OPINION

by Prof. Dr. Teodor Sedlarski, Faculty of Economics and Business Administration at Sofia
University “St. Kliment Ohridski”, Department of Economics | Scientific specialty 05.02.01

“Political Economy (Microeconomics and Macroeconomics)”

on the scientific papers submitted in the procedure for the academic position of “Professor”

in the Professional field 3.8 Economics (Application of technologies and systems with artificial
intelligence in digital markets — in Bulgarian and English language), for the needs of the Faculty of

Economics and Business Administration, announced in the State Gazette, issue 39 of 13.05.2025.

of the candidate:

Svetlana Evtimova Byalkova, Associate Professor, Doctor of Social Sciences with a defended
dissertation on the topic "Control Mechanisms in Task Switching" (2008, Radboud University -
Nijmegen, Kingdom of the Netherlands)

1. Information about the procedure

The competition procedure for the academic position "Professor" was announced for the needs of the
Faculty of Economics and Business Administration at Sofia University "St. Kliment Ohridski" in the
State Gazette, issue 39/13.05.2025. The composition of the Scientific Jury for the procedure was
determined by Order No. RD 38-322/02.07.2025 by the Rector of Sofia University "St. Kliment
Ohridski".

Dr. Svetlana Evtimova Byalkova is the sole candidate in the competition procedure.
The procedural requirements for the competition were met - the first jury meeting was held on

24.07.2025 (Minutes No. 1), the meeting set a deadline for submitting reviews and opinions -

18.09.2025, and the date for the final meeting was set for 10.10.2025.



1. Fulfillment of the requirements for holding the academic position

According to the report on the fulfillment of the minimal national requirements under Art. 26 of the
Development of the Academic Staff Act in the Republic of Bulgaria related to the qualification “3.8.
Economics” for holding the academic position of "Professor", Dr. Svetlana Byalkova exceeds the
quantitative criteria. With a minimal required score of 550 points, she applies evidence for 2205
points. By groups of indicators they are distributed as follows:

» A — dissertation work for awarding the educational and scientific degree "doctor” — 50
points;

* B — habilitation work, monograph — 200 points;

* D — Published book based on a defended dissertation work for awarding the educational
and scientific degree "doctor" and publications (studies, articles, reports, etc.) in scientific
publications — 315 points;

* E — citations and reviews in scientific publications — 1500 points;

* E — Leadership and participation in international scientific or educational projects — 140
points.

2. General evaluation of the candidate's research activity

Dr. Svetlana Byalkova has submitted a total of 16 publications in English language for
participation in this competition procedure, as follows:

* Independent monograph — main habilitation work: "The Rise of Al User Applications:
Chatbots Integration Foundations and Trends", 2024, Springer, ISBN 9783031564703, Scopus
FWCI 3.8;

* Independent monograph, required under Art. 29(2) — "Digital Consumer Psychology", 2025,
St. Kliment Ohridski University Press, ISBN 978-954-07-6149-7;

* Published book based on a defended dissertation for the award of the educational and
scientific degree "doctor" — "Control Mechanisms in Task Switching", 2008, PrintPartners
Ipskamp - Nijmegen, The Netherlands, ISBN 978-90-9023352-9;

* Thirteen articles and reports published in scientific journals, refereed and indexed in world-
renowned databases of scientific information (four independent and nine co-authored):

- Bialkova, S. (2023). How to Optimise Interaction with Chatbots? Key
Parameters Emerging from Actual Application. International Journal of Human—
Computer Interaction, 40(17), 4688—4697 (IF 4.5, CiteScore 9.0; WoS QI,
Scopus Q1);

- Bialkova, S. (2023). Al-driven customer experience: Factors to consider. In
Philosophy of Artificial Intelligence and Its Place in Society, pp. 341-357, IGI
Global (WoS; Scopus FWCI 1.71);



