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Abstract

Digital growth and digital transformation are often treated as interchangeable signs of managerial success, yet they
describe fundamentally different organizational realities. Digital growth refers to visible expansion in users,
transactions, revenue, traffic, and market reach. Digital transformation refers to deeper changes in organizational
capabilities, processes, culture, data use, and strategic logic. This article argues that the distinction is not semantic but
managerial. The problem is that firms, boards, and investors frequently reward digital growth as though it were proof
of transformation. Rapid increases in customer acquisition, app usage, online revenue, or platform participation can
create the impression that a firm has become digitally mature. Yet such growth may occur while the organization
remains operationally fragile, culturally analogue, technically debt-laden, and strategically dependent on external
platforms or paid acquisition channels. The objective of this viewpoint article is to disentangle digital growth from
digital transformation and to show why the confusion matters for strategic management. It develops the argument that
digital growth can be accelerated through scaling mechanisms, whereas digital transformation requires slower and
more difficult capability building. The article therefore challenges the dominant managerial habit of treating growth
dashboards as transformation evidence. The article contributes a practical distinction between growth logic and
transformation logic. It shows that rapid scaling can coexist with weak transformation, that customer acquisition can
mask organizational underdevelopment, and that operational strain often remains invisible until growth slows. The
central conclusion is that leaders must measure what they transform, not only what they grow.
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Introduction

Digital growth is one of the most celebrated signals in contemporary management. Firms are praised for rapidly
expanding their user base, increasing online transactions, accelerating platform participation, or converting customer data
into new revenue opportunities, and these indicators often dominate investor narratives and executive dashboards.
Research on digital ventures and digital innovation shows that digital technologies can enable unusually rapid scaling
because digital offerings can be replicated, distributed, and recombined at relatively low marginal cost [1, 2]. Yet the
managerial problem begins when this visible growth is interpreted as evidence that the organization itself has been
transformed.



Alves et al. J. Digit. Bus. Manag. Stud. (2026) 6:104

Page 2 of 10
https://doi.org//a467795297 9

The distinction matters because growth is immediately observable, while transformation is often slow, infrastructural, and
difficult to communicate. Digital entrepreneurship research emphasizes the role of digital technologies in enabling new
venture formation and opportunity creation, but opportunity scaling is not the same as redesigning the organization that
must sustain the opportunity [3]. Digital marketing scholarship similarly shows that online channels can accelerate
customer reach and conversion, yet these mechanisms may enlarge demand faster than the firm’s internal routines,
service systems, and governance structures can mature [4]. The result is a managerial bias toward what can be counted
quickly rather than what must be built patiently.

This article argues that many firms confuse the external expansion of digital activity with the internal transformation of
organizational capability. Digital affordances can support new ecosystems, new markets, and new forms of
entrepreneurial coordination, but they do not automatically produce strategic coherence or operational maturity [5].
Customer retention research further reminds managers that acquisition-led growth is incomplete if firms cannot sustain
customer relationships, learn from customer behavior, and manage value over time [6]. Growth may therefore increase
organizational exposure before transformation has created the capacity to absorb it.

The aim of this viewpoint is to clarify why digital growth and digital transformation must be treated as related but distinct
management challenges. The article develops a critical argument: digital growth expands the scale of activity, whereas
digital transformation changes the logic by which activity is organized, governed, and improved. Studies of online
customer experience and digital transformation show that sustainable digital competitiveness depends not only on
attracting users but also on redesigning experiences, data flows, managerial routines, and organizational capabilities [7,
8]. The central question is therefore not whether a firm is growing digitally, but whether it is transforming deeply enough to
make that growth durable.

Central Viewpoint

The central viewpoint of this article is that digital growth is a scaling condition, while digital transformation is an
organizational change condition. Growth concerns expansion in customers, transactions, revenue, market visibility, and
platform activity; transformation concerns the renewal of capabilities, structures, processes, leadership assumptions, and
cultural routines. Dynamic capability research shows that digital transformation requires ongoing strategic renewal, not
merely the adoption of digital channels or the acceleration of sales funnels [9]. A firm can therefore grow digitally without
becoming digitally transformed.

