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Digital transformation and sustainability: embracing a “lights 

and shadows” perspective 

Digital Transformation (DT) and its relationship with sustainability has become a central issue for several societal actors, 

such as governments [1], economic institutions [2], and consultancy companies [3]. Besides, also the recent management 

literature, has focused on systematically revising all the issues related to the intersection between DT  and sustainability 

[4].  

The latest literature about DT and its relationships with the three main dimensions of sustainability, namely economic, 

environmental, and societal [5], has mainly approached it focusing mainly on the positive consequences of DT, supporting 

the existence of positive cross-fertilization effects between DT and sustainability, and suggesting that DT can have a 

positive impact on all the sustainability dimensions [6]. Besides, the managerial literature related to the interplay between 

DT and organizational issues, such as structures and processes [7], work organization and employment [8], and business 

model [9], has also provided evidence of positive effects. 

However, given the relevance that all the societal actors assign to DT for creating a more sustainable society, it is critical 

to not forget the possible “shadows” of DT and the adoption of related technologies in terms of sustainability-related 

outcomes. A limited number of studies address the issue of how DT and new digital technologies may hinder sustainability 

outcomes [10]. However, in each sustainability dimension, concurrent "lights and shadows" can be found, and they have 

to be managed carefully to reach a positive balance between benefits and drawbacks. 

For instance, considering the economic dimension, digitalization is associated with increased productivity and 

entrepreneurship [11]; however, the other side of the coin is that DT, particularly the automation related to it, may lead 

to job displacement, particularly in industries heavily reliant on manual labor. However, research that has embraced a 

"lights and shadows" perspective on DT has come out with interesting results about mixed effects depending on the 

different types of new technologies introduced [12]. 

Some concurrent “lights and shadows” can also be spotted focusing on the environmental dimension. For example, the 

development of digital infrastructure has an environmental cost that seems to be outweighed by resource consumption 

reduction [13]. However, the environmental impact of DT has to be further investigated, considering the increasing 

environmental costs of DT-related wastes [14] and pollution-related behaviors [15]. 

Concerning the social dimension of sustainability, DT provides access to a wealth of information and educational 

resources, and it contributes to democratizing knowledge, enabling learning opportunities for people worldwide. 

Conversely, it raises the issue of the digital divide or the gap between those who have access to digital technologies and 

those who do not. This can exacerbate existing societal inequalities, limiting opportunities for those without access to the 

internet or digital devices, and there is a recent call to increase academic research on this issue [16]. 

The present track claims for a more holistic approach, or what we call a "lights and shadows" perspective, to DT to better 

analyze its consequences in terms of economic, environmental, and societal sustainability. Therefore, this track wants to 

attract both advanced work-in-progress and full research papers that examine the positive, negative, and particularly 

mixed effects of DT over the three dimensions of sustainability. 

 

Track main topics 

The track welcomes both theoretical and empirical advanced work-in-progress and full research papers based on 

quantitative, qualitative, or mixed methods. Topics of potential interest encompass, though are not restricted to: 

 

- What are DT's positive, negative, or controversial impacts on economic, environmental, and societal 

sustainability? 
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- What comprehensive and holistic assessment framework can be developed to evaluate the overall sustainability 

impact of DT initiatives, considering the interplay between economic, environmental, and societal dimensions? 

- What managerial practices can be deployed to foster the positive effects and counterbalance the possible negative 

impact of DT on sustainability? 

- Could the differences in DT level and digital infrastructure widen the economic, environmental, or social gaps 

across different countries or regions? 

- How does DT contribute to both increased entrepreneurship and potential job displacement and what factors 

influence the balance between these two outcomes in different industries? 

- How does the adoption of DT contribute to the resilience of organizations, and what are the potential 

vulnerabilities that organizations may face during the process? 

- How can organizations effectively manage the environmental impact of DT-related (e.g., wastes and pollution-

related behaviors), and what best practices can be established to minimize negative consequences? 

- What strategies and interventions can be implemented to bridge the digital divide and ensure that the benefits of 

DT in terms of access to information and education are more inclusive? 

- To what extent does digital literacy impact the ability of individuals to participate in and benefit from the digital 

economy, and how can initiatives be developed to enhance digital inclusivity? 

- What are the possible consequences of DT on sustainable societal growth (namely on interpersonal relations, 

gender inclusiveness, institutions, culture, attitudes, etc.)? Could the DT foster negative social dynamics (e.g., 

polarization, echo chambers)? 

- How does DT have to be managed to support more sustainable development? 
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Short bio  Paul Pierce is Senior Lecturer at the Department of Informatics of the Lund 

University. His research is focused around digitalization, or more accurately on 

ICTs as enablers of success or the catalysts to even faster failures. He tries to 

understand this by investigating how ICTs are deployed within the field of Smart 

Cities. Another avenue is understanding digitalization within our society and how 

ICTs as well as the digitalization of our society at large will affect both the private 

citizen and the corporations. He belongs to the Future Light research project which 

is focused on how we can leverage Smart City initiatives in order to create a better 

grid system, be that for transportation, lighting, waste water treatment or just better 

communication. 
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