- Bialkova, S. (2023). Enhancing multisensory experience and brand value: Key
determinants for Extended, Augmented, and Virtual Reality marketing
applications. In Everyday Augmented and Virtual Reality, pp. 181-195, Springer
(WoS);

- Bialkova, S., Ettema, D., & Dijst, M. (2022). How do Design Aspects Influence
the Attractiveness of Cycling Streetscapes: Results of Virtual Reality
Experiments in The Netherlands. Transportation Research Part A: Policy and
Practice, 162, 315-331 (IF 6.8, CiteScore 11.3; WoS Q1, Scopus Q1);

- Bialkova, S., & Barr, C. (2022). Virtual try-on: How to enhance consumer
experience? Proceedings IEEEVR2022 Conference on Virtual Reality and 3D
User Interfaces, VRW, pp. 253-260 (WoS; Scopus FWCI 3.53);

- Bialkova, S. (2022). From attention to action: Key drivers to augment VR
experience for everyday consumer applications. Proceedings IEEEVR2022
Conference on Virtual Reality and 3D User Interfaces, VRW, pp. 247-252
(WoS; Scopus FWCI 1.01);

- Bialkova, S., & te Paske, S. (2021). Campaign participation, spreading e-WOM,
purchase: How to optimise CSR effectiveness via Social media? European
Journal of Management and Business Economics, 31(1), 108-126 (IF 4.1,
CiteScore 8.3; WoS, Scopus Q1 in Economics);

- Bialkova, S., & Ros, E. (2021). Enhancing employer branding via high tech
platforms: VR and digital, what works better and how? Management Review:
Socio-Economics Studies, 32,128-145 (WoS; Scopus);

- Bialkova, S., Grunert, K., & van Trijp, H. (2020). From desktop to supermarket
shelf: Eye-tracking exploration on consumer attention and choice. Food Quality
and Preference, 81,103839 (IF 4.9 CiteScore 11.2; WoS Q1, Scopus Q1);

- Bialkova, S., & Ettema, D. (2019). Cycling renaissance: The VR potential in
exploring static and moving environment elements. Proceedings IEEEVR2019,
5th Workshop on Everyday Virtual Reality, WEVR2019, Id 8809586 (WoS;
Scopus);

- Bialkova, S., & van Gisbergen, M.S. (2017). When sound modulates vision: VR
applications for art and entertainment. Proceedings IEEEVR2017, 3rd
Workshop on Everyday Virtual Reality, WEVR2017, Id 7957714 (WoS; Scopus
FWCI 1.79);

- Bialkova, S., K.G. Grunert, & van Trijp, H. (2013). Standing out in the crowd:
the effect of information clutter on consumer attention for front-of-pack
nutrition labels. Food policy, 41, 65-74 (IF 6.8 CiteScore 11.4; WoS Q1, Scopus
Ql);

- Bialkova, S., & van Trijp, H. (2011). An efficient methodology for assessing
attention to and effect of nutrition information front of pack. Food Quality and
Preference, 22, 592-601 (IF 4.9, CiteScore 11.2; WoS Q1, Scopus Q1). Among
the best cited papers of FQAP.

14 of the publications have an impact factor (Web of Science) or impact rank (Scopus). Certificates
of one hundred citations in publications, referenced and indexed in world-renowned databases of
scientific information are attached. The citations are in scientific journals with a high rating,
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referenced and indexed in leading databases and are proof of compliance with current international
standards for scientific work in established thematic research fields.

Dr. Byalkova manages following projects: ConsuWAIS - VIHREN 2024 - Program of the National
Science Foundation, Bulgaria;, TRANSFORM - Utrecht University, the Netherlands;
Stimuleringsfond - University of Twente, the Netherlands; AWM, JSPS, RIKEN - Japan. She
participates as a research coordinator in following projects: DEPICT, NWO - the Netherlands
FLABEL, EU FP7; FoA, ESRC, Great Britain.

The scientific publications submitted for review fully correspond to the topic of the competition
procedure.

