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Introduction

This case study examines issues of bias, leadership failure, and lack of inclusivity within a cross-functional engineering team at SMART Engineering tasked with developing a new electric car. Dr Parker, an experienced engineer and project lead, faces ongoing gender, sexual orientation, and affinity bias despite her extensive expertise and seniority. Female engineers are routinely overlooked in meetings, their contributions misattributed to male colleagues, and their voices excluded from decision-making processes, Tensions escalate as the project falls behind schedule due partly to unmet resource commitments from senior management. Rather than addressing structural problems, blame and gossip emerge, often questioning the capability of a female-led project. Leadership fails to challenge discriminatory behaviour, and senior managers undermine Dr Parker’s authority by bypassing her and engaging directly with the team, Resulting in the resignation of Dr Parker and her wife both highly skilled engineers. The case highlights how unmanaged bias and ineffective leadership can erode team performance, drive talent loss, and jeopardise organisational outcomes.
Top of Form
The purpose of this assignment is to explore the impact of bias, self-management, accountability, and interpersonal relationships on team effectiveness, reflect on professional practice and identify development needs through a Personal Development Plan.
This assignment will critically review the behaviours, attitudes, and interactions within the SMART Engineering case study, with particular focus on self-management, gender and affinity bias, accountability, interpersonal relationships, and professional integrity. It will evaluate how biases influence decision-making, communication, and leadership practices, and how these affect team cohesion.

Professional practice refers to the application of skills, knowledge, values, and behaviours that guide how individuals perform their roles within the workplace. Effective professional practice is essential because it builds the foundation of trust, supports inclusive and respectful working environments, and directly influences individual performance, team effectiveness, and success.

This report begins with an overview of professional practice and its importance in the workplace. It then presents a critical analysis of the case study, focusing on self-management, bias, accountability, interpersonal relationships, and professional integrity within the case study.  The report concludes with a reflective review of professional practice and the development of a Personal Development Plan to identify areas for future improvement.




                          
                              Overview of case study

SMART Engineering formed a cross-functional team to develop a new electric car, The team consisted of engineers, designers, and marketing specialists, including three female and four male engineers. 
Dr Alice Parker is an engineer at SMART Engineering and has worked at the company for five years. She serves as the project lead for a critical element of the electric car development project. Her wife is also an engineer on the same team. James Parker is the team leader and is responsible for chairing team meetings.
Team members come from varied professional and industry backgrounds, including engineering, design, marketing, and different areas of the energy sector. The project team is responsible for designing critical components for the vehicle, The project is commercially significant for the organisation and is governed by a fixed completion deadline of 20 December 2022. As a result, the team operates in a high-pressure professional environment where performance, collaboration, and effective project management are essential to meeting contractual and organisational expectations.
Following the formation of the team, discomfort was observed among some team members regarding Dr Parker and her wife working together. During the project, delays occurred due to unmet resource commitments from senior management. Senior leaders communicated directly with team members without involving Dr Parker. In team meetings, female engineers were often not asked to contribute, and progress updates were requested from male colleagues. As the deadline approached, team conflict increased. At the end of the month, Dr Parker and her wife resigned from their roles at SMART Engineering.
                           
                   

                  Analysis of why it happened

The Analysis of why this happened at smart engineering seems to be a systemic breakdown, in high performing teams, success relies on trust, authenticity, logic and empathy. The situation occurred as a result of a combination of individual bias, ineffective leadership, and organisational culture failures. A key contributing factor was the presence of unconscious gender bias, where technical competence and leadership credibility were more readily attributed to male engineers. This resulted in female engineers being overlooked in meetings, excluded from decision-making, and having their work attributed to male colleagues. These behaviours were not isolated incidents but became embedded norms because they were not challenged, Dr Parkers competence was doubted  it is unclear whether this was because her previous experience was not residential energy or if it was because of her gender and sexuality. The whispering shows a lack of respect, empathy and emotional intelligence within the team. Due to this Dr Parker felt guarded forced to hide her work to protect her credit but in doing so she couldn’t bring her authentic self to the project.
The behaviour of senior management created a permission structure for the rest of the team to gaslight disrespect and undermine Dr Parkers authority. 
This manifested from Affinity Bias colleagues gravitated toward internal talent and male leads and blamed potential delays on Dr Parkers leadership. some may of done this through fear that speaking up will result in them being targeted or excluded. This silence is what solidified the divide.
Ultimately, the absence of psychological safety and inclusive professional practice led to defensive behaviours, reduced collaboration, and a breakdown in trust. Without effective intervention, these factors combined to create an environment in which highly skilled professionals felt marginalised, resulting in resignation and the loss of valuable expertise.
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                        Impact and Consequences
                      Who Was Affected and How
The events in this case study affected multiple stakeholders at individual, team, and organisational levels. Dr Alice Parker and her wife were directly impacted. experiencing marginalisation, exclusion, and misattribution, leading to a significant reduction in morale, and job satisfaction. The persistent gender and affinity bias, combined with undermining behaviour from leadership and senior management, created a psychologically unsafe work environment. This ultimately led to their resignations, resulting in the loss of highly skilled and experienced engineers.
Other female engineers in the team were also affected. Their contributions were frequently overlooked, and they were consistently excluded from discussions, which limited their professional development and sense of belonging. Male team members were indirectly affected as well; some felt uncomfortable witnessing unfair treatment but did not intervene, creating division and reducing cohesion within the team. The wider cross-functional team experienced deteriorating trust and communication, with defensive behaviours and conflict replacing collaboration. Team performance was compromised, and knowledge sharing decreased as individuals guarded their work to prevent misattribution.
The case also highlights professional and ethical consequences. Failure to credit work appropriately, tolerate gossip, and allow exclusionary behaviour violates the principles of professional integrity and ethical practice, as outlined in standards such as the “IET Code of Professional Conduct”. Ethical lapses not only undermine individual trust but also compromise organisational credibility and stakeholder confidence.
In terms of reputation, both internal and external perceptions of SMART Engineering may be affected. Internally, employees may view the organisation as non-inclusive or unfair, reducing engagement and loyalty. Externally, industry peers, clients, and potential recruits may perceive the company as lacking ethical and professional standards, which could affect partnerships, contracts, and talent acquisition.
In summary, the consequences of bias, ineffective leadership, and poor professional practice were far-reaching, impacting individuals, team cohesion, project outcomes, and the organisation’s ethical and professional reputation.

