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Abstract: In today’s e-commerce industry, conversion rate
optimization is often considered essentially the same as
user experience optimization. In addition, there is a strong
focus on quantitative experimentation, which some deem
a jack-of-all-trades solution, often at the expense of qual-
itative user experience research. Both are worrying devel-
opments. This essay elaborates on why it is harmful to con-
sider conversion rate optimization and user experience op-
timization to be the same thing in the context of growth
marketing, and how the three concepts are interrelated.
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1 Introduction

Growth marketing, conversion rate optimization, and user
experience (or UX) do not cease to be hot topics, partic-
ularly in today’s e-commerce industry. But what are they,
exactly? And how do they relate to each other? According
to a blog post by Julie Ley [4], growth hacking is a term first
coined by Sean Ellis in 2012. She explains that it enables
massive growth (especially in the startup world) by focus-
ing on the entire sales funnel, being agile, and “unafraid
to take risks.” It seems a significant amount of businesses
swear by this concept since it supposedly contributed to
the success of “many great companies including Hotmail,
Dropbox, and Spotify” [4].!

Now, in addition to growth hacking, growth market-
ing is another term that seems to have gained traction
lately. Julie Ley describes it as “a more mature version of

1 However, it has to be noted that humans tend to focus on success
stories. Daniel Kahneman explains this effect in his excellent book
“Thinking, Fast and Slow” [3], where he details how Google’s success
story was at least as much luck as it was skill and good decisions.
During the literature review for this essay, I could not manage to find
a scientific study inquiring into the effectiveness of growth marketing
for businesses.
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growth hacking” that “applies to a much larger set of com-
panies” [4]. According to her blog post, it is a mix of growth
hacking and traditional marketing that involves “data and
agility to scale revenue” [4]. Data and revenue are two
important keywords here since they explain the connec-
tion to two other techniques that come into play: quanti-
tative experimentation (enter A/B testing) and conversion
rate optimization (self-explanatory). These two are also
closely intertwined since A/B testing is a crucial means to
maximize conversions (purchases, registrations, newslet-
ter signups, etc.) as a target metric.

In short, to establish the relationship between the dif-
ferent concepts: A/B testing—often referred to as experi-
mentation—is an integral part of conversion rate optimiza-
tion, which, together with growth hacking, is a key ingre-
dient of growth marketing.

Allin all, as of now, growth marketing and conversion
rate optimization seem to be quite the success stories: pa-
pers are being written (e. g., Lopez Kaufman, Pitchforth, &
Vermeer [5]), conversion rates are being optimized (e. g.,
McFarland [7]), and conferences are being held (e. g., Rid-
dle [12]).

Recently, I attended one of those growth marketing
conferences and in a fully occupied keynote, listened to
the following three statements, which I found rather strik-
ing: “Conversion optimization is [...] user-centric”, “Only
do ‘real’ quantitative analyses [...] don’t ask five people on
the street!”, and “don’t ask for your customer’s opinion”
(because it is just an opinion). Starting from the hypothe-
sis conversion rate optimization equals user experience op-
timization, in this essay, I will challenge these three state-
ments by presenting counterexamples from real-world use
cases.

2 “Conversion Optimization Is [...]
User-Centric”

Beginning with the first statement, already the name sug-
gests that conversion optimization is inherently business-
and conversion-centric rather than—at its core—oriented
towards users’ needs. Still, this does not mean the two are
mutually exclusive, but overlapping concepts. In a lot of
cases, maximizing conversions and providing a better user
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experience (or usability) go hand in hand, e. g., when op-
timizing the flow of a checkout process. However, if we
approach this from a theoretical perspective and have a
look at the hypothesis “conversion optimization is user-
centric”, it is relatively easy to find a counter-example.
Consider the following real-world case I witnessed: Chang-
ing the label of a button in an online shop from “buy
now” to “reserve and continue.” Conversions increased
because users did not understand anymore that they are
already making a commitment. Yet, this is clearly not user-
centric (Table 1, case #1). Another example is the appli-
cation of the scarcity heuristic on e-commerce websites
(“only 2 pieces available; 5 other users are currently look-
ing at this”). It has been well-established in numerous case
studies that this is good for conversions (e. g., Brebion [1];
Fernandez [2]). Yet, this practice exploits a cognitive bias
since humans perceive things as more valuable or useful if
they are (or appear to be) scarce [6]. This potentially pres-
sures users into buying products they do not actually want
or need, which again is clearly not user-centric if it goes
beyond simply informing the user about the current stock.