This distinction is especially important because digital growth can be purchased, stimulated, or temporarily engineered
through customer acquisition spending, platform visibility, and aggressive experimentation. By contrast, digital
transformation requires deeper reconfiguration of innovation processes, operating models, knowledge integration, and
decision-making architectures [10]. Operations and production management research on digital transition further shows
that leading digital transformation involves managing organizational transition, not simply deploying digital tools at scale
[11]. Firms that pursue growth without transformation are therefore building on sand: the visible structure rises, but the
foundation remains weak.

The management challenge of the current digital economy is not simply to grow, but to transform while growing. Business
model experimentation and lean startup practices may help firms test new value propositions rapidly, but experimentation
must be connected to organizational learning and long-term capability development if it is to produce durable advantage
[12]. Research on technical debt also warns that short-term acceleration can create accumulated liabilities that later
constrain performance, adaptability, and system reliability [13]. The central managerial task is therefore to hold growth
and transformation in productive tension rather than to mistake one for the other.

Figure 1 illustrates why digital growth and digital transformation must be managed as distinct but interdependent
pathways rather than treated as equivalent signs of digital maturity.
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Core message: measure what the firm transforms, not only what it grows.

Figure 1. Digital Growth Is Not Digital Transformation: A Managerial Model of Scaling Logic, Organizational Depth, and
Operational Strain

Limits of Equating Digital Growth with Digital Transformatio

The first limit of equating digital growth with digital transformation is that growth metrics are often lagging indicators of
prior acquisition success rather than evidence of current organizational maturity. A firm may report rising users, higher
app engagement, or stronger online revenue while still relying on fragmented data, manual coordination, weak internal
integration, and immature digital governance. Multidisciplinary research on digital transformation stresses that
transformation involves changes in strategy, organization, technology, and value creation, not only digital market
performance [14]. For this reason, growth metrics can show that demand has expanded without showing whether the firm
has developed the capacity to serve, learn from, and govern that demand.

The second limit is that digital growth may conceal a pre-digital operating core. Research distinguishing digital
transformation from IT-enabled organizational transformation shows that transformation involves shifts in organizational
identity, value logic, and work practices, not merely technology-enabled expansion [15]. A company may look digital from
the customer interface while remaining analogue in budgeting, staffing, decision rights, customer support escalation, and
cross-functional coordination. This creates a deceptive condition in which the front stage scales faster than the back
stage can adapt.

The third limit is that growth can produce strategic fragility when executives mistake temporary expansion for durable
capability. Systematic reviews of digital transformation show that transformation is closely tied to organizational change,
strategy, leadership, and capability development, which unfold over time rather than appearing automatically through
scale [16]. Attempts to define digital transformation also emphasize its breadth as a socio-technical and organizational
process, not a narrow increase in digital outputs [17]. Table 1 contrasts digital growth and digital transformation across
fundamental dimensions.

Table 1. Digital Growth versus Digital Transformation: Distinguishing Metrics, Time Horizons, and Organizational Depth

Dimension Digital growth Digital transformation Managerial risk when
confused
Primary How fast are users, revenue, How deeply are capabilities, Leaders celebrate expansion
managerial transactions, or digital reach  processes, culture, and decision without asking whether the
question increasing? systems changing? organization has changed

enough to sustain it.
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Dominant User growth, conversion rate, Digital maturity, process redesign, Dashboards overrepresent
metrics revenue growth, traffic, data integration, cultural market momentum and
downloads, CAC, LTV, readiness, capability renewal, underrepresent internal

retention rate governance quality readiness.

