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A Critical Review of Professional Practice within SMART Engineering: Evaluating Direct Leadership, Bias, and Integrity in Cross-Functional Collaboration
[bookmark: _Toc210581371][bookmark: _Toc210582654]Introduction
The SMART Engineering case reveals a complex dynamic of professional behaviour, bias, and leadership within a cross-functional team developing a new electric car. Central to this case is Dr Alice Parker, an experienced engineer whose direct communication and leadership style shaped the trajectory of events. Despite her technical competence and extensive experience, Dr Parker faced gender bias, organisational politics, and breakdowns in communication that compromised both project performance and team cohesion.
This critical review evaluates the professional practice of others in the case and analyses the outcomes through key reflective and theoretical frameworks. It considers what happened, why it happened, who was affected, the consequences, and alternative approaches. The analysis is structured around five interrelated areas of professional practice: self-management, personal and unconscious bias, accountability and authentic behaviour, interpersonal relationships, and professional integrity.
The reflection draws on experiential learning theories (Kolb, 1984; Dewey, 1933), models of reflective practice (Gibbs, 1988; Schön, 1983; Boud et al., 1987), and critical reflection (Mezirow, 1990), integrated with contemporary leadership literature (Goleman, 2018; Northouse, 2022). Sandberg’s (2013) insights on gender and leadership are also applied to explore how structural and interpersonal bias shaped the team’s dynamics. The review concludes with a Personal Development Plan (PDP) addressing professional growth opportunities for enhancing leadership impact and inclusive practice.

[bookmark: _Toc210581372][bookmark: _Toc210582655]1. Self-Management
What Happened and Why
Self-management refers to the ability to regulate one’s emotions, behaviours, and decisions under pressure (Goleman, 2018). In the SMART Engineering case, stress levels escalated as the project deadline approached. Dr Parker’s direct leadership style, focused on results and accountability, clashed with a workplace culture marked by avoidance and bias. Her decisive approach was misinterpreted as hostility, reflecting gendered stereotypes that penalise assertive women (Eagly & Carli, 2007).
The team leader, James Parker, failed to manage emotional tension or provide guidance, leaving unresolved interpersonal conflicts. From a Kolbian experiential learning perspective, the team lacked the reflective observation stage necessary to transform experience into learning (Kolb, 1984). Instead, emotional reactions dominated over reflective evaluation.
The absence of emotional self-management led to reactive behaviour. When senior management bypassed Dr Parker to communicate directly with her team, her frustration increased — a natural response but one that further strained relationships. Schön (1983) describes this as a failure of “reflection-in-action”, where professionals do not adapt their responses in real time.
Who Was Affected and How
All members of the engineering team experienced the effects of poor emotional management. Female engineers felt excluded, male colleagues disengaged, and leadership credibility diminished. Dr Parker’s emotional fatigue led to defensive communication, while others avoided conflict, intensifying the divide.
Consequences
The erosion of emotional self-regulation corroded team cohesion and trust. Research by Boyatzis and McKee (2019) shows that emotionally unregulated teams experience burnout and performance decline. The inability to create psychological safety (Edmondson, 2019) prevented open dialogue, undermining innovation.
Alternative Approaches
Drawing from Gibbs’ (1988) reflective cycle, effective self-management begins with recognising emotional triggers and concluding each project phase with reflection and planning. Dr Parker could have adopted reflective journaling or mindfulness-based regulation to balance directness with empathy. Dewey’s (1933) notion that reflection transforms impulsive reactions into thoughtful action underscores how self-management requires deliberate analysis before response.
In similar contexts, regular emotional check-ins and structured reflection (Boud et al., 1987) could cultivate awareness and composure, enhancing collaboration while preserving Dr Parker’s authentic, goal-oriented style.