3. Evaluation of the candidate's pedagogical activity

Svetlana Byalkova completed her master's degree in Chemistry and Physics at the Faculty of
Chemistry of Sofia University "St. Kliment Ohridski" in 1997. She completed a preparatory doctoral
program in cognitive science at the New Bulgarian University from 2000 to 2003. In 2008, she
defended her dissertation on "Control Mechanisms in Task Switching" at Radboud University -

Nijmegen, Kingdom of the Netherlands.

Dr. Byalkova taught as an Associate Professor at Liverpool Business School, UK from 2020 to 2022.
She was a Research Fellow at Utrecht University, Netherlands from 2017 to 2019 and a Senior
Lecturer/Researcher at BUAS, Netherlands from 2015 to 2017. Svetlana Byalkova taught as an
Assistant Professor at the University of Twente, Netherlands from 2012 to 2014. From 2011 to 2012
she worked at the Japan Society for the Promotion of Science (JSPS) and the RIKEN Brain Research
Institute, Japan. She conducted postdoctoral research at Wageningen University, Netherlands from

2008 to 2011 and at the University of Bristol, UK from 2006 to 2008.

Dr. Byalkova has taught courses in Digital Consumer Psychology; Digital Marketing / Experience
Marketing in the Digital Age; Consumer Behavior; Marketing Communications; Media and
Communications; Virtual Reality; Augmented Reality; Digital Platforms; Eye-tracking; MATLAB &
psychophysics toolbox; Research Methods; Management.

Since 2024, she has been a full-time researcher at the Department of Economics and Industry

Management at the Faculty of Economics of Sofia University "St. Kliment Ohridski".

Dr. Byalkova has numerous specializations, scientific grants and research awards in EU countries,
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Switzerland, the UK and Japan.

In her biography she has recorded over 15 scientific leadership positions in respectable world
laboratories, including JSPS RIKEN - Japan; Utrecht University, Wageningen University -
Netherlands, University of Warsaw; Saarland University - Germany; EPFL - Switzerland; Bristol
University - UK.

She is an established and respected lecturer and researcher in the field of marketing, communications

and consumer behavior with authority among her colleagues in Europe and the country.

She is member of the American Academy of Advertising; the European Marketing Academy; and the
European Advertising Academy.

Dr. Byalkova's research interests and contributions are in the fields of advertising, branding,
marketing and corporate communications, consumer behavior, media and social networks, digital
marketing, persuasive and strategic communication (B2B, B2C), multisensory marketing experience,
virtual reality, augmented reality, digital platforms, artificial intelligence, innovation, etc. Her many
years of teaching experience in the Netherlands and the UK, the large number of academic courses
with a significant volume of hours testify to the accumulated experience and professional skills. The
candidate demonstrates a desire to regularly enrich and improve the lecture material through her
involvement in numerous international projects. Her competence and professionalism are also applied

in her research activities at the Faculty of Economics of Sofia University.

4. Main scientific results and contributions

A central place among the publications by Dr. Byalkova for the competition procedure occupies the
monographic study, presented as a habilitation thesis, on the topic "The Rise of AI User
Applications: Chatbots Integration Foundations and Trends'. With it, the author fills a gap in the
scientific literature in terms of practical guidelines for the key drivers of chatbot effectiveness and the
capacity of e-agents. The serious deficit of the discrepancy between algorithmic explanations and
applicable understanding is addressed. The study offers a holistic framework, covering cognitive,
emotional and social aspects, focusing on how to improve the application of Al in this area and the
user experience. The theoretical framework aims to stimulate design, encouraging the development

of intelligent systems, techniques for chatbot evaluation, in order to adequately respond to user needs
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and the market demand for reliable Al

The paper consists of three main parts:

1) Evolution of the theory from the perspective of human-computer interaction (HCI), usability
(UX), computer science, cognitive science, psychology and marketing; the main terms are
summarized in a taxonomy (Chapters 1-3).

2) Key factors for chatbot effectiveness — a holistic framework focusing on the strengths and
potential of the framework for designing Al systems to appropriately meet user demand for
functional and enjoyable interactions (Chapters 4-7).