Time horizon Short to medium term, often ~ Medium to long term, often multi- Executive attention shifts toward

quarterly or campaign-based year and iterative visible short-term acceleration
rather than slower capability
building.
Organizational Often concentrated in Extends across strategy, Firms become digitally visible
depth marketing, sales, customer operations, leadership, culture, but operationally under-
acquisition, platform scaling, data, systems, roles, and routines transformed.
or front-end interfaces
Source of Paid acquisition, virality, Strategic renewal, learning Growth becomes dependent on
momentum platform access, product- routines, data-driven culture, external spending or platform
market fit, network effects, process digitization, leadership conditions rather than internal
investor funding alignment capability.
Typical evidence More customers, more Better decisions, faster learning, Managers mistake activity
of progress activity, more revenue, more integrated processes, resilient volume for organizational
digital interactions systems, adaptive culture learning.

Failure mode Growth slows when Transformation stalls when Firms discover too late that
acquisition becomes leadership, governance, and growth has outrun the operating
expensive, retention capability investment are model.

weakens, or operations strain insufficient

The fourth limit is that digital growth can become a reputational trap. Once firms are celebrated as digital success stories,
leaders may feel pressure to defend growth narratives even when internal systems are overstretched or customer value is
deteriorating. Reviews of digital transformation research show that the concept is frequently broad, complex, and
managerial rather than merely technological, which makes it vulnerable to superficial use in executive rhetoric [18].
Growth, in that sense, may become a symbolic substitute for transformation precisely because it is easier to present,
reward, and finance.

Scaling Logic and Customer Acquisition

Scaling logic in digital business is built around the belief that growth can be accelerated through repeatable acquisition
mechanisms. Firms seek to optimize customer acquisition cost, lifetime value, conversion funnels, retention loops, and
digital channel performance, often treating these indicators as the operating language of digital success. Research on
digital transformation and customer value creation in SMEs shows that digital tools can expand market access and
customer engagement, but the creation of durable value depends on dynamic capabilities rather than channel expansion
alone [19]. The danger is that managers may treat acquisition efficiency as a substitute for organizational transformation.

Customer acquisition can also create a misleading impression of strategic strength because it converts spending into
visible growth. Digital marketing research demonstrates the importance of metrics, analytics, and customer journey
management in digital environments, but these instruments can encourage a narrow focus on measurable conversion
rather than deeper customer value [4]. Customer retention scholarship similarly shows that firms must move beyond
acquisition to understand relationship quality, churn, and long-term value management [6]. When growth is driven by paid
acquisition but not supported by retention capability, the firm expands its exposure without necessarily strengthening its
competitive position.
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Scaling becomes especially risky when leaders assume that digital reach automatically produces operational scalability.
Research on organizational scaling emphasizes that scaling is not merely a matter of increasing size; it involves
replicating, coordinating, and sustaining activities under more demanding conditions [20]. Digital ventures may acquire
users rapidly, but the organization must still build service capacity, managerial discipline, technical resilience, and learning
routines. Without these foundations, growth amplifies weaknesses rather than resolving them.

The problem is intensified by platform dependence and growth-at-all-costs narratives. Digital markets often reward firms
that grow quickly through search visibility, app distribution, social sharing, and performance advertising, but such
channels can become unstable when algorithms, advertising costs, competitors, or platform rules change. Research on
digital business and management highlights that digital transformation scholarship increasingly recognizes the need for
strategic integration, not only technology adoption or market expansion [21]. A firm that has mastered acquisition but not
transformation may therefore appear strong until the growth engine becomes more expensive, less predictable, or less
defensible.

Operational Strain in Rapid Digital Expansion

Rapid digital expansion creates operational strain because growth increases the volume, complexity, and expectations
placed on the organization. More customers generate more service requests, more exceptions, more data flows, more
complaints, more technical incidents, and more coordination demands. Research on scale-ups shows that scaling creates
distinctive organizational challenges as firms move from entrepreneurial growth toward more complex coordination and
governance requirements [22]. The strain is often hidden because growth dashboards emphasize demand-side
momentum while underreporting the backstage systems required to support it.