[bookmark: _Toc210581373][bookmark: _Toc210582656]2. Personal, Cognitive, and Unconscious Bias
What Happened and Why
The SMART Engineering case exemplifies the pervasive impact of unconscious bias. Female engineers were routinely ignored in meetings, with their work attributed to male colleagues. Affinity bias encouraged alignment among those with similar career backgrounds, excluding those perceived as outsiders — including Dr Parker, whose experience in offshore engineering differed from her peers.
Bias operates at both individual and systemic levels. Kahneman (2011) identifies cognitive shortcuts such as confirmation bias, which lead individuals to reinforce stereotypes rather than challenge them. In this instance, gender and relational biases shaped perceptions of competence and authority.
Dr Parker’s marriage to a female colleague further compounded bias, as peers questioned the fairness of her professional position. Such behaviour reflects implicit social identity bias (Tajfel & Turner, 1986) and a failure of inclusivity. Sandberg (2013) argues that women leaders face the paradox of being expected to assert authority while remaining likeable — a dynamic evident in how Dr Parker’s directness was interpreted.
Who Was Affected and How
Bias harmed individual well-being and team integrity. Female engineers were undermined, while male colleagues became complicit through silence. Management’s unwillingness to address exclusion signalled institutional tolerance of inequity, damaging morale and psychological safety.
Consequences
The organisational culture discouraged dissent and innovation. Catalyst (2020) reports that biased teams perform worse in problem-solving and innovation, as seen in SMART Engineering’s failure to meet deadlines. The company also risked reputational harm and the loss of key talent.
Alternative Approaches
Combating bias requires critical reflection and systemic intervention. Mezirow (1990) contends that transformative learning occurs when individuals challenge their assumptions through critical reflection. Applying this, structured bias literacy workshops (Carnes et al., 2015) and anonymous contribution systems could have promoted equity.
Dr Parker’s direct style could have been harnessed for advocacy by articulating clear standards of fairness, grounded in reflective awareness. Integrating Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle — concrete experience, reflection, conceptualisation, and experimentation — would allow continuous learning from bias-related incidents.
The failure to address unconscious bias ultimately reflected a lack of emotional intelligence and ethical accountability across leadership levels.

[bookmark: _Toc210581374][bookmark: _Toc210582657]3. Accountability and Authentic Behaviour
What Happened and Why
Accountability is a cornerstone of ethical professional practice. Within the SMART Engineering team, accountability was fragmented. Senior management failed to deliver promised resources but shifted blame to engineers when deadlines loomed. This lack of ownership eroded trust and reflected inauthentic leadership, defined by Avolio and Gardner (2005) as leadership lacking transparency and moral consistency.
Dr Parker maintained accountability through transparency and evidence-based reporting. However, her confrontational approach — rooted in directness and integrity — was perceived as abrasive in a culture uncomfortable with assertive female leadership (Eagly & Chin, 2010).
From a reflective learning lens, Boud et al. (1987) emphasise that effective reflection involves not only evaluating one’s role but also understanding others’ perspectives. The management team failed to engage in such reflective accountability, preferring to maintain hierarchical distance.
Who Was Affected and How
The absence of authentic accountability demoralised the team. Junior engineers lost confidence in their leaders, while Dr Parker’s credibility was undermined by management’s avoidance. The failure to model honesty perpetuated blame and cynicism.
Consequences
Without accountability, ethical disengagement (Bandura, 1999) took root, normalising inaction. The project’s failure and the resignation of two senior engineers demonstrate the organisational cost of moral negligence.
Alternative Approaches
Authentic behaviour requires congruence between values and actions (George et al., 2011). Establishing clear communication frameworks, such as transparent decision logs or RACI charts, could have defined responsibility. Dr Parker’s direct communication could have been channelled through structured, evidence-led dialogues, balancing firmness with tact.
A Kolbian reflective cycle could have been institutionalised post-project to assess learning outcomes and ensure accountability was shared collectively rather than deflected hierarchically.

[bookmark: _Toc210581375][bookmark: _Toc210582658]4. Interpersonal Relationships
What Happened and Why
Interpersonal dysfunction lay at the heart of SMART Engineering’s challenges. Communication was fragmented, trust eroded, and informal gossip replaced collaboration. Male engineers dominated discussions, while female voices were marginalised.
Dr Parker’s direct communication style prioritised clarity and efficiency. However, in a psychologically unsafe environment, this approach triggered defensiveness rather than cooperation. Edmondson (2019) identifies psychological safety as essential for learning and performance; its absence explained the team’s regression to “storming” behaviour (Tuckman, 1965).
Management’s interference — bypassing Dr Parker’s authority to communicate with her subordinates — further destabilised relationships. This undermining behaviour reflected poor boundary management and an absence of relational leadership (Komives et al., 2013).
Who Was Affected and How
Female engineers felt silenced, male colleagues conflicted, and Dr Parker isolated. The erosion of interpersonal relationships fostered mistrust, leading to knowledge hoarding and reduced collaboration.
Consequences
A divided team cannot innovate effectively. Research by Belbin (2010) shows that balanced team roles and mutual respect enhance productivity. At SMART Engineering, relational fragmentation led to missed opportunities for collective learning and performance decline.
Alternative Approaches
Building healthy relationships requires both structural and behavioural change. Regular reflection sessions (Gibbs, 1988) would have encouraged open dialogue and emotional ventilation. Relational leadership, based on inclusion and empowerment (Komives et al., 2013), could have fostered belonging.
Dr Parker’s direct style could have been reframed as “empathic assertiveness,” combining clear expectations with active listening (Rogers, 1957). This balance between honesty and empathy aligns with Mezirow’s (1990) critical reflection, which transforms understanding through perspective-taking.
Implementing mentoring structures and cross-functional collaboration workshops might have mitigated the “us versus them” mentality and rebuilt trust.

