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1. Information regarding the candidate and the presented materials in the 

procedure  

Diana-Marie Schröder holds a Master of Science in Business Psychology from FOM 

for the defence of a doctoral dissertation in accordance 

with Order No. 193/07.07.2025 by the Rector of BFU 

for conducting the defence of a dissertation for the 

awarding of the educational and scientific degree 

"Doctor" in professional field 3.8 "Economics," within 

the area of higher education 3. "Social, Economic, and 

Legal Sciences", for a doctoral candidate enrolled in 

distance doctoral program "Economics and 

Management (Industry)” of BFU, under the scientific 

supervision of Prof. Dr. Milen Baltov; as well as 

decision of the Research Council of BFU dated from 

27.06.2025. 
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Hochschule für Oekonomie und Management, with a focus on occupational and 

organizational psychology, change management, and organizational development. She 

also earned a Bachelor of Arts in Business Administration from the same institution, 

specializing in management and strategic corporate leadership. Currently, she is 

pursuing a PhD at Burgas Free University, researching digital maturity and its 

influence on corporate culture and leadership competencies, with expected graduation 

in 2025. 

Diana-Marie Schröder is currently a Senior Project Manager for Strategic 

Digitalization Projects at Grant Thornton Wirtschaftsprüfungsgesellschaft, a role she 

has held since August 2021. She leads internal digital transformation initiatives, 

including the development of a company-wide resource and workplace booking app, 

and the implementation of a collaborative software platform. Her responsibilities also 

include introducing user-centered design processes and ensuring consistent UX 

concepts across digital touchpoints. Diana is actively involved in steering cloud 

application rollouts and coordinating project-related processes from conception to 

launch. 

Her professional journey includes several key roles at DKV Euro Service 

GmbH & Co. KG. Between 2017 and 2021, she served as Product Manager Fuel, UX 

Researcher, and Senior UX & Project Manager. In these roles, she managed app 

development, digital customer portals, and UX processes in agile environments. She 

also held budget responsibility exceeding €200,000 and reported directly to the board. 

Her work emphasized customer-centric strategies, agile stakeholder management, and 

SCRUM-based project leadership. 

Her career began with a vocational training as an office administrator at DKV 

Euro Service GmbH & Co. KG, where she was awarded “Best in Class.” She later 

worked as a trainee in product management for vehicle services, contributing to 

marketing, software interface development, and emergency service reporting. Diana is 

fluent in German, English, Spanish, and French, and her personal interests include 

running, handball, and fitness. She is certified in PRINCE2 project management, 

CPUX-UR user experience, and is a Systemic Agile Master & Coach. 

The materials submitted to me for the preparation of an opinion on the 

dissertation include the following documents: the dissertation, a summary (author's 

abstract), a list of publications related to the dissertation, a report on the main 

contributions of the dissertation, the doctoral student's CV, and the full texts of the 

publications on the dissertation topic. 

The dissertation is structured into an introduction, a body consisting of four 

chapters, a conclusion, a bibliography, and appendices. The text of the dissertation 

comprises 230 pages, including 21 tables and 108 figures. The bibliography includes 

831 reference sources. 
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2. General characteristics of the doctoral thesis regarding objectives of the 

research, theoretical framework and methodology 

 

Diana-Marie Schröder's doctoral dissertation tiled “Digital Maturity and its 

Influence on Corporate Culture and Leadership Competencies in a Virtual Working 

Environment to Empower Interdisciplinary Teams to High-Performance” investigates 

how an organization’s level of digital maturity influences leadership behavior, 

corporate culture, and the development of high-performing interdisciplinary teams—

especially within virtual work environments. The study aims to bridge gaps in existing 

literature by analyzing the dynamic interplay between digital leadership, cultural 

values, and team effectiveness. It proposes a comprehensive leadership and 

competency model designed to support virtual collaboration, agility, and innovation. 

