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I. General characteristics of the dissertation work

The presented dissertation consists of 221 pages, including a main text of 183 pages, a table
of contents, a list of figures and tables, a list of abbreviations, a bibliography — 25 pages and
an interview questionnaire — 4 pages. The study is richly visualized with 49 figures and 8
tables.

The topic of the dissertation is new, important and promising, because digitalization is the
basis of the Fourth Industrial Revolution and it permeates all aspects of business life.
Digitalization creates conditions for working in a virtual work environment, which raises
guestions about the work of interdisciplinary teams, the development of corporate culture
and the leadership of teams and companies. These questions are new and have yet to be
developed. Therefore, the doctoral student and her scientific supervisor should be
congratulated for the courage in choosing the topic of the dissertation.

The structure of the study is logically sound and follows the classical sequence of revealing
theoretical achievements, creating and applying an original research methodology, and
formulating conclusions and generalizations. The author develops the topic of the study in
three main lines: digital maturity of companies, digital leadership, and the effectiveness of
interdisciplinary teams.

The content of the study consists of six parts: introduction, theoretical background,
empirical research and analyses, achieved results, critical analysis and recommendations,
conclusion and implication and scientific contributions. The distribution of the text in the



main three parts - theoretical background, empirical research and analyses, achieved
results, critical analysis and recommendations is balanced.

The dissertation begins with an introduction. It presents in a synthesized form the current
state of research on the issue, discusses the topic of the study itself, the identified gaps, and
formulates the purpose of the study. The doctoral student identifies five main research
guestions, the answers to which the study is built:

1. In what ways can leadership behavior in virtual settings positively influence the
dimensions of high-performing interdisciplinary teams?

2. How does digital leadership interact with and shape corporate culture, and what
reciprocal effects can be observed?

3. What is the impact of an organization’s level of digital maturity on its corporate
culture and leadership practices?

4. Which specific characteristics of virtual leadership have the potential to enhance the
performance dimensions of high-performing teams?

5. What factors within an existing organizational structure and corporate culture

contribute to elevating teams to high-performance levels?

In this part, the doctoral student presents 3 theses, which are built on 5 hypotheses. The
goal is to harmonize the derived elements of corporate culture, the leadership of
interdisciplinary teams and the effectiveness and dynamics of teamwork of high-
performance teams. To this end, the construction of a comprehensive model is envisaged.
In this way, the doctoral student not only lays a solid foundation for the research problem,
but also enters into its content.

The first part of the dissertation is devoted to the theoretical background of the study. It
discusses the main categories and concepts used in the analysis: corporate culture,
leadership styles, corporate culture, group and team, corporate culture, leadership and
innovation in a general context. The main sources of theoretical knowledge on the indicated
subtopics are used, as well as their contemporary interpretations and developments.
Corporate culture is derived mainly from the works of G. Hofstede, and it has been
established that the six dimensions of corporate culture derived from him are still relevant
today.

The theoretical basis for defining leadership styles is the work of K. Lewin. These
foundations have been enriched by other research, so that the styles derived by K. Lewin
have been further developed.

The differences between a group and a team are established with the help of the theoretical
statements of K. Lewin, Br. Tuckman and P. Lencioni. The concepts of group dynamics and
highly effective teams are formulated.



When discussing the connections between corporate culture, leadership and innovation in
a general context, sources mainly from P. Drucker were used, supplemented by other
authors.

The second part presents the empirical research. To test the research hypotheses, 24
interviews were organized and conducted with representatives of management teams.
When processing the results obtained, the Meiring content analysis method was used,
which is suitable for conducting a systematic, theoretical qualitative analysis. The interview
guestionnaire is based on the five research questions posed in the introductory part. To
select the interviewed managers, a classification of companies of four types was developed,
which further develops H. Mintzberg's framework for the six organizational typologies, each
of which reflects different configurations of power, control and coordination.

After processing the information from the interviews, the results for each type of company
are presented and argued in the following sections: digital maturity, leadership, social
competence, culture and values, and methodological competence.

In the following presentation, the doctoral student proposes her own model of leadership
competence in interdisciplinary, agile teams. This model is built on the Scrum methodology
and principles from the Agile Manifesto and its focus is on collaboration, adaptability, and
responsiveness to change.