           Critical Evaluation of Professional Practice 
 Self-ManagementTop of Form
Self-management refers to an individual’s ability to regulate emotions, manage time, and make effective decisions under pressure. In this case study, levels of self-management varied across individuals, revealing both strengths and weaknesses in professional practice.
Dr Alice Parker demonstrated strong self-management throughout the project. Despite experiencing marginalisation, bias, and the undermining of her authority, she maintained professional. Her emotional control and resilience under sustained pressure reflect high levels of emotional intelligence. 
However, a limitation in Dr Parker’s self-management was a reluctance to challenge or formally escalate concerns at an early stage. While this may be explained by a lack of psychological safety, it allowed exclusionary behaviours to continue and reduced opportunities for timely intervention.
In contrast, some team members demonstrated weaker self-management. Stress associated with approaching deadlines and performance pressure influenced behaviour, resulting in gossip, avoidance, and exclusion rather than constructive communication. Emotional discomfort surrounding gender dynamics was not managed professionally, and individuals failed to intervene when unfair treatment occurred.
At a leadership level, self-management was also limited. Senior managers responded reactively to project pressure by bypassing Dr Parker and engaging directly with the team, rather than addressing underlying issues such as resourcing and communication. This contributed to confusion, weakened authority, and increased tension.
Overall, the case illustrates that while strong individual self-management can support professionalism under pressure, it is insufficient without collective accountability and effective leadership. The absence of consistent self-management across the team and management undermined collaboration and project outcomes
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         Personal, cognitive, and unconscious biases

Personal, cognitive, and unconscious biases were evident.
Behaviour within the team. Gender bias influenced perceptions of competence and leadership, resulting in female engineers being overlooked during meetings and excluded from key discussions. Attribution bias was demonstrated when work completed by female engineers was credited to male colleagues. In addition, affinity bias affected interactions, as team members showed preference for colleagues with similar professional backgrounds, leading to the undervaluing of expertise gained from different industries.
The exclusion of female engineers limited collaboration and weakened decision-making quality. Dr Parker’s reluctance to share information openly, further reduced team effectiveness. biased decision-making diverted attention away from structural issues, such as unmet resource commitments, and instead placed implicit scrutiny on individual leadership, contributing to project delays and the loss of skilled personnel.
The behaviours observed can be explained through social identity theory, which suggests individuals favour those they perceive as part of their in-group.

                   

            Accountability and Authentic Behaviour

Accountability within the team was limited, particularly at leadership and senior management levels. Responsibility for maintaining an inclusive and ethical working environment was not clearly owned, allowing biased behaviours and misattribution of work to continue unchallenged.
Ethical decision-making was weakened by senior management’s failure to deliver promised resources and their decision to bypass Dr Parker by communicating directly with the team. Rather than addressing structural issues, leadership responses undermined role clarity and accountability, contributing to confusion and mistrust.
Leaders did not acknowledge or address gender or affinity bias, nor did they challenge inappropriate behaviour. Team members who recognised unfair treatment also failed to intervene, indicating a lack of ethical courage. The absence of authentic behaviour eroded trust, damaged collaboration, and contributed to the loss of skilled professionals. They lacked the The Three A’s of Inclusion: Awareness, Authenticity, and Accountability.   
                      