One major form of strain is technical debt. Firms under pressure to grow may prioritize speed, feature release, and
customer acquisition over system architecture, documentation, testing, integration, and maintainability. Evidence on
technical debt and firm performance shows that accumulated technical compromises can damage long-term performance
even when they initially support faster delivery [13]. In digital businesses, this means that today’s growth acceleration may
become tomorrow’s reliability problem.

A second form of strain is organizational and cultural dilution. As headcount expands quickly, firms may hire faster than
they can socialize employees into coherent routines, decision principles, customer commitments, or digital working
norms. Research on dynamic capabilities for digital transformation emphasizes that transformation requires deliberate
capability development and organizational alignment rather than uncontrolled expansion [23]. Table 2 catalogues the
forms of operational strain that accompany unchecked digital growth.

Table 2. Operational Strain in Rapid Digital Expansion: Manifestations, Root Causes, and Consequences for Long-Term

Performance
Form of Typical manifestation during Root cause Consequence for long-term
operational rapid digital growth performance
strain

Customer Longer response times, Customer volume grows faster Retention weakens, brand

support overload unresolved tickets, inconsistent than service capacity, trust erodes, and acquisition
service recovery, declining automation quality, and spending becomes less
satisfaction escalation routines productive.
Technical debt Fragile systems, outages, Speed of release is prioritized Innovation slows, reliability

accumulation integration failures, slow feature over architecture, declines, and future
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maintenance, security documentation, testing, and transformation becomes more
vulnerabilities system governance expensive.
Process Manual workarounds, duplicate Front-end growth expands Operational efficiency
breakdown data entry, unclear handoffs, before back-end processes are deteriorates and customer
inconsistent customer journeys redesigned or digitized experience becomes uneven.
Cultural dilution Conflicting norms, weak Hiring and geographic expansion Organizational identity
accountability, inconsistent outpace socialization, leadership weakens and execution
leadership messages, loss of development, and governance becomes harder to coordinate.
founding discipline
Employee Work intensification, constant Growth targets rise while Human capability erodes and
burnout firefighting, high turnover, staffing, systems, and routines transformation energy is
reduced learning capacity remain immature depleted.
Data Disconnected dashboards, Growth teams, operations Leaders cannot distinguish
fragmentation inconsistent definitions, poor teams, and product teams build  real transformation progress
decision quality, weak customer separate data practices from surface-level growth.
insight
Supply and Vendor bottlenecks, logistics Demand grows faster than Growth becomes vulnerable to
partner fragility failures, platform dependency, partner governance and external shocks and service
inconsistent fulfillment operational redundancy failures.
Managerial Executive focus shifts to Scaling complexity exceeds the Leaders lose the capacity to
attention immediate crises, missed organization’s managerial invest in deeper transformation
overload strategic renewal, reactive systems while managing growth.

decision-making

Operational strain is dangerous because it remains invisible until it becomes difficult to reverse. Digital marketing
analytics may reveal traffic, conversion, and campaign efficiency, but they may not reveal exhausted teams, brittle code,
fragile service processes, or cultural incoherence [24]. Research on user-generated data and data-driven innovation also
shows that digital markets create new governance challenges around privacy, trust, and value creation, which can
intensify as firms scale [25]. The managerial lesson is that rapid growth is not merely a commercial event; it is an
operational stress test.

Strategic and Managerial Implications

The first implication is that boards and executives must stop treating growth metrics as proxy measures of transformation.
Growth metrics should remain important, but they must be interpreted alongside indicators of digital maturity, process
digitization, data integration, cultural readiness, technical resilience, and governance quality. Research on the
digitalization paradox shows that firms may invest in digitalization and still struggle to realize growth unless they develop
appropriate growth paths and organizational arrangements [26]. The same logic applies in reverse: firms may realize
growth while still failing to transform the organization that must sustain it.