On a different note, Jim Lewis and Jeff Sauro inves-
tigated the connection between System Usability Scale
(SUS) and Net Promoter (NPS) scores and found that “SUS
scores explained about 36 % of the variation in [likelihood
to recommend]” [13]. That is, usability has a direct im-
pact on customer loyalty and recommendations (Table 1,
case #2). This might tempt one to reverse the above state-
ment and say, “user centricity improves conversion rate”.
However, like the original statement, this is not universally
true as well. One can easily find examples in which an im-
proved user experience can negatively influence conver-
sions. Assume the following case: A customer considers
buying a new phone that is not compatible with their com-
puter, but they assume compatibility because they simply
expect it and the product description does not explicitly
state otherwise. If you leave the description like it is, there
is a fair chance the customer will buy the phone. Now, if
you add more information about compatibility, thus im-
proving the user experience, you will most probably lose
the customer. Therefore, a better user experience—in this
case—might decrease conversions (Table 1, case #3). An-
other, very recent example I know of first-hand: During
the current COVID-19 crisis, delivery times at a large Ger-
man online shop increased drastically. Since users were in-
formed about this only after having completed a purchase,
they faced many angry customers. Hence, they decided
to inform about slower delivery earlier in the funnel. The
number of angry customers decreased, but conversions
also measurably dropped (Table 1, case #4). Yet, from my
experience, the cases in which an improved user experi-
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ence has a positive impact on conversions largely outnum-
ber the negative cases [15], and user-centricity can have a
massive return on investment (ROI) (e. g., Nielsen [9]).

It is very important to understand that conversion op-
timization and user-centricity are intertwined, but sepa-
rate concepts. One should not assume that means to im-
prove conversions automatically lead to a better user expe-
rience, or vice versa. Therefore, when implementing mea-
sures to increase conversions, it is crucial to always keep
an eye on usability and user experience (be it through,
e. g., SUS questionnaires or qualitative studies) and make
sure they do not get adversely affected.

3 “Only Do ‘Real’ Quantitative
Analyses”

This statement is directly connected to the last one since
naturally, conversion rates can only be measured in a
quantitative manner. During the keynote I attended, the
argument was that only quantitative analyses with “real”,
i.e., large amounts of data (mostly referring to A/B test-
ing on live websites) are worthwhile and one should not
waste time conducting research with smaller quantities of
users, i. e., less data. This, however, not only neglects the
plethora of existing methods, but is also directly contra-
dictory to research, e. g., by Jakob Nielsen and Rolf Molich,
who found that only five evaluators are sufficient to find a
majority of usability problems in a user interface [10].
A/B testing clearly has its place for certain types of re-
search questions, but the problem here is that A/B testing
only tells you about the “what”, but not about the “why”
[8]. This means that while you know that a concept you im-
plemented works and has a positive impact on conversion
rate (and potentially other revenue-related measures), you
can only guess what the reasons are (given you had a good
test hypothesis), or whether the conversion optimization
had a positive or negative impact on usability and user
experience. Therefore, it is absolutely crucial to comple-
ment those “real” quantitative analyses with something
that tells you more about what is going on behind the cur-
tain. This can be done by implementing metrics for usabil-
ity and/or user experience that can be monitored along-
side conversions, a topic I have extensively investigated in
my Ph. D. thesis [14], or by conducting additional qualita-
tive research with relevant customers. To illustrate this, let
me give you another real-world example. We once tested
a concept for better product descriptions where we intro-
duced a new layout and interactions, but kept the existing
information. We performed an A/B test on our live website,
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Table 1: Cases from e-commerce and how they affect conversions as well as UX and usability.