3) Implementing next-generation systems: discussed are ways to transform business and life with the
help of Al through the implementation of next-generation Al systems (Chapters 8 and 9). Challenges,
solutions and future prospects through trustworthy and understandable Al, XAI, are presented

(Chapters 10-12).

The conceptual framework is presented in detail in PART II, “Key Drivers of Chatbot Effectiveness
— A Holistic Framework”. The factors outlined by the literature as key drivers of chatbot effectiveness
and agent effectiveness are tested in empirical work involving users who actually use chatbots.
Chapter 4, “Shaping Chatbot Effectiveness — How to Build Better Systems?” explores the main
parameters that emerge as key drivers of chatbot effectiveness. These parameters are examined in an
empirical study in Chapter 5, “Chatbot Effectiveness — Testing the Model”. To achieve the aim of the
study, a wide range of users were invited to provide their opinions after actual use of chatbots
currently available on the market. The factors determining satisfaction, the formation of (positive)
attitudes and thus the potential use and recommendation of a chatbot were examined. The results of
a study involving users who have used chatbots in their daily lives show that improved functionality
and interactivity are key factors leading to a better assessment of the quality and ease of use of the

chatbot.

The other monograph submitted for the competition, '"Digital Consumer Psychology", aims to
provide the necessary understanding of the fundamental aspects of consumer psychology in the digital
age. By systematically examining the psychological mechanisms that build the foundations of
consumer behavior - from attention processes to action, it introduces the reader to the dynamics of
interaction between people and digital technologies, as well as between people in various digital
channels and applications, such as web and mobile, augmented reality, virtual reality, augmented
reality, artificial intelligence. Several models are proposed for the empowerment of consumers and

the market through digitalization. Combining terms and theories from psychology, marketing,
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behavioral and computer sciences, the monograph improves the understanding of the psychology of

the digital consumer and the mechanisms underlying customer behavior in the era of big data.

The other papers submitted to the competition explore topics such as:

* Although the impact of augmented reality has increased in the cosmetics industry, the
technology does not always seem to be accepted and used by consumers. This challenge is
analyzed in an attempt to provide the necessary understanding of the key drivers of the
augmented reality experience and how they can improve the consumer shopping experience
(Publication #8);

* Understanding the determinants of cycling and thus creating optimal cycling conditions is
a current research field. Two of the papers are a survey of this issue, providing an in-depth
study of the attributes of cycling infrastructure, traffic volume, gradients, degree of
urbanization to stimulate cycling for different population categories (paper #7 and #13);

* The rapid development of AR/VR/XR technology leads to the development of various
applications for branding, advertising and commerce. However, understanding consumer
demands and the dynamics of consumer-brand interactions in creating immersive and
engaging experiences is still not fully understood. Part of the difficulty reflects the lack of
understanding of the fundamental processes underlying human behavior (from attention to
action) between the virtual and real worlds. A study of the problem is presented, which
contributes to a better understanding of how to improve AR/VR/XR experiences for
consumer applications used in everyday life. In particular, we examine how multisensory
processing and social interactions in the rendering of a BP experience are much more
immersive and engaging for the user and thus are a prerequisite for an improved user
“journey” (Publication #9);

* How to optimize corporate social responsibility (CSR) in social media communication.
Specifically, the type of communication, the reason for proximity and the motivations for
CSR are examined in response to the increased demand for transparency and the growing
expectations of consumers towards socially responsible brands (publication no. 10);

* Identifying the key parameters that drive attention and choice at the point of sale is an
essential research task. Two studies have been conducted using eye tracking technology as a
methodological tool when changing visual marketing stimuli in a laboratory-experimental
environment and on the real supermarket shelf, thus filling a gap in the literature — the need
to reconcile the results of laboratory and field studies. The first study was conducted in a

laboratory setting and investigated in a controlled manner the mechanisms of attention and
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choice, goal-directed (top-down) versus stimulus-driven (bottom-up). The second study
offers a step forward in the study of these mechanisms in real-world settings, namely in a
supermarket. The results show that the brand and taste of the product are leading criteria for
attracting attention and making a choice (Publication #12);

