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[bookmark: _1ci93xb][bookmark: _Toc138202981]Introduction
Professional practice is not just about having the right technical skills. It also includes how people behave at work, how they treat others, their ethics, self-awareness, and their ability to work well as part of a team. In many organisations, particularly in male dominated industries such as engineering, professional practice is strongly influenced by leadership behaviour, workplace culture, and unconscious bias. When these issues are not managed properly, they can have a negative impact on individuals, teams, and the organisation.
This critical review looks at a case study involving Dr Alice Parker, a senior engineer and project lead at SMART Engineering. Although Dr Parker had many years of experience and a strong professional background, she faced ongoing exclusion, bias, and a lack of support in her role. These experiences reflect wider discussions in the literature around authenticity, ethics, and professional behaviour in the workplace (Varga & Guignon, 2023).
The review examines the professional behaviour of others in the case study by exploring what happened, why it happened, who was affected and how, the consequences of these actions, and what could have been done differently. The analysis is based on five key areas of professional practice: self management, personal, cognitive and unconscious bias, accountability and authentic behaviour, interpersonal relationships, and professional integrity.
In addition, this review includes reflection on my own professional practice as a coach driver working in schools and private hire transport. This helps to show how the learning from the case study can be applied in different workplace settings. The assignment concludes with a SMART personal development plan that identifies areas for improvement and outlines steps to support my future professional development.
Alongside analysis of the case study, this review also draws on my own professional experience as a coach driver in schools and private hire transport. This reflection helps demonstrate how the concepts of professional practice explored in the case study apply across different workplace settings.

[bookmark: _Toc1483088729]Accountability and Authentic Behaviour

[bookmark: _Toc1488074599]Definition
Accountability refers to the responsibility individuals and organisations have for their decisions, actions, and outcomes (ACAS, 2023). Authentic behaviour involves acting in line with personal values, being honest, transparent, and consistent in professional interactions.
Authenticity in the workplace involves aligning professional behaviour with personal values, rather than performing an organisational “mask” (Hamilton & Almeida, 2022).

[bookmark: _Toc842275676]Analysis of the case study
A clear lack of accountability can be seen throughout the case study. Senior management at SMART Engineering made promises about providing resources for the electric car project, but these were not delivered. When it became clear that the project was falling behind schedule, these commitments were denied or ignored. As a result, responsibility was shifted away from senior leadership and placed mainly on Dr Parker as the project lead. This lack of accountability damaged trust and made the situation worse. There were further problems with accountability when management went directly to team members without informing Dr Parker. This undermined her role as project lead, caused confusion about who was responsible for what, and weakened team structure. Instead of supporting Dr Parker during a challenging stage of the project, management actions added to uncertainty and tension within the team.
Authentic behaviour was also missing within the team. Although some male colleagues appeared uncomfortable with how female engineers were being treated, they did not challenge the behaviour openly. This gap between what people felt privately and how they acted publicly shows a lack of authenticity and allowed biased behaviour to continue. Leadership also failed to act authentically by ignoring the repeated exclusion of female engineers during team meetings, which sent a message that such behaviour was acceptable.

[bookmark: _Toc509874480]Recommendations: what could have been done to improve the situation

Senior management should have formally documented all resource commitments to the project and taken responsibility when these commitments were not met. Being open and transparent about these failures would have helped to maintain trust and demonstrate accountability, rather than allowing blame to fall on the project lead.
Clear accountability structures should also have been put in place to reinforce Dr Parker’s authority as project lead. This would have ensured that communication flowed through the correct channels and that roles and responsibilities within the team were clearly understood. Supporting the project lead in this way could have reduced confusion and strengthened leadership within the team.
In addition, leaders should have modelled authentic behaviour by admitting mistakes and addressing problems openly and directly. This approach would have encouraged honesty within the team and shown that accountability is valued at all levels of the organisation. Managers should also have been held accountable for demonstrating inclusive leadership behaviours, particularly in ensuring that all team members were given equal opportunities to contribute during meetings and decision-making processes.
Finally, open and respectful communication channels should have been established to allow team members to raise concerns without fear of negative consequences. Encouraging honest dialogue would have supported shared responsibility, improved working relationships, and helped prevent ongoing issues from being ignored.
Example paragraph: From my own professional experience, accountability and authenticity are essential, particularly in roles involving safety and responsibility. As a coach driver, I am expected to take responsibility for passengers, timings, and safe decision making, even when planning decisions are outside my control. I have learned that being honest about issues, such as unrealistic schedules or unsafe routes, is part of acting professionally. This experience highlights the importance of taking responsibility for decisions and communicating openly, rather than avoiding accountability when problems arise.

