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1. Information about the candidate

Diana-Marie Schroder was enrolled in a doctoral program in professional field 3.8.
"Economics," scientific specialty "Economics and Management (Industry)," at the Center for
Economic and Management Sciences at Burgas Free University for the period March 2021 to
March 2025. The training was conducted in a part-time format. She was granted the right to
defend her dissertation by the Academic Council of the university on June 27, 2025.

2. General characteristics of the submitted dissertation

The dissertation submitted for defense is written in English and is 230 pages in total,
of which 190 pages are the main text, structured in an introduction, three chapters, and a
conclusion. Lists of tables, figures, references, abbreviations, and an appendix are also
included. The main text features eight tables and 49 figures.

The introduction convincingly presents the relevance of the topic, considering the
growing digitalization of the workplace and the need for effective management of virtual
teams. Structurally and substantively, the dissertation is purposefully and appropriately
developed in line with three clearly stated research theses: (1) Digital leadership enhances
interdisciplinary team performance; (2) Digital maturity shapes leadership and strengthens
corporate culture; (3) Alignment between corporate culture and leadership improves team
performance. These theses are further broken down into working hypotheses, which are
tested and confirmed throughout the research.

The research focuses on companies with varying degrees of digital maturity,
examining leadership practices and corporate culture in virtual environments. The primary



objective of the doctoral candidate is to develop a comprehensive leadership framework that
supports the effective management of interdisciplinary teams in a digital (remote)
environment, enhances team performance, and ultimately contributes to the digital maturity
of the organization.

Focusing on three key dimensions — organizational culture, leadership behavior, and
interdisciplinary team performance — the author outlines five research tasks that address
leadership competencies, corporate culture assessment, the influence of digital maturity on
organizational behavior, and factors that enhance high-performing team outcomes. The
successful completion of these tasks is reflected in the dissertation.

To ensure the rigor and objectivity of the research, the candidate applies an
appropriate methodology, outlining the boundaries and interdisciplinary specifics of the
study. The methodology is based on in-depth interviews with 24 participants from four
company types (six per type). This qualitative approach provides rich insights into
organizational behavior and leadership practices. This approach enables a comprehensive
examination of participants' experiences and perspectives, ensuring that the nuances of
organizational behavior and leadership practices are fully considered.

From this perspective, it can be argued that Diana-Marie Schrdder's dissertation is
structurally designed to address the research problem.

In accordance with the requirements for a literature review on the topic, the first
chapter intentionally and scientifically presents the core concepts and theoretical aspects, as
well as the existing methods and approaches for examining the relationship between effective
leadership of virtual, interdisciplinary teams and the organizational culture in which they
operate. It explores, with an appropriately selected methodology, the development of a
purposeful understanding of the relationship between digital maturity, leadership, and
organizational effectiveness, focusing on how companies adapt and evolve in a digital
environment. In this chapter, the dissertation demonstrates the author's scientific awareness
and ability to critically evaluate existing research on the subject.

The second chapter of the dissertation presents an empirical study conducted using
the content analysis methodology outlined by Mayring. It focuses on identifying company
profiles based on their digital maturity and managerial behavior. Four types of company
profiles have been developed—innovative, chaotic, micro-management, and system-
compliant—based on predefined criteria and a matrix combining digital maturity with
management style. Narrative interviews were conducted with representatives from selected
companies of each type, and the data were analyzed through systematic coding and
categorization to identify behavioral patterns and management competencies that influence
the effectiveness of cross-functional teams. This chapter demonstrates the PhD candidate's
ability to analyze, summarize, and systematize information about the object under study, as
well as to use appropriate scientific tools to address and resolve the research problem.

The third chapter of the dissertation presents the results of the empirical research, and
for each of the four company typologies—innovative, chaotic, micro-managerial, and
system-compliant—key characteristics of corporate culture, leadership behavior, and the
degree of digital maturity are summarized. A critical comparative analysis of these
typologies is conducted, showing how digital transformation relates to levels of autonomy,
change management, and teamwork efficiency. In the chapter's summary, the PhD student
effectively summarizes practical recommendations for organizational development aimed at
boosting digital competence among leaders and fostering a supportive cultural environment



for sustainable change.

The conclusion summarizes the research findings and confirms the initial theses and
hypotheses. It reviews the key arguments, findings, and proposed solutions discussed
throughout the dissertation, providing a clear overview of the importance of the relationship
between an organization's digital maturity, corporate culture, and leadership skills for
successful transformation. The author stresses that only in an environment with high cultural
maturity and adaptive leadership can digital initiatives lead to lasting and effective change.
Based on these conclusions, recommendations are made to business, politics, and science for
the intentional development of management skills and cultural processes to support digital
transformations.