Case Conversions User Experience Usability
#1: “reserve and continue” instead of “buy now” on call-to-action button 1 -

#2: loyalty—usability correlation -

#3: providing more information about a product’s compatibility l -

#4: informing customers about current delays in delivery l -

#5: inconclusive A/B test of product descriptions +0 ? -

#6: after improving product descriptions —

#7: negative A/B test with unknown UX impact | ? -

but we did not meet the required uplift in conversion rate
for the new feature to be considered for implementation
(Table 1, case #5). Yet, the numbers looked promising, so
we conducted an additional think-aloud study in which we
found out that users loved the new concept itself, but the
provided information was rather useless. Following this,
we implemented the feature and are now working on pro-
viding it with better content. In this case, the “real” quan-
titative analysis was not able to tell the whole truth and
almost led us to throwing something away that was an im-
provement for our customers—in terms of conversions and
user experience (Table 1, case #6).

As a takeaway, it is important to remember that data-
driven decisions, just like conversion optimization, are not
inherently customer-centric. Qualitative research and re-
search with smaller batches of data will always have their
place alongside “large” experiments, in order to paint a
complete picture.

4 “Don’t Ask for Your Customer’s
Opinion”

The argument made here was that opinions are inherently
subjective and therefore not as useful as objective data
from experimentation such as A/B testing. Exaggeratedly
speaking: Only if you run an A/B test in which you com-
pare two colors of a “buy” button and the green one leads
to more conversions, you should implement the green but-
ton, but not when your customers tell you that they would
find a green button better visible.

It is indeed true that humans often do not know
what they want or need. Henry Ford supposedly said:
“If I had asked people what they wanted, they would
have said faster horses” [16]. Then again, the decision to
buy something or not is subjective, as are the problems
users encounter on a website, the latter being a thing cus-
tomers are very good at describing [16]. In addition, in

“The Design of Everyday Things”, Don Norman states that
users are not designers and you should therefore only ask
them for problems, but never for solutions [11]. Hence, it
is extremely important to ask for your customers’ opin-
ions—but in the right way. A/B tests are extremely valuable
and the quantitative output they produce show you, as ob-
jectively as possible, the effect of a change on your web-
site. However, they fail at uncovering problems users en-
counter on your website. We are currently running an A/B
test that we were absolutely convinced would produce a
significant uplift because customers repeatedly indicated
they would really like the concept we are testing, but all the
numbers are negative right now. The only thing we know is
that what we implemented for the test is not working, but
we have no clue whether the concept is just not good after
all, or if the test introduced new problems that outweigh
the positive impact (Table 1, case #7). It will be inevitable
for us to conduct some follow-up qualitative research after
the test.

The latter also illustrates an, in my experience, very
effective strategy for research that addresses both, user
experience and conversion optimization: Create test hy-
potheses based on customer feedback, then A/B-test ap-
propriate solutions in a quantitative way, and finally con-
duct a qualitative analysis to see why the test turned out
the way it did. As before, you need a suitable combination
of quantitative and qualitative research as well as objective
and subjective insights for a complete picture and the best
possible insights.

5 Conclusion

So, why do I consider growth marketing to be harm-
ful? From many conversations at the growth marketing
conference I attended as well as within my professional
(e-commerce) environment, I got the impression that an
increasing number of people tend to believe that growth
marketing, conversion rate optimization and user experi-
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ence are, more or less, interchangeable concepts. To me,
this is a very worrying trend since they are clearly not. Con-
version rate optimization is a part of growth marketing (at
least according to the definition given earlier) and user ex-
perience is a completely different thing, which just hap-
pens to have a large overlap with conversion rate optimiza-
tion. Therefore, we need a better understanding of and bet-
ter communication about the relationships between these
three interrelated, but independent concepts:

Growth
Marketing

User
Experience

Conversion
Rate ¥

Optimizati.