[bookmark: _Toc1711710868]Professional integrity

[bookmark: _Toc1820174623]Definition
Professional integrity involves behaving ethically at work and acting with honesty, fairness, respect, and responsibility (ACAS, 2023). It means doing the right thing even when it is difficult, uncomfortable, or involves challenging people in positions of power.
[bookmark: _Toc2116954722]Analysis of the case study
Professional integrity was repeatedly compromised within the engineering team. Female engineers contributions were frequently attributed to male colleagues, violating ethical standards of fairness and honesty. In one instance, Dr Parker was asked to provide a progress update so that a male colleague could present it as his own during a team meeting. Such behaviour represents a clear breach of professional ethics.
Gossip surrounding Dr Parker’s leadership and personal life further undermined professional integrity. Whispering, avoidance behaviours, and exclusion created a hostile working environment that contradicted expected professional standards. The silence of colleagues who recognised the unfairness but chose not to intervene also represents a failure of integrity, as inaction enabled unethical practices to continue. When leadership failed to deal with these behaviours, the problem became worse, as it suggested that unethical behaviour was being accepted.

[bookmark: _Toc728517264]Recommendation: what could have been done to improve the situation

Clear ethical standards around collaboration and giving proper credit for work should be established and consistently enforced. The organisation should adopt a zero tolerance approach to gossip, discrimination, and taking credit for others work, making it clear that this behaviour is unacceptable. Providing regular ethics and integrity training for all staff would help raise awareness and reinforce expected standards of behaviour. Employees should also be encouraged to speak up and challenge unethical behaviour when they see it, rather than remaining silent. Finally, integrity related behaviours should be included in performance reviews so that ethical conduct is recognised and valued alongside technical performance.
Example paragraph: Professional integrity is something I am conscious of in my own work. As a coach driver, I am responsible for following safety procedures and acting honestly, even when under time pressure. This includes reporting issues accurately and not cutting corners, even if it causes delays. Reflecting on the case study has reinforced the importance of always acting ethically, not only when it is convenient.
[bookmark: _Toc1413622049]Professional unconscious bias

[bookmark: _Toc1411287449]Definition
Unconscious bias refers to attitudes or stereotypes that influence how people think, make decisions, and behave without being aware of it (ACAS, 2025). These biases develop over time and are often shaped by past experiences, social influences, and cultural norms. Cognitive bias can affect judgement and decision making, leading individuals to make assumptions rather than consider evidence objectively. Personal bias is also influenced by upbringing and workplace culture, which can shape how people view others. In professional environments, these biases can result in exclusion, unfair treatment, and certain individuals being overlooked, even when they have the skills and experience to contribute effectively.
[bookmark: _Toc1957523228]Analysis of case study
The case study highlights several examples of unconscious bias within the team. Gender bias was evident in the repeated questioning of whether a woman was capable of leading a high stakes engineering project. Despite Dr Parker’s experience and expertise, her leadership was often doubted, which affected how her role was viewed by both colleagues and management. Attribution bias was also present, as male team members were regularly given credit for work that had been carried out by female engineers. This pattern reduced recognition for women’s contributions and reinforced unequal treatment within the team.
Affinity bias was another clear issue, with team members tending to relate more easily to colleagues who shared similar professional backgrounds. As most of the team came from marketing environments, Dr Parker’s offshore engineering experience was undervalued and her input was often overlooked. This created a sense of exclusion, even though her background allowed her to identify potential problems early in the project.
In addition, the fact that Dr Parker and her wife joined the organisation at the same time appeared to increase discomfort among colleagues. This led to gossip and whispered conversations, suggesting an underlying bias linked to sexual orientation. These biases influenced everyday interactions, communication during meetings, and decision making processes. Over time, such behaviour became accepted as normal, creating a workplace culture where exclusion and inequality were rarely challenged.
As these biased behaviours continued, trust within the team gradually broke down. Psychological safety was reduced, making individuals less willing to share ideas or collaborate openly. This ultimately limited teamwork, reduced innovation, and contributed to a toxic working environment.