* The interaction between sound and image is an important factor in human perception. With
the development of virtual reality (VR) technologies and their commercial applications, there
is a need to better understand how audio-visual signals manipulated in a virtual environment
affect perception and human behavior. The author's study addresses this challenge in
simulated VR environments that reflect real-life scenarios. In particular, it explores the
parameters that can enhance perception and thus VR experiences when modifying sound and
image. A VR museum was created, imitating a real art gallery with Japanese paintings. During
the "visit" to the VR gallery, half of the participants were shown newly composed music
videos. The other participants were exposed to the same VR environment but without music
(control condition). The results show that music changes the way people engage, perceive,
and experience the VR art gallery (Publication #14);

* It was investigated whether and how the density of information in the front of the package
design affects consumers’ attention to nutrition labels. The main modification concerns the
number and type of nutrition labels, the color scheme (monochrome scheme vs. traffic light
color coding); the number and type of additional design elements, as well as the distance
between the label and these elements. Attention is measured by presenting a visual search
task. The results show that information density is a key factor in consumers’ attention to food
information (Publication #15);

* A methodology for assessing attention and the effect of information displayed on the front
of the package is presented. The methodology is based on the integration of the visual search
paradigm, the choice paradigm, and the eye-tracking methodology, and thus goes beyond the
self-assessment approach to attention and choice. In particular, the following were measured:
(1) the eye movements of the respondents in terms of dwell time, fixation duration, number
of fixations, and saccade size; (2) reaction time, indicating the speed with which choice
decisions are made; and (3) the actual choice of consumers from a given assortment. The
effectiveness and sensitivity of the methodology are illustrated in an empirical application

(Publication #16).

The topicality of the analyzed problems is undeniable, as is their great economic significance. Most
of them are relatively new to researchers in our country, and the publication of the results in English

in prestigious international scientific journals, along with the impressive number of citations, would
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contribute to the international recognition of the scientific unit to which the author joins, as well as

to raising the standards of scientific work in our country.

5. Notes and Recommendations

The candidate's monographic works and other publications can be used as a means of establishing a
modern way of teaching important marketing and communication disciplines. They could be
expanded with additional appropriate case studies with application in the relevant topics of individual
courses, which would significantly contribute to the understanding of the most current theoretical
approaches by students in marketing, communication and behavioral specialties in the country.

In this sense, the following recommendations can be made to the candidate. Dr. Byalkova could
consider including a large part of her scientific results in the educational process in the form of
electronic resources and teaching materials accessible to students. She could work on adapting her
monographic studies so that they can be actively used in the educational process. The above
recommendations are an additional recognition of the significance of the contributions and benefits
of the candidate's scientific work.

1. Conclusion

The scientific contributions of the candidate in the publications submitted for review in the
competition procedure, as well as the quality and volume of the pedagogical activity, provide grounds
for the conclusion that all the requirements of the Development of the Academic Staff Act in the
Republic of Bulgaria, the regulations for its application and the Regulations on the terms and
procedures for acquiring scientific degrees and occupying academic positions at Sofia University "St.
Kliment Ohridski" have been met. Dr. Svetlana Byalkova exceeds the quantitative requirements for
occupying the academic position of "Professor" at the Faculty of Economics and Business
Administration. I propose to the Scientific Jury to select Svetlana Evtimova Byalkova to occupy the
academic position of "Professor" in the competition procedure in the professional field 3.8 Economics
(Application of technologies and systems with artificial intelligence in digital markets - in Bulgarian
and English) for the needs of the Faculty of Economics, announced in the State Gazette, issue 39 of
13.05.2025.

Sofia, 18.09.2025 r. Jury member:

Prof. Dr. Teodor Sedlarski



