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Abstract

Based on organizational ethnography, this study systematically examines the unique role and func-
tional generation mechanism of a community group-buying leader within the home-based elderly care
system through two months of in-depth participatory observation across three typical communities
(an old urban residential area, a newly built resettlement housing community, and a suburban village-
turned-residential community) in City A, Jiangsu Province. The study finds that, leveraging the commu-
nity e-commerce platform, the leader constructs a heterogeneous connectivity network through dig-
ital empowerment, community operation, and resource integration, to some extent, mitigates the pre-
carious position of elderly populations resulting from the “service gap” in the digital age. In practice,
the leader simultaneously provides instrumental, emotional, and informational support, demonstrat-
ing role expansion and functional integration characterized by platform-based service features. No-
tably, the research reveals that commercial relationships rooted in e-commerce transactions can un-
dergo a transition from weak to strong ties through high-frequency interactions, symbolized by mark-
ers such as “changes in forms of address”, thereby transforming into strong relationships with care
attributes. This highlights a unique pathway through which market relationships evolve into social
relationships within the platform economy context. However, this model exhibits structural limita-
tions: service provision is constrained by individual capabilities, support quality lacks standardiza-
tion, and resource coordination remains occasional. Case evidence shows that when the leader faces
personal family care needs, their platform-based service provision is significantly disrupted. Theo-
retically, this research expands the conceptual understanding of informal care within the e-commerce
context, revealing a new form of elderly care supply resulting from the interaction between market
mechanisms and digital platforms. Practically, it provides empirical evidence for constructing an e-
commerce-empowered, multi-stakeholder, and collaborative community-based elderly care sys-
tem.
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Figure 1. Analytical framework diagram
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