                   Interpersonal Relationships
Interpersonal relationships within the team were weakened. Female engineers were frequently excluded from discussions, reducing open dialogue and effective teamwork and collaboration.
Conflict was not managed constructively, with tensions expressed through gossip and avoidance rather than resolution. Leadership failed to address these issues.
As a result, team dynamics deteriorated, creating an “us versus them” culture. Reduced trust and psychological safety led to guarded behaviour, limited knowledge sharing, and weakened overall team performance.



                           Professional integrityBottom of Form
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Professional integrity was weakened by the misattribution of work, tolerance of biased behaviour, and lack of transparency from leadership. 
These actions did not align with professional values or ethical codes of conduct that emphasise fairness, respect, and accountability.
Trust and honesty were undermined, leading to guarded behaviour and reduced collaboration. The consequences included declining morale and a weakened team. 
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Alternative Approaches: What Could Have Been Done Differently?

Professional practice could have significantly improved outcomes in this case. Inclusive leadership requires leaders to actively involve all team members and ensure fair recognition of contributions. Had this approach been adopted, female engineers would have been more engaged, and trust within the team could have been strengthened.
Improved awareness and management of unconscious bias also represent a key alternative. Earlier recognition of these may have prevented unfair behaviours from becoming normalised.
Clear accountability and ethical decision-making were also essential. Senior management should have honoured or clearly communicated changes to resource commitments and avoided bypassing the project lead. This would have maintained role clarity and organisational trust.
Finally, applying principles of psychological safety and effective conflict management could have improved communication and collaboration. Providing safe opportunities to raise concerns, leaders and colleagues may have reduced conflict and prevented the loss of skilled professionals. These approaches could have led to improved team cohesion and performance.



         Reflection on Own Professional Practice
In both areas of my work running a skin and hair business during the week and performing as a singer on weekends, I rely on professional integrity, clear communication, and building trust with clients and colleagues. I must manage different personalities, handle criticism, and maintain professionalism under pressure, which mirrors many of the challenges in the case study.
The study has made me reflect on how I assert ownership of my work. In my business, ensuring transparency and accountability. As a performer, I actively communicate with venue managers and Agents and co-workers to avoid misunderstandings. I found it frustrating that Dr Alice Parker didn’t speak out but again I understand it’s a complex situation.
I would now act differently by addressing unfair situations or misunderstandings promptly rather than hoping they resolve themselves. I recently left a salon I worked at due to a unfair treatment so I really resonated with this case study, being in respectful environments and having support around is crucial for success.
Applying these lessons, I plan to strengthen my professional presence, be more confident, and remain aware of bias, so I can work ethically and inclusively across all aspects of my professional life.


              Personal Development Plan (PDP)


	Development Need
	Objective
	Action/Strategy
	Timescale
	Success Measure
	Reflection on Professional Integrity

	Assertive communication
	Confidently express ideas, contributions, and concerns in professional settings
	Look up online courses to help assertive communication; practice role-playing client or shop scenarios
	3 months
	Able to address misunderstandings or credit misattribution clearly and respectfully
	Strengthens ethical and transparent interactions with clients, colleagues, and collaborators

	Managing bias and inclusivity
	Recognise and respond to bias in interactions
	Reflective practice after each client session or performance; research unconscious bias in workplace settings
	Ongoing
	Increased awareness of biased behaviours; proactive inclusive actions
	Supports fairness, respect, and ethical behaviour in all professional contexts

	Leadership and teamwork
	Build trust and collaboration with colleagues or collaborators
	Take leadership roles or business collaborations; seek feedback from clients and colleagues 
	6 months
	Positive feedback from collaborators; smoother workflow and decision-making
	Promotes accountability, trust, and professional credibility

	Time and workload management
	Balance multiple professional roles without compromising quality
	Create weekly schedules prioritising business, performances, and personal development; track progress
	2 months
	Meet deadlines consistently; maintain high-quality service and performance standards
	Ensures reliability and responsibility, key aspects of professional integrity

	Ethical and professional decision-making
	Make transparent and morally sound decisions
	Reflect on choices and consequences; consult professional guidelines for business ethics
	Ongoing
	Decisions consistently align with ethical standards; reduced conflicts or misunderstandings
	Reinforces integrity, honesty, and client trust across all professional activities


                                
                                                                                      

                                                     Conclusion
This case study highlights how professional practice, ethical behaviour, and inclusive leadership directly affect team performance and outcomes. Gender and affinity bias, misattribution of work, poor communication, and weak accountability undermined trust, collaboration, and morale, ultimately leading to the loss of skilled professionals and delayed project delivery.
The findings emphasise the importance of self-management, bias awareness, accountability, authentic leadership, and professional integrity. Inclusive communication, proactive conflict management, and transparent decision-making are essential to ensure all contributions are recognised and valued.
Reflecting on my own practice as a singer and business owner, the case reinforces the need to assert contributions, act ethically, and support inclusive and fair environments. Applying these lessons will help me communicate effectively, build trust, and maintain professional integrity in both performance and business contexts.
Overall, the study demonstrates that professional practice is not just about technical skill—it requires ethical accountability, respect, and inclusivity to achieve sustainable success.
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