[bookmark: _Toc341346765]Recommendations: what could have been done to improve the situation
Providing unconscious bias training would help increase awareness and encourage individuals to take responsibility for their behaviour at work. Introducing clear and structured meeting processes could ensure that everyone has an equal opportunity to contribute and that no voices are overlooked. Using objective performance measures would reduce the influence of personal judgement and help limit subjective bias when recognising contributions or making decisions. Promoting inclusive leadership practices would support a more respectful and fair working environment. Encouraging a wider range of perspectives during problem solving and decision making would also help create better outcomes for both individuals and the organisation.
Example paragraph: 
This issue of unconscious bias also links to my own workplace experience as a coach driver. Drivers are sometimes viewed as having limited knowledge beyond driving, which can lead to our views being overlooked when decisions are made. This reflects a form of role based bias, where assumptions are made about people based on their job title rather than their experience. Recognising this has helped me become more aware of how bias can affect everyday decisions at work. It has also encouraged me to speak up professionally and ensure that practical knowledge is shared when planning and safety are involved.
[bookmark: _Toc1001917138]Interpersonal relationship

[bookmark: _Toc500204382]Definition
 An interpersonal relationship is a social connection or affiliation between two or more people. (Cherry,2025) Positive interpersonal relationships support psychological safety and effective teamwork
[bookmark: _Toc940682112]Analysis of the case study
Interpersonal relationships within the engineering team deteriorated significantly. Whispering, gossip, and avoidance behaviours created a hostile and exclusionary environment. The team became divided into “us and them,” undermining cohesion and collaboration. Trust eroded to the point where Dr Parker felt unable to share information for fear of having her work appropriated.
Leadership failed to address these relational issues, allowing conflict to escalate unchecked. The absence of psychological safety prevented open dialogue and reinforced defensive behaviours. As a result, communication broke down, and the team’s effectiveness suffered.

[bookmark: _Toc22257335]Recommendations
Team building and conflict resolution sessions should be facilitated to help strengthen relationships and improve understanding within the team. Clear communication norms and expectations should be established so that everyone understands how to interact respectfully and professionally. Active listening and empathy should be encouraged to support better communication and mutual respect. Interpersonal issues should be addressed at an early stage to prevent them from escalating into larger problems. Where necessary, mediation support should be provided to help resolve ongoing conflicts and restore positive working relationships.
Example paragraph: Interpersonal relationships are also important in my role as a coach driver, as teamwork and communication directly affect safety and service quality. When communication is poor or concerns are not listened to, it can create frustration and tension among staff. Positive relationships, built on respect and clear communication, make it easier to raise issues and resolve problems early. This reflects the importance of trust and psychological safety highlighted in the case study.