A/B Testing

Figure 1: Relationships between Growth Marketing, Conversion Rate
Optimization, and User Experience; and where A/B testing is to be
located.

Based on the above, it should become clear that the
initially posed hypothesis conversion rate optimization
equals user experience optimization cannot hold. Yes, users
trigger conversions, so you should not treat the two en-
tirely separately, but a conversion does not care about
what exactly happened earlier in the funnel and what the
user’s experience was, as long as they purchased some-
thing in the end. Hence, a sole focus on optimizing con-
version rates clearly neglects the “X” in UX. Optimizing
the user’s experience is much more than just data-driven
experiments. It involves choosing the right strategy, de-
signing, exploratory methods, and a mix of qualitative and
quantitative research. A/B testing is just a very small part
of user experience research and also happens to be the
main instrument for professionals who optimize conver-
sion rates. Therefore, it is crucial to understand—and al-
ways make clear—that good user experience can be a ma-
jor driver of growth, but is inherently different from both,
growth marketing and conversion rate optimization.

Ultimately, to conclude, I want to suggest three revised
statements:

— Conversion optimization must be user-centric.

- Always try to complement quantitative analyses with
qualitative insights—and vice versa.

— Always ask for your customer’s opinion to uncover
problems—but not to find solutions.

DE GRUYTER OLDENBOURG

References

[1] Brebion, A. (2018). 5 Clever Scarcity and Urgency Examples to
Boost your Conversions. Retrieved from https://www.abtasty.
com/blog/scarcity-urgency-marketing/.

[2] Fernandez, M. (2019). 34 Clever Scarcity Examples to Skyrocket
Your Conversions. Retrieved from https://optinmonster.com/
scarcity-examples-to-boost-your-conversions/.

[3] Kahneman, D. (2011). Thinking, Fast and Slow. Farrar, Straus
and Giroux.

[4] Ley, ). (2016). Growth Hacking vs. Growth Marketing: A New
Way To Approach Revenue and Attribution. Retrieved from
https://medium.com/saas-user-onboarding-resources/
growth-hacking-vs-growth-marketing-a-new-way-to-approach-
revenue-and-attribution-65507fe2a33a.

[5] Lopez Kaufman, R., Pitchforth, J., & Vermeer, L. (2017).
Democratizing online controlled experiments at Booking.com.
Conference on Digital Experimentation.

[6] Lynn, M. (1989). Scarcity effects on desirability: Mediated by
assumed expensiveness? Journal of Economic Psychology
10(2), pp. 257-274.

[71 McFarland, C. (2012). Experiment! Website conversion rate
optimization with A/B and multivariate testing. New Riders.

[8] Nielsen, ). (2005). Putting A/B Testing in Its Place. Retrieved
from https://www.nngroup.com/articles/putting-ab-testing-
in-its-place/.

[9] Nielsen, ). (2007). Do Government Agencies and Non-Profits
Get ROI From Usability? Retrieved from https://www.nngroup.
com/articles/government-non-profits-usability-roi/.

[10] Nielsen, )., & Molich, R. (1990). Heuristic evaluation of user
interfaces. SIGCHI conference on Human factors in computing
systems.

[11] Norman, D. (2013). The Design of Everyday Things. Basic
Books.

[12] Riddle, A. (2019). 10 Conversion Rate Optimization Conferences
to Attend in 2019. Retrieved from https://www.brooksbell.
com/resource/blog/10-conversion-rate-optimization-
conferences-to-attend-in-2019/.

[13] Sauro, J. (2012). Predicting Net Promoter Scores from System
Usability Scale Scores. Retrieved from https://measuringu.
com/nps-sus/.

[14] Speicher, M. (2016). Search Interaction Optimization:

A Human-Centered Design Approach. Chemnitz University of
Technology.

[15] Speicher, M. (2017). How usability impacts profit: The
Conversion/Usability Framework. Retrieved from https:
//uxdesign.cc/the-conversion-usability-framework-
3e2068edebbc.