[bookmark: _Toc210581376][bookmark: _Toc210582659]5. Professional Integrity
What Happened and Why
Professional integrity encompasses honesty, fairness, and adherence to ethical standards (Brown & Treviño, 2006). In this case, integrity was compromised by both leadership behaviour and collective silence. Dr Parker demonstrated ethical consistency by challenging resource mismanagement and gender bias. However, her integrity was met with resistance and mischaracterisation.
The failure of senior management to uphold fairness represented a systemic ethical breach. According to Dewey (1933), moral reflection involves active inquiry into values and consequences — a process absent from management’s conduct. Colleagues who privately disapproved of bias but failed to act displayed moral disengagement (Bandura, 1999), prioritising comfort over conscience.
Who Was Affected and How
Integrity lapses damaged psychological trust across the organisation. Ethical individuals like Dr Parker experienced moral fatigue, while passive bystanders internalised a culture of fear and conformity.
Consequences
The organisational impact was severe: two senior resignations, reputational damage, and loss of innovation capacity. Ethical leadership literature (Treviño et al., 2014) affirms that integrity directly correlates with employee engagement and retention; SMART Engineering’s failures thus represent an ethical and strategic crisis.
Alternative Approaches
Fostering integrity requires both leadership example and institutional support. Codes of ethics should be co-created and discussed, not imposed. Dr Parker’s directness could serve as a foundation for ethical advocacy if combined with relational tact and coalition-building. Boud et al. (1987) highlight that reflective dialogue transforms ethical awareness into shared practice, strengthening integrity across teams.

[bookmark: _Toc210581377][bookmark: _Toc210582660]6. Development of Professional Practice
The SMART Engineering case underscores the interplay between leadership style, emotional intelligence, and organisational culture. Dr Parker’s direct personality — assertive, analytical, and outcome-driven — facilitated precision but occasionally hindered collaboration in emotionally charged contexts.
Applying Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning model, her concrete experience of bias and exclusion, followed by reflective observation, can inform new conceptual approaches to inclusive leadership. Mezirow (1990) argues that transformation occurs when professionals critically reassess assumptions — a process evident as Dr Parker reevaluated how her directness might be reframed through empathy.
Drawing on Schön’s (1983) “reflection-on-action,” the experience provides valuable insights for professional growth: that integrity and assertiveness must coexist with adaptability and emotional awareness.
[bookmark: _Toc210581378][bookmark: _Toc210582661]7. Personal Development Plan (PDP)
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Long-Term Vision:
Dr Parker’s professional development aims to transform her direct style into a model of authentic, inclusive, and ethically grounded leadership. She aspires to mentor emerging engineers, promote gender equity, and create psychologically safe environments that value both technical competence and interpersonal respect.

[bookmark: _Toc210582662]Critical Reflection
The SMART Engineering case underscores the interplay between personality, ethics, and system design. Dr Parker’s direct leadership offered clarity and drive but clashed with a culture lacking emotional maturity and inclusivity. Schön’s (1991) notion of the reflective practitioner is crucial here: leadership effectiveness depends on the ability to reflect in action, adapting tone and approach to context.
Future professional practice should emphasise adaptive professionalism — maintaining authenticity while flexing communication to audience and environment. Integrating emotional intelligence, empathy, and inclusive behaviours allows technical competence to evolve into holistic leadership.
Continuous learning through coaching, feedback, and structured reflection should be embedded as a leadership norm. Dr Parker’s case demonstrates that ethical conviction, while essential, must be paired with emotional agility and situational awareness to achieve influence within complex teams.
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The SMART Engineering case illustrates the profound consequences of bias, emotional mismanagement, and ethical neglect within professional teams. It also demonstrates how leadership style interacts with culture and context. Dr Parker’s direct approach, though rooted in integrity and accountability, collided with organisational immaturity and systemic bias.
Through reflective engagement with experiential learning (Kolb, 1984; Boud et al., 1987), critical reflection (Mezirow, 1990), and emotional intelligence (Goleman, 2018), this review identifies pathways for transforming adversity into growth. Sustainable professional practice demands not only technical excellence but also ethical awareness, inclusivity, and reflective adaptability.
Dr Parker’s journey reinforces the value of reflection as described by Dewey (1933) and Schön (1983): learning is most powerful when experience is interrogated critically and transformed into purposeful action. Her commitment to evolving her direct style towards relational authenticity exemplifies the continuous cycle of professional learning that underpins effective leadership.
Through critical evaluation and structured professional development, this review concludes that effective leadership in engineering demands more than technical expertise. It requires self-awareness, empathy, ethical conviction, and adaptive communication. Dr Parker’s continued development plan positions her to transform her directness into a foundation for inclusive, authentic, and high-integrity leadership — a model essential for the next generation of engineering professionals
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