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Introduction

The SMART Engineering case study focusses on critical difficulties relating to prejudice, inclusion, and leadership in team dynamics. Gender and affinity prejudices, along with a lack of accountability, harmed collaboration and trust, jeopardising both project success and the company's brand.
This report examines crucial factors such as self-management, interpersonal connections, professional ethics, and the impacts of bias. Drawing on theories such as Kolb (D, 1984)  experiential learning and (Mezirow, 1990) critical reflection, it investigates how biases disrupt team dynamics and impede development, while also providing tangible techniques for change.
The findings of this case study highlight the significance of encouraging fairness, inclusion, and accountability to establish high-performing teams and ethical organisations.







1.Accountability and Authentic Behaviour

Dr. Alice Parker's issues at SMART Engineering demonstrate that responsibility and honest behaviour were not given the attention they required. The case study's exclusionary practices and biases are more than just human faults; they indicate broader structural issues that have an impact on team morale, effectiveness, and inclusivity. This circumstance is strongly related to (Schön, 1983) concept of the "reflective practitioner," which emphasises the significance of critically assessing one's own actions to develop professionally. Unfortunately, both team members and leadership lacked a reflective perspective.
Accountability entails taking responsibility for your acts and recognising how they impact others. (Mezirow, 1990) emphasises the role of critical reflection in questioning the assumptions that guide behaviour, stating that "critical reflection enables individuals to recognise distortions in their beliefs and work towards change." In this case, team members failed to reflect on how their actions, such as dismissing Dr. Parker's contributions or giving credit for her work to male colleagues, perpetuated systemic biases. This lack of self-awareness allowed exclusionary practices to flourish, undermining trust and causing fractures within the team.
The silence of male coworkers, who witnessed the injustices but chose not to intervene, exacerbated the situation. This is consistent with (Sandberg, 2013) argument in Lean In, which states that "real change will come when powerful men and women take responsibility for creating a culture of equality." Their apathy not only reinforced gender inequities, but also displayed a reluctance to address hard truths. Standing by and doing nothing is just as damaging as actively contributing to discrimination since it perpetuates an environment in which exclusion is normalised.
Leadership is crucial in promoting accountability, and in this situation, senior management at SMART Engineering fell short. Not only did they fail to address the team's biases, but they also aggressively undermined Dr. Parker by bypassing her authority and communicating with her team without her permission. Similarly to (Harrison, 2022), "a lack of accountability at the leadership level sends a message that poor behaviour is acceptable, eroding team cohesion and trust." Leadership contributed to the development of a poisonous workplace culture by failing to model inclusive and supportive behaviour. Authenticity, which entails publicly acknowledging and correcting prejudices, was also lacking. (D, 1984)experiential learning paradigm emphasises the value of learning through reflective action, arguing that "learning occurs through reflection on doing." Unfortunately, the SