sector. The analysis encompasses five key aspects. The first exam-
ines the core subject for management control. In a dynamically changing international environment, the second high-
lights the importance to better understand the growing client’s demands. The third is dedicated to the ways to improve 
customer experience, as part of the strategy for increased competitiveness. The fourth section introduces the discussion 
for tokenization, as a new way to approach real estate assets. The fifth aspect is devoted to the human factor and the 
preparation of qualified professionals as a precondition for success. The key role of the university is highlighted as a 
leading institution. Important recommendations are formulated in the end of this publication to help real estate leaders. 
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Introduction 
New technologies are changing the global land-

scape and influence the decision-making process 
of the management at different levels. Innovations 
are transforming the way business is done, creat-
ing new opportunities and disrupting some current 
practices. 

The question is whether sectors which are pre-
dominantly offline can get advantage of digitaliza-
tion. This paper is exploring the options in the real 
estate sector. It is different from others for a vari-
ety of reasons. It is not only about square footage. 
The parameters of the deals involve the whole sur-
rounding, the context in which they take place, the 
added value for the clients and the companies with 
reference to more than a couple of criteria. This 
complex decision making process, which has long-
term consequences, requires analyzing multiple 
variables, which can change dynamically. It is 
much more than a matter of buying a single good 
or service, it is about the whole package and the 
overall perception of the relevant stakeholders. 

The main aim of this publication is to bridge 
theory and practice. It has two main tasks. The 
first is to highlight key aspects from the literature, 
which are relevant for the management. The sec-
ond is to review best practices and new ideas, 
based on the documentation and publications from 
different companies across national borders. 

By recognizing the achievements in the re-
search, this paper calls for discussion and offers 
viable options for the management, as interna-
tional competition is increasing and more efforts 
to satisfy the growing demand for tailor-made ser-
vice for clients are required to increase competi-
tiveness. 

The thesis of the author is that there are multi-
ple opportunities to integrate digital technologies 
in the strategies of the companies in the real estate 
sector.  

This paper is structured around key challenges 
that the business has. The first is devoted to the 
core subject of the management control. The sec-
ond deals with the need to understand the chang-
ing demands of the customer. The third is to im-
prove user experience as customer expectations 
rise. The fourth introduces a relatively new con-
cept for the real estate sector – the so called to-
kenization and the challenges it offers to solve. 
The fifth section of this paper is dedicated to the 
human factor and the importance of education. 
The conclusion highlights key ideas and provides 
recommendations. 

1. Management control in the digital era 
Forward-looking management can be more 

successful, if they incorporate the achievements of 
the academia as the foundation for their work. 
Even though the technological advances at the 
heart of this paper, it also aims to highlight the 
significance of the work done during the past 
years by researchers and its importance for mod-
ern management (Berry et al, 2019).  

Management control is a complex concept with 
various definitions, encompassing what managers’ 
responsibilities require. In concise terms, it deals 
with all activities about designing, implementing 
and using planning and control systems to imple-
ment strategies (Anthony and Govindarajan, 
2007). Three different perspectives can be helpful 
to understand where digital technologies have po-
tential. They were highlighted long before the 
technological revolution of the past decade, but 
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are still very useful to provide the framework. An-
thony (1965) was one of the first to frame the con-
cept of management control and included several 
valuable points (Bredmar, 2017). First, it is a phe-
nomenon which takes place within organizations 
and deals with a manager who together with the 
personnel has to achieve certain results. The sec-
ond perspective deals with the predefined objec-
tives at the strategic level, which provide guidance 
for work to the lower levels. The third is devoted 
to performance measurement and monitoring of 
planned factors and critical resources. Therefore 
“at the centre of management control are re-
sources, the social context, organizational objec-
tives and performance measures” (Bredmar, 2017, 
page 117). Digitalisation can offer a lot of oppor-
tunities for each of those aspects, including in the 
real estate sector. They help increase flexibility of 
the organizations and develop agile approaches. 
Seamless information exchange and communica-
tion due to integrated software can improve the 
daily operations, increase transparency and reduce 
time for reporting. The decision making can be 
straightforward, as all the documentation moves 
through the different departments. The shorter the 
time for communication and authorization proce-
dures, where needed, the better the opportunity to 
react quickly to the changing environment. In the 
current situation, it can help reduce unnecessary 
physical meetings and thus help protect health, 
while allowing the company to continue working 
despite the circumstances. 

2. Using digitalisation to better understand 
the growing customers’ demands 
At the core of any business model is how to 

provide added value for the customer. This holds 
true for any sector, but it is more complex for the 
real estate. If the needs-based approach is adopted, 
the first step for the formulation or adaptation of a 
viable strategy for the dynamic international envi-
ronment is to understand what the customer really 
need. As real estate contracts have long-lasting 
consequences and usually involve strategic deci-
sions, the answer to this question can be challeng-
ing. As there are multiple variables in the equa-
tion, it would require a lot of time and efforts to 
establish the ground for future work. Big data, 
machine learning and artificial intelligence can be 
very helpful in this respect. These terms have 
come to illuminate on the new opportunities to 
better understand what customers want. For the 

basis of analysis, companies can look at the grow-
ing amount of data, generated by the online pres-
ence of their potential clients, their priorities and 
their goals. The better the data quality, the greater 
the opportunity to extract meaningful information. 
This is the first step for designing a special ap-
proach to the customer’s preferences – thus gain-
ing a competitive advantage. 

3. Offering improved client experience 
Enhancing customer experience depends on two 

aspects: first, what the technological advances can of-
fer; and second, what the clients are ready to accept. 
As this varies across the segments of the market, 
companies have to design their strategies carefully. 

Real estate leaders can benefit from more digi-
talisation to “become more effective communica-
tors and drivers of change as the industry shifts to 
digital at an increasing pace” (Cameron, 2019). 
Having understood the customer needs, companies 
can use technologies to offer them enhanced ex-
perience. Digitalisation is important for the real 
estate sector (Sittler, 2017).  

Virtual reality and augmented reality are 
among the most spectacular improvements. They 
transform the way interested clients can experi-
ence a new building, allow for the tour to happen 
from afar, with no need for a physical meeting. 
Given the current situation and the avoidance of 
physical presence, this practice can reduce risks 
for the health and safe brokers’ time. “The VR 
technology realizes interaction between users and 
virtual objects in virtual scenes to develop 3D vir-
tual estate roaming exhibition system…(it) aims at 
saving time and money for both real estate sellers 
and buyers by employing modern technologies” 
(Patare and Pharande, 2019) For exotic destina-
tions or corporate property located on a different 
continent, it can have a high added value.  

This is not a universal solution though, as the 
expenses associated with it can restrict the appli-
cation of this approach for the moment. As tech-
nologies advances, there will be more opportuni-
ties to broaden the accessibility of such tools. 

A 3-D tour of some properties, available on the 
internet is increasingly used by some Bulgarian com-
panies. Its advantages are multiple, even if it is not a 
real substitute for a visit. It is not only a matter of a 
firm’s decision whether to use it. It is up to the cus-
tomers to decide how much they value such options. 
Among those clients with limited time, this opportu-
nity is much more valuable than for others. In any 
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case it is just an option. Wherever it is not sufficient or 
appropriate, long-tested practices come into play. 

Digitalization can complement traditional work 
and reduce the burden for firms. But it cannot sub-
stitute the role of the broker or facility manager. It 
is only there to assist. 

4. Tokenisation as a solution to the 
affordability challenge 
Tokenisation has triggered a lot of discussions 

among managers with the opportunities it can offer 
and the challenges associated with it. While the 
technology aspects have allowed the development 
of new business models, which overcome chal-
lenges of asset management, some regulation and 
pragmatical issues have raised concerns. Apart 
from the equity market and debt market, tokeniza-
tion has increasingly become a topic of delibera-
tions with reference to the real estate sector. More 
attention has been given to the subject in the recent 
years (for example Berentsen and Markheim, 2020; 
Di Maggio, Lane, and Ma, 2018). The Organization 
for Economic Cooperation and Development has 
recently published a special issue of its blockchain 
policy series on tokenization of assets, including 
real estate (OECD, 2020). It outlines main advan-
tages and risks, which will be elaborated on in this 
section. OECD highlights that for tokens, represent-
ing a pre-existing real asset, tokenization can be 
considered “as a proxy for asset-backed securitiza-
tion on the blockchain” (ibid, page 15), which can 
be of great importance for decision makers. 

The advantages of turning illiquid non-financial 
(and financial) assets into such liquid marketable secu-
rities can be multiple. “Efficiency gains through the 
transfer of value without the need for trusted central-
ized intermediaries and/or through the efficient automa-
tion of processes, resulting in faster, potentially cheaper 
and frictionless transactions driven by disintermedia-
tion and automation” are among the stated benefits 
(OECD, page 16). Transparency is another positive as-
pect that is elaborated on, when exploring the opportu-
nities that blockchain has. As tokens represent only a 
small fraction of the asset, this fractionalisation allows 
also for small minimum investments and opens the 
gates for a larger number of participants. Those advan-
tages are not only theory. The first sale of building 
through blockchain technology in Europe has already 
been pioneered in France (Equisafe, 2019). 

While greater fluidity (Di Maggio, 2018), effi-
ciency, ease of transactions 24/7, transparency and 
accessibility are attracting more attention (OECD, 

2020; Deloitte, 2018; Sazandrishvili, 2020; Berent-
sen and Markheim, 2020), other issues raise con-
cerns among managers. The challenges are linked 
to the transformation of technologically possible 
solutions into practice across national borders. Dif-
ferent jurisdictions treat blockchain in different 
ways, which has implications for the level playing 
field. This is common issue for the tokenization 
market in general, not only for the real estate sector. 
The same holds true for the creation and initial sale 
of tokens and the secondary markets (Deloitte, 
2018). More awareness is needed for the character-
istics of the digital identification. Data protection 
concerns have discouraged others, as more data is 
generated, questions for its management are in-
creasingly discussed.  

Tokenisation is still a relatively new concept. It 
would probably take time before it can unfold its 
potential. There are a lot of open questions. They 
are linked to regulatory issues, perceptions and 
awareness about the opportunities that such innova-
tion can offer and the risks for stakeholders. Which 
countries will develop the necessary legal frame-
work to allow participants on this market to benefit 
from the full potential and when this can happen is 
open for deliberations. Even if the necessary infra-
structure is further developed, the question remains 
when and how it can be used for real estate. The 
decision is up to the relevant stakeholders. There is 
no universal solution that fits all in the sector. It de-
pends on the management to develop criteria for 
evaluation of the opportunities and risks in accor-
dance with the company strategic goals and values. 

5. Preparing the specialists of tomorrow 
To what expend the real estate sector can get ad-

vantage of the opportunities that new technologies can 
offer, depends on the education and training that deci-
sion-makers in the field have acquired, among other 
factors. It is a complex process, where new technolo-
gies can be used to solve current challenges, as the 
situation during the summer semester 2020 has 
showed. How successful it is, is determined by the 
collaboration between academia and the business. It 
should be guided by two main aspects – which give 
answers to the following questions: 

The first one is linked to the evolution of the 
real estate sector. What will the drives of change 
be? This is at the core of understanding what will 
be needed by the professionals of tomorrow. Inno-
vations, demographics, customer preferences, new 
business models, climate change, and sustainability 



DIGITAL OPTIONS FOR FORWARD-LOOKING MANAGEMENT IN A PREDOMMINANTLY OFFLINE SECTOR  • Margarita Ivanova 

 205

concerns – all of them can influence the decision-
making for real estate. They can offer new opportu-
nities or challenge existing practices. The internet-
of-things, for example, is reshaping the expecta-
tions for smart facilities. It allows for generation of 
data, such as use of electricity or water. This can 
lead to optimization. For instance, the work of light 
bulbs in unused spaces or computers can be re-
duced, thus decreasing monthly bills.  

As technologies develop, they transform the 
market. How important is it for a client to have re-
mote control over the power system of the property 
or built-in mechanisms for optimization of energy 
use might be a turning point in some deals. This 
holds true both for households and corporate real 
estate, especially in time of economic challenges. 
Given the current situation and the unknown effects 
of the pandemic for the business, such aspects will 
probably increase their significance.  

Business models have to adapt to the changing in-
ternational environment. How to cut unnecessary 
costs becomes a paramount question. If a company 
can reduce the money spent for electricity bills be-
cause of better facility management, they would most 
certainly do so. Those who do not use such technolo-
gies will probably be more interested in exploring the 
opportunities. To stay competitive on the market, 
firms might be more open for alternative solutions, 
especially given the economic uncertainty. 

How innovations are transforming the business is a 
question of safety, not only money. The role of artifi-
cial intelligence (AI) and robots is attracting more at-
tention. Given that people have to keep distance and 
that there are some tasks that are not very appealing, 
AI can offer a solution that serves multiple causes. 
Such technologies can be used to perform tasks for 
the construction or maintenance of buildings, which in 
the time of the pandemic, will offer the opportunity to 
protect human health and at the same time help some 
companies stay on the market and avoid going bank-
rupt. They can help reduce interactions between hu-
mans and still allow the business to keep delivering 
the planned outcomes. Tech allows for careful plan-
ning to avoid unnecessary contacts and to do preven-
tive work, which becomes even more important today. 
The ever more digital management of buildings al-
lows for a growing number of followers to join, while 
other activities within the real estate sector are also in-
creasing their popularity. If construction is taken for 
consideration, what the effect of the 3D printing for 
example is thought-provoking. Authors such as Bos et 
al (2016), have already explored the potentials and 

challenges of 3D concrete printing, as concrete is one 
of the most used materials in buildings. It calls for de-
liberations on the management of the relations be-
tween design, production, assembly and construction 
to better suit the needs for building development. 

The technologies are there and are improving. 
The question is whether the management will con-
sider such aspects, which leads to the second key 
aspect for this section. Some authors, such as 
Cooke, Appel-Meulenbroek and Arentze (2019) 
have already explored the adjustment of corporate 
real estate during a period of significant business 
change. The special conditions in the first half of 
2020 create the preconditions for such reflections. 
Will the current situation stimulate more managers 
to integrate more technologies or vice versa? The 
next few years will give the answer for which ac-
tivities and to what expend each firm is ready, as 
the real estate sector develops. 

Taken the many variables, what could be done? 
It seems like a complex equation, where dynamic 
change of many of the components is almost inevi-
table. The question could arise, if it is possible to 
prepare for such a transformation. The short answer 
would be that it is. As long as educational institu-
tions are involved in an appropriate way. 

The second main aspect of this section is de-
voted to delivering high quality education to moti-
vated students. As the real estate sector is evolving, 
the university gives the indispensable theoretical 
and practice-oriented knowledge to prepare them 
for success. To develop the expert skills, required 
in the real estate sector, they need to develop broad 
understanding about multiple sectors of expertise. 
Economics, marketing, business and administration, 
entrepreneurship, digital literacy, human develop-
ment and communication skills are all required to 
get the job done in the right way. Developing inno-
vation culture is part of the solution (Müller, 2018). 

Bridging theory and practices is important, but it 
can include a lot of challenges. The real estate sec-
tor has a broad scope. It is influenced by the dy-
namics of other sectors and can influence them in 
return. Moreover, it can change dynamically. How 
the current will affect the sector is still to be seen. 
To succeed, one needs not only professional educa-
tors, but also motivated students. Only if the latter 
are eager to learn more and ready to think and ac-
tively participate, can the results of the educational 
process be optimal. It is a two-way street, which re-
quires a lot of efforts from both sides to cover a 
wide range of topics and skills. 
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There is no universal recipe, nor is it possible to 
“download” new digital management skills. It is rather 
a multiple-factor process, which requires devotion and 
understanding for dynamically changing variables.  

Multidisciplinary programs that bridge theory and 
practice are important. Examples where the university 
adapts quickly to changes of the conditions, as they 
have been in the summer semester 2020, prove that it 
has a lot to teach students. It leads them forward to be-
ing better qualified specialist and also flexible solu-
tion-orientated managers. And business representa-
tives should support the university in their efforts. 
Forward-looking managers can truly understand the 
reasons for closer collaboration of mutual benefit for a 
better real estate sector. 

Conclusion and recommendations 
There are various options to create added value for 

the company and the customers. As new ways to im-
prove the products and services arise, it is advisable to 
explore the opportunities that digitalization has to of-
fer in different areas within the real estate sector. Even 
if well-established practices will continue to be sig-
nificant, managers should be aware of the transforma-
tions, introduced by new technologies, and include 
them in their strategic thinking.  

The increased number of options and variables add 
to the complexity of management in the dynamically 
changing international environment. Bridging theory 
and practice, this paper has highlighted that there are 
multiple opportunities to integrate digitalisation in the 
real estate sector. They do not diminish the role for 
well-established expert knowledge in the field, but 
even increase its significance. Thus the thesis of the 
author has been proven.  

To solve the equation with more variables than 
before (each of them changing dynamically), deci-
sion makers need the right skills mix. Which direc-
tion to choose and to what extend a particular tech-
nological advance is useful, depends on the charac-
teristics of the business models that companies have 
and those of their managers.  

The university can provide leadership and guid-
ance, as it has proved to be capable of offering solu-
tions to the new conditions of the international envi-
ronment, as the summer semester 2020 has showed.  

Collaboration between the academia and busi-
ness can be the foundation for crisis-proven innova-
tion strategies for a real estate sector, benefitting 
from the digital advances. 
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