[16] Walsh, C. (2017). On Building A Faster Horse: Design Thinking
For Disruption. Retrieved from https://www.forbes.com/sites/
forbesfinancecouncil/2017/10/19/on-building-a-faster-horse-
design-thinking-for-disruption/.


https://www.abtasty.com/blog/scarcity-urgency-marketing/
https://www.abtasty.com/blog/scarcity-urgency-marketing/
https://optinmonster.com/scarcity-examples-to-boost-your-conversions/
https://optinmonster.com/scarcity-examples-to-boost-your-conversions/
https://medium.com/saas-user-onboarding-resources/growth-hacking-vs-growth-marketing-a-new-way-to-approach-revenue-and-attribution-65507fe2a33a
https://medium.com/saas-user-onboarding-resources/growth-hacking-vs-growth-marketing-a-new-way-to-approach-revenue-and-attribution-65507fe2a33a
https://medium.com/saas-user-onboarding-resources/growth-hacking-vs-growth-marketing-a-new-way-to-approach-revenue-and-attribution-65507fe2a33a
http://Booking.com
https://www.nngroup.com/articles/putting-ab-testing-in-its-place/
https://www.nngroup.com/articles/putting-ab-testing-in-its-place/
https://www.nngroup.com/articles/government-non-profits-usability-roi/
https://www.nngroup.com/articles/government-non-profits-usability-roi/
https://www.brooksbell.com/resource/blog/10-conversion-rate-optimization-conferences-to-attend-in-2019/
https://www.brooksbell.com/resource/blog/10-conversion-rate-optimization-conferences-to-attend-in-2019/
https://www.brooksbell.com/resource/blog/10-conversion-rate-optimization-conferences-to-attend-in-2019/
https://measuringu.com/nps-sus/
https://measuringu.com/nps-sus/
https://uxdesign.cc/the-conversion-usability-framework-3e2068edebbc
https://uxdesign.cc/the-conversion-usability-framework-3e2068edebbc
https://uxdesign.cc/the-conversion-usability-framework-3e2068edebbc
https://www.forbes.com/sites/forbesfinancecouncil/2017/10/19/on-building-a-faster-horse-design-thinking-for-disruption/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/forbesfinancecouncil/2017/10/19/on-building-a-faster-horse-design-thinking-for-disruption/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/forbesfinancecouncil/2017/10/19/on-building-a-faster-horse-design-thinking-for-disruption/

DE GRUYTER OLDENBOURG

Bionotes

Maximilian Speicher

C&A Mode GmbH & Co. KG, Diisseldorf,
Germany
maximilian.speicher@canda.com

Dr.-Ing. Maximilian Speicher received his Ph. D. in Computer Science
from Technische Universitat Chemnitz for his work on search inter-
action optimization and human-centered design at the R&D depart-
ment of Unister GmbH, Leipzig. Afterwards, he joined bitstars GmbH
in Aachen as a VP to work on their AR/VR platform HoloBuilder. From
2017 to 2018, he did his post-doc at the University of Michigan in
Ann Arbor, where he continued working on AR/VR topics, specif-
ically in the contexts of UX design and usability evaluation. Cur-
rently, he is a UX Manager in the eCommerce department of C&A Eu-
rope in Diisseldorf, where he takes care of user experience and user
research and is increasingly exposed to growth marketing topics.
For his academic work, he received Best Paper awards at ACM CHI
and ACM EICS, where he has also regularly served as a reviewer. To
learn more about his work, visit https://2008.maxspeicher.com/.

M. Speicher, Growth Marketing Considered Harmful

-_ 119


https://2008.maxspeicher.com/

	Growth Marketing Considered Harmful
	1 Introduction
	2 “Conversion Optimization Is […] User-Centric”
	3 “Only Do ‘Real’ Quantitative Analyses”
	4 “Don’t Ask for Your Customer’s Opinion”
	5 Conclusion
	References