Five core research questions guide the dissertation, focusing on: 

- The role of leadership in shaping high-performance teams virtually, 

- The interaction between digital leadership and corporate culture, 

- The influence of digital maturity on leadership and culture, 

- Key characteristics of virtual leadership that enhance team 

performance, 

- Cultural factors that elevate teams to high performance. 

The research builds on theories by Hofstede (corporate culture), Lewin and 

Tuckman (leadership and team development), and Lencioni (team dysfunctions). It 

examines the evolution from traditional leadership to Leadership 4.0, which values 

adaptability, agility, emotional intelligence, and network-based authority. The study 

integrates principles of high-performance teams (HPTs), emphasizing the necessity for 

aligned values, psychological safety, and a shared vision in remote settings. 

 

3. Evaluation of the research results and research contributions and the 

importance of the dissertation  

 

The results of the doctoral thesis and publications of the candidate involve 

scientific and applied results: analysis, evaluations, empirical results, and practical 

considerations on the topic and contributions. They fulfil the requirements for 

awarding the doctoral (Ph.D) degree. The key findings of the dissertations are oriented 

towards the analysis of: 

1. Digital Maturity. The Innovative Company demonstrates the highest level of 

digital maturity. It excels in areas such as agility, decision-making, and passion for 

work, making it the top performer among all company types. The Micromanaging 

Company shows strength in structured and digitized processes. However, it lacks the 

flexibility and empowerment necessary for fostering innovation and employee 

autonomy. The Chaotic Company performs moderately in terms of digital maturity. 

While it shows promise and potential for growth, its current state reflects a transitional 

phase. The System Compliant Company ranks the lowest in digital maturity. Its 

resistance to change and underdeveloped digital infrastructure significantly hinder its 
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ability to adapt and evolve. 

2. Leadership Competence. Effective leadership in virtual environments 

depends heavily on empowerment, strategic vision, motivation, and cross-functional 

thinking. Leaders must be able to guide teams without relying solely on hierarchical 

control. The Innovative Company stands out as the most balanced and effective in 

terms of leadership. It promotes empowerment and supports team autonomy while 

maintaining strategic clarity. The Chaotic Company displays strong capabilities in 

vision and collaboration across functions. However, it lacks the methodological 

processes needed to channel these strengths into consistent results. 

Both the Micromanaging and System Compliant Companies face major 

challenges in leadership. They struggle with distributed decision-making and tend to 

centralize authority, limiting team autonomy and flexibility. 

3. Social Competence. Organizations that perform well in social competence 

emphasize empathy, clear communication, effective conflict resolution, and 

moderation during interactions. The Innovative Company excels in all aspects of social 

competence, creating a work environment conducive to collaboration and 

psychological safety. In contrast, the System Compliant Company performs poorly in 

this area. Its rigid hierarchical structures limit interpersonal communication and 

diminish the overall social dynamics within teams. 

4. Culture and Values. A high-performing organization depends on cultural 

values such as trust, appreciation, openness, self-reflection, and accountability. The 

Innovative Company places strong emphasis on building trust and creating a 

constructive error culture where learning from mistakes is encouraged. The Chaotic 

Company prioritizes openness, responsibility, and solution orientation, indicating a 

culture open to change and learning. The System Compliant Company, however, lacks 

these foundational cultural elements. Its adherence to rigid traditions limits its capacity 

for agile work and transformation. 

5. Methodological competence involves the ability to recognize change, 

challenge the status quo, and create space for innovation and creativity. The Innovative 

Company again leads across all methodological subcategories. It actively supports 

change, values critical thinking, and encourages experimentation. On the other hand, 

the System Compliant Company reflects a rigid and stagnant approach. Its inability to 

adapt or encourage innovation limits its competitiveness in a rapidly evolving 

environment. 

The study confirms three key conclusions: 

-Digital leadership significantly improves the performance of interdisciplinary 

teams. It does so by promoting trust, increasing motivation, and aligning teams with 

shared goals. 

-A high level of digital maturity fosters innovative and flexible leadership 

behaviors. It also reinforces a collaborative and adaptive organizational culture. 