The doctoral student then formulates recommendations for implementing the model as a
practical tool for organizations aiming to improve leadership practices.

In the final part of the dissertation, the doctoral student uses the results of the study to
argue and validate the hypotheses made. They represent the main scientific contributions
of the work. The doctoral student emphasizes the mutual relationship between corporate
culture, leadership behavior and digital maturity and their combined influence on the
transition of interdisciplinary to high-performance teams.

Finally, the doctoral student presented her scientific contributions in a separate section.
These are discussed and evaluated in the next part of the review.

The doctoral student has successfully passed all the exams during her studies at the Burgas
Free University. On the topic of the dissertation, the doctoral student has presented five
independent publications in yearbooks. Her participation in eight conferences is also noted,
five of which are in Bulgaria, and three conferences - in Germany. These publications and
participation in conferences validate and disseminate among the scientific community the
results achieved from the dissertation research.

The abstract follows and correctly presents the main parts and results of the dissertation
work. It contains the main scientific contributions of the doctoral student, allowing quick
access to the research performed.



Il. Evaluation of the scientific and practical results in the dissertation work

The nature of the presented dissertation has both theoretical and strongly practical
contributions, which should be taken into account when evaluating the achieved results.
They can be interpreted as follows.

1. The interrelationship between leadership behavior based on values such as trust,
respect, openness and autonomy and corporate culture has been proven. The
benefits of lateral leadership, which are associated with encouraging
experimentation, innovation and risk-taking, have been derived.

2. A competency model was created that integrates leadership behaviors, corporate
values, and digital maturity in the four types of organizations studied: innovative
company, chaotic company, micromanagement company, and systems-compliant
company.

3. A toolkit has been developed to assess leadership maturity, identify competency
gaps for the design and implementation of targeted development programs.
Another application could be as a decision-making tool for leader selection, training,
and performance evaluation.

4. The strong influence of corporate culture and values on the successful performance
of the team has been confirmed, with an emphasis on trust, openness and
psychological security.

5. It is argued that higher digital maturity is associated with flexible, adaptive and
collaborative leadership behavior, which leads to the formation of sustainable and
innovation-oriented cultures in companies.

l1l. Critical remarks and recommendations

The doctoral student has correctly reflected all the notes and comments that were made
during the initial discussion of the dissertation. For this purpose, she has submitted a report
on the changes made. In this way, the dissertation has achieved completeness, and the
theses in it have become more convincing and well-argued.

Therefore, instead of additional critical remarks, | would make the following
recommendations, which relate to future research and continued work on the topic of the
dissertation:

= Due tothe dynamic nature of digitalization and the active use of artificial intelligence
in the integral functioning and development of companies, the focus of research is
increasingly shifting towards the application of artificial intelligence for the
development of leadership, organizational culture and the effectiveness of teams
and companies. Therefore, it would be interesting and challenging if the doctoral
student focused on this narrower phenomenon of digitalization.

= Given the influence of cultural differences on organizational development, it would
be interesting to make comparisons on the issues of dissertation work in different
cultural environments in which companies operate.



= The massive use of virtual environments for team work in companies, imposed by
the Covid-19 pandemic, after the initial enthusiasm, is starting to be re-evaluated
and studies are emerging that provide a more balanced assessment of this
phenomenon. Therefore, it would be interesting to compare the effectiveness of
teams working in virtual and physical environments.

IV. Conclusion

In conclusion, taking into account the achieved results of the dissertation work, their
dissemination and validation in scientific publications and participation in scientific forums
of the doctoral student, my assessment is that the dissertation project meets the
requirements set out in the Law on Academic Staff Development of the Republic of Bulgaria,
the Regulations for its implementation and the Regulations for the Development of the
Academic Staff at the Burgas Free University, which with full conviction gives me reason to
propose to the esteemed members of this Scientific Jury to award the educational and
scientific degree "Doctor" in Scientific Specialization 3.8 Economics to doctoral student
Diana-Marie Schroder.

Prof. Dr. Spartak Keremidchiev

07.08.2025
Sofia