The second implication is that executive roles must be designed to hold growth and transformation in tension. A Chief
Growth Officer may reasonably prioritize acquisition channels, revenue expansion, experimentation, and market
momentum, while a Chief Digital Officer or transformation leader must focus on capabilities, systems, data, culture, and
organizational redesign. Research on value creation and value capture alignment in business model innovation shows
that durable performance depends on aligning how firms create value with how they capture it [27]. When growth
leadership dominates transformation leadership, firms may capture short-term value while weakening the system that
creates long-term value.
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The third implication is that firms need ambidextrous leadership. Leaders must be able to accelerate digital growth while
simultaneously investing in the slower backstage work of transformation, including process redesign, architecture
renewal, talent development, and governance routines. Studies of digital innovation management argue that digital
environments require new forms of coordination and managerial attention because innovation becomes distributed,
recombinable, and difficult to control through traditional structures [2]. Ambidexterity is therefore not an abstract
organizational ideal; it is the practical requirement of growing without hollowing out the operating core.

The fourth implication is that strategic evaluation must include strain indicators as seriously as growth indicators.
Customer acquisition cost, lifetime value, revenue growth, and user activity should be reviewed together with support
load, employee turnover, system incidents, technical debt, data fragmentation, and process rework. Research on online
customer experience shows that digital value depends on coherent experiences across customer interactions, not merely
on attracting customers to a digital interface [7]. Managers who ignore operational strain may keep scaling the promise
while weakening the organization’s ability to deliver it.

Practical Recommendations

The first recommendation is to establish a dual dashboard that separates digital growth indicators from digital
transformation indicators. Growth indicators should include customer acquisition cost, lifetime value, conversion,
retention, revenue, active users, and channel efficiency, while transformation indicators should include process
digitization, data quality, system integration, digital capability development, governance maturity, and cultural readiness.
Research on digital transformation as a review agenda emphasizes that transformation cuts across technology,
organization, and strategy, which means it cannot be represented by market metrics alone [8]. A dual dashboard makes
the distinction visible and prevents executives from using growth as a convenient shorthand for transformation.

The second recommendation is to conduct regular operational strain audits. These audits should examine customer
support capacity, technical debt, process bottlenecks, employee workload, data fragmentation, platform dependence, and
partner reliability. Research distinguishing digital transformation from narrower IT-enabled change shows that real
transformation affects organizational meaning, practices, and structures, which requires managers to inspect the hidden
operating system of the firm [15]. Operational strain audits help leaders identify whether growth is being absorbed through
capability or merely through overwork.

The third recommendation is to invest deliberately in backstage transformation even when front-stage growth is
accelerating. Firms should protect budgets for architecture renewal, data governance, service design, leadership
development, employee learning, and process redesign, rather than treating these investments as secondary to
acquisition spending. Research on strategic renewal and digital transformation shows that transformation is an ongoing
capability-building process, not a one-time campaign [9]. Managers should therefore resist celebrating a strong growth
quarter as proof of digital maturity unless the organization has also become more adaptive, integrated, and resilient.

Conclusion

Digital growth and digital transformation are not synonyms. Digital growth shows that a firm has expanded its digital
reach, revenue, users, or transactions. Digital transformation shows that the firm has changed how it thinks, decides,
operates, learns, and creates value. Confusing the two is strategically dangerous because it rewards what is visible while
neglecting what is foundational.

The central argument of this viewpoint is that growth without transformation produces fragility. Firms can scale demand
faster than they scale capability, acquire customers faster than they build retention systems, and expand digital activity
faster than they redesign the operating model. When this happens, growth becomes a pressure amplifier rather than a
proof of maturity.
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A better management discipline must pursue digital growth and digital transformation together while refusing to collapse
one into the other. Scholars should further develop the distinction, and leaders should embed it into governance, metrics,
executive roles, and investment decisions. The challenge to managers is simple but demanding: measure what you
transform, not just what you grow.
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