-The alignment between corporate culture and leadership values plays a crucial 

role in enhancing team cohesion and driving strong performance, especially in virtual 

work settings. 
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Based on these insights, the study proposes a Leadership Competency Model 

rooted in agile values (such as those from Scrum and the Agile Manifesto). This model 

emphasizes the following: 

- Leadership based on trust and psychological safety. 

- Lateral leadership, which empowers teams to self-organize without strict 

hierarchical control. 

- Cross-functional thinking, which enables leaders to manage complexity and 

collaboration across disciplines. 

- Social skills such as empathy, communication, and conflict resolution as 

essential traits for modern leaders. 

The study addresses important Recommendations for Action for organisations 

willing to succeed in digitally transformed and agile environments. They should: 

- Promote leadership that is grounded in values such as trust, openness, and 

adaptability, aligning closely with agile principles. 

- Build organizational cultures that support experimentation, innovation, and 

transparency. 

- Invest in leadership development programs that enhance both social and 

methodological competencies. 

- Ensure that executive leadership and HR practices are aligned with the needs 

and values of interdisciplinary agile teams. 

Finally, the research emphasizes that technical skills alone are no longer 

sufficient in the context of virtual team leadership. Long-term success requires 

emotional intelligence, shared values, and adaptive leadership behaviors, all of which 

must be supported by a digitally mature and culturally agile organization. 

The results of the research are clearly and precisely formulated and can be used 

by other researchers, experts, consultants and analysts.  

The main contributions that could be outlined in this thesis are nine and I accept 

them in general but I think they could be re-formulated and presented in much more 

concise order: 

1. The relationship between leadership and corporate culture has been 

examined, demonstrating that leadership not only shapes but is also shaped by digital 

maturity. Lateral leadership is introduced as a critical success factor for agile, 

interdisciplinary teams, where traditional hierarchical structures are insufficient. The 

study concludes that high-performing teams (HPTs) depend on shared values between 

leaders and team members, which foster collaboration and cohesion. In a digital work 

environment, technical skills take a secondary role to value-based leadership grounded 

in trust, respect, openness, and autonomy. Leadership should promote self-organization 

and intrinsic motivation, while lateral leadership encourages experimentation, 

innovation, and risk-taking – key components of digital transformation. 

2. The relationship between digital leadership and cultural transformation has 

been examined, addressing important questions regarding the influence of leadership 

on high-performing teams and the impact of virtual collaboration on corporate culture. 
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3. An empirical contribution of the study is the development of a competency 

model that integrates leadership behaviors, corporate values, and levels of digital 

maturity. This framework differentiates leadership competencies across four types of 

organizations: Innovative Company, Chaotic Company, Micromanaging Company, and 

System-Compliant Company. 

4.  Practical, application-oriented tools are proposed for assessing leadership 

maturity within organizations, identifying competency gaps, and implementing 

targeted development programs. The correlation between corporate values and team 

success is confirmed, with trust, openness, and psychological safety identified as key 

factors for effective work in virtual teams. It is empirically confirmed that higher 

digital maturity correlates with more flexible, adaptive, and collaborative leadership 

behavior. The empirical results support the importance of cultural alignment in digital 

transformation and emphasize the need for leadership strategies to be aligned with 

organizational values in order to achieve sustainable success. 

5. A decision-making tool has been developed for leader selection, training, and 

performance evaluation. The competency model serves as a human resource 

management framework, enabling organizations to integrate leadership development 

strategies into digital transformation initiatives. By embedding this model into 

organizational strategies, companies can enhance leadership effectiveness, teamwork, 

and digital maturity. 

6. The importance of organizational alignment in agile and digital environments 

is highlighted. Successful agile transformations require not only changes in leadership 

behavior but also systemic changes in corporate culture. Organizations must 

institutionalize values such as trust, openness, and respect at both the team and 

corporate levels in order to foster a culture of collaboration and innovation. 