[bookmark: _Toc215256352]Self-Management and Workplace Example: Coach Driver
In my role as a coach driver for schools and private hire, decisions about routes and schedules were often made without consulting drivers. This happened despite drivers having strong practical knowledge of traffic conditions, student needs, and safety considerations gained through daily experience. As a result, decisions were sometimes made that did not reflect real working conditions.
This situation occurred mainly because of a management decision making, where managers made decisions without seeking input from those carrying out the work. Time pressures also contributed to this approach, as quick top- own decisions were seen as more efficient than consultation.
The impact of this was clear. Routes were often inefficient, leading to delays and increased stress for drivers who were still expected to meet tight schedules. This negatively affected morale and, at times, reduced the quality of service provided to schools and private hire clients. A lack of consultation also reduced drivers sense of value and engagement within the organisation.
This situation could have been improved by involving drivers in planning discussions and recognising the value of experiential knowledge. Encouraging open communication, feedback, and shared accountability would have supported more informed decision making and improved trust between management and drivers. Inclusive leadership practices are widely recognised as improving engagement and performance by ensuring all voices are heard (ACAS, 2025).
If these changes had been implemented, the likely outcome would have been improved efficiency and punctuality, higher driver morale, and better overall service delivery. Safety and customer satisfaction would also have benefited. This example demonstrates the importance of self management, communication, and inclusive decision making across professional contexts and supports the key themes identified in the case study.

[bookmark: _Toc1858711397]Conclusion
This critical review has examined issues of professional practice through the case study of Dr Alice Parker at SMART Engineering. The analysis has shown how poor accountability, lack of authentic leadership, unconscious bias, weak professional integrity, and damaged interpersonal relationships can seriously affect individuals, teams, and organisational performance. Despite Dr Parker’s experience and expertise, biased attitudes and ineffective leadership behaviours led to exclusion, loss of trust, and ultimately the resignation of skilled employees.
The review has highlighted how unconscious bias, particularly gender, affinity, and attribution bias, influenced decision making and communication within the team. Failures in accountability and integrity allowed unethical behaviour, such as gossip and taking credit for others work, to continue without challenge. Leadership’s lack of action further reinforced a culture where exclusion became normalised, damaging morale, psychological safety, and collaboration.
By reflecting on my own professional experience as a coach driver, this review has demonstrated that the principles of inclusive leadership, accountability, and effective communication apply across different sectors. In both examples, failing to involve individuals with practical knowledge led to poor decision making and negative outcomes. Overall, this review emphasises the importance of ethical behaviour, self-awareness, and inclusive practices in creating healthy and effective workplaces. Addressing these issues would not only improve individual experiences but also strengthen organisational performance and sustainability.
[bookmark: _Toc1229007014]Appendix

[bookmark: _Toc945342626]SMART personal development plan

	Personal development needs

	Development objective (linked to personal practice)

	Actions to be taken

	Timescale

	Success measures

	Contribution to Future Professional Integrity

	Improve confidence in professional communication
	Develop the ability to communicate concerns and suggestions clearly and professionally to management
	Prepare key points before discussions, raise feedback through appropriate channels practise calm and respectful communication
	3 months
	At least one professional contribution made in formal communication each month
	Supports honesty, transparency, and ethical communication

	Increase awareness of unconscious bias
	Improve understanding of how bias affects decision making and workplace behaviour
	Read free online resources from ACAS and Equality and Human Rights Commission, reflect on examples from own workplace
	5 months
	Improved ability to recognise and challenge biased assumptions
	Promotes fairness and respect in professional interactions

	Strengthen accountability in own role
	Take greater ownership of decisions and actions within my role as a coach driver

	Clearly report issues related to safety, routes, or scheduling, follow procedures consistently

	Ongoing
	Feedback from supervisors, reduced misunderstandings
	Reinforces responsibility and ethical practice

	Improve stress and self management
	Manage pressure effectively during busy or challenging work situations
	Use time planning, stress management techniques, and reflection after difficult shifts
	6 months
	Reduced stress levels and improved focus during work
	Supports safe, consistent, and professional behaviour

	Develop stronger interpersonal relationships
	Build positive working relationships through active listening and respectful communication
	Engage openly with colleagues, address issues early, seek mediation when necessary
	9 months
	Improved communication and reduced conflict
	Encourages trust, respect, and ethical teamwork
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