A total of 168 sources are used. It should be noted that the doctoral student has
excellent knowledge of the literature in the scientific field and accurately cites sources in the
text and bibliography.

3. Evaluation of the scientific and applied results

The dissertation has achieved the main scientific and applied results using a
qualitative research approach. The implementation of the set goals and objectives is
successful, as key characteristics of leadership competencies have been identified and best
practices have been developed for building an effective corporate culture.

The PhD student has proposed original scientific research that broadens the scope of
inquiry and provides answers to key theoretical and practical questions. Throughout the
study, the three research theses and the formulated hypotheses were confirmed.

The author of the dissertation presents a classification system and matrix that
categorize companies into four distinct types based on their leadership behavior and level of
digital maturity. As a result of the research, a competency model is developed, providing a
framework for understanding and fostering leadership skills for interdisciplinary, adaptable
teams. The model, suitable for various organizational types, allows organizations to evaluate
their maturity in key competencies, pinpoint areas for improvement, and implement targeted
strategies. This stands as one of the primary contributions of the dissertation author.

4. Evaluation of scientific and applied contributions
I support the claims for the scientific and applied contributions, which I would
summarize as follows:

1. Scientific results and contributions:

1. Based on extensive theoretical research, an integrated framework has been created to
analyze the relationship between digital maturity, corporate culture, and leadership
behavior, which enhances the scientific understanding of how interdisciplinary teams
function effectively in a virtual work environment.

2. It is both theoretically argued and empirically confirmed that an organization's level
of digital maturity determines the form and effectiveness of its leadership practices
and directly influences corporate culture and team cohesion.

3. The need to adapt the leadership model to the new requirements of digital
transformation is justified, introducing the concept of lateral leadership in the context
of high autonomy, self-management, and a culture of trust.

11 Applied results and contributions:
1. A leadership competencies model has been created, connected to four distinct types



of organizational behavior — innovative, chaotic, micro-managerial, and system-
compliant companies — enabling practical assessment and focused development of
leadership skills.

2. A classification matrix was created to assess companies based on their digital
maturity and management culture, serving as a tool for strategic decision-making in
human resources and organizational development.

3. A practical toolkit for selecting, training, and evaluating leaders has been created,
which can be incorporated into existing HR strategies to achieve sustainable results in
digital transformations.

4. Tt has been empirically confirmed that organizations with high digital maturity create
an environment where cultural values such as trust, openness, and psychological
safety are not only institutionalized but also enhance team effectiveness and
innovation capacity.

These contributions are valuable both theoretically and practically and can be applied
across organizations with varying levels of digital maturity.

5. Evaluation of the dissertation publications

A total of 13 publications related to the dissertation have been presented, including
five peer-reviewed journal articles, five conference papers, and three international forum
presentations. The results have been appropriately disseminated. They showcase the solid
scientific merits of the research demonstrated in the dissertation.

6. Evaluation of the abstract

The abstract reflects the content of the dissertation. It is written clearly and presents
the main results and contributions. Some refinement is recommended to avoid stylistic
repetitions and better structure the content by chapters.

7. Critical comments, recommendations and questions

The final version of the dissertation incorporates previous comments and
improvements. However, the following recommendations may be helpful for further
development:

e A clearer distinction between the conceptual levels of "virtual leadership" and
"digital leadership" is recommended, as the two concepts are sometimes used
interchangeably in the text, even though they have different theoretical and
practical scopes.

e It would be helpful to include a more systematic review of the empirical
limitations related to sample selection and the prevalent German context of the
organizations studied, considering the potential for international
generalizability of results.

e The competence model proposed by the PhD candidate is innovative but can be
further refined using quantitative methods (e.g., factor analysis) or validated in
different sectoral contexts (industry, services, public administration).

e The abstract should be better organized into chapters, with clear sections on
objectives, methodology, results, and contributions. Repetitions and stylistic
tautologies should be avoided to ensure clearer communication with the
scientific audience.



e A broader comparison of the results with established international models, such
as the Digital Maturity Model (DMM), the Leadership Circle Profile, or the
Denison model for organizational culture, could also be discussed to better
highlight the original contribution of the proposed typology and competence
framework.

8. Conclusion

In conclusion, this dissertation meets all the requirements for a doctoral degree. It
includes both scientific and practical contributions, as well as an innovative approach to the
research topic. Based on this assessment and the creative research methodology, I commend
the research conducted and recommend to the Honorable Evaluation Board that Diana-Marie
Schroder be awarded a PhD degree in the field of Economics, specifically in the subject of
Economics and Management (Industry).

03.08.2025
Sofia Prof. Dr. Christina Nikolova