In summary, the dissertation makes an indisputable theoretical and empirical 

contribution to the research on digital leadership, organizational culture, and team 

effectiveness. 

 

6. Evaluation of the publications  

 

The publications of the author prove her excellent professional preparation and 

knowledge regarding the main international authors in the field; the application of 

proper research methods; and her ability to formulate adequately motivated 

conclusions and proper recommendations based on her research: 

1.Diana-Marie Schröder, EFFECTS OF TRANSFORMATION PROCESSES THROUGH 

MERGERS ON THE LEVEL OF DIGITAL MATURITY AND CORPORATE CULTURE. БСУ - 

Годишник, Том ХLIX, 2024, с. 147-154. https://www.bfu.bg/uploads/pages/2024-sbornik-snt.pdf 

2.Diana–Marie Schröder, CHANGE IN LEADERSHIP AND LEADERSHIP BEHAVIOR. 

БСУ - Годишник, Том ХLVII, 2023, с. 88-95.  

https://www.bfu.bg/uploads/pages/2023snt_sbornik.pdf 

3.Diana-Marie Schröder, DIGITAL MATURITY, 6 th International Conference on 

Governance and Strategic Management (ICGSM) “ESG Standards and Securing Strategic Industries” 

CONFERENCE PROCEEDINGS BOOK, с. 379-388. https://www.bfu.bg/uploads/pages/book-conf-
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2023.pdf 

4.Diana–Marie Schröder, DIGITAL MATURITY AND ITS INFLUENCE ON CORPORATE 

CULTURES, БСУ - Годишник, Том ХLV, 2022, с. 193-210.  

https://www.bfu.bg/uploads/pages/sbornik-snt-2022.pdf 

5. Diana–Marie Schröder, Digital Leadership and Corporate Culture: What Challenges do 

Manager Encounter and how Digitality Influences Leadership Behaviour, Годишник на БСУ, 2021, с. 

326-344. http://research.bfu.bg:8080/server/api/core/bitstreams/63df9f20-f41b-4e9b-b50b-

22dd63976b91/content 

 
 

7. Evaluation on the minimal national requirements 
 

The materials that have been presented fulfil the minimal national requirements 

for awarding the doctoral (Ph.D) degree. This is valid for the quality of the doctoral 

thesis (the full text of the dissertation), the annotation (abstract) of the dissertation and 

the list of the publications of the candidate and the indexations of the publications.   

 

 

8. Critical remarks, recommendations and questions  

 
No substantial critical remarks to the candidate and his research. I have one 

recommendation to the candidate – to translate in German (after the end of the 

procedure for the awarding of the academic degree “Doctor”) and to publish in proper 

foreign editions her doctoral thesis. Thus the research will reach a broader audience 

and provide more citations for the author and his affiliation. 

Questions: 

1.) How will the integration of artificial intelligence into management processes 

transform the role of lateral leadership and the concept of the leader as a 

facilitator in digitally mature and agile organizations? 

2.) To what extent will cultural alignment and the relationship between 

leadership and organizational culture remain relevant in the context of 

automated leadership mediation through AI-based systems for managing 

people and processes? 

 

9. Conclusion 

 
The doctoral thesis titled “Digital Maturity and its Influence on Corporate 

Culture and Leadership Competencies in a Virtual Working Environment to 

Empower Interdisciplinary Teams to High-Performance” and the publications 

presented by the doctoral student Diana-Marie Schröder in the current procedure 

for awarding the academic degree “Doctor” (Ph.D) announced by BFU cover all 

necessary requirements for the occupation of this academic degree. The 

publications of the candidate are original and valuable pieces of research, 

demonstrating the adequate scientific style of their author.  
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All of the abovementioned arguments and facts give me the ground to vote 

“YES” for the awarding of the academic degree “Doctor” to Diana-Marie 

Schröder. 

 

 

08.08.2025 

Sofia    Signature: С.Бонева 

( assoc. prof. Svetla Boneva, Ph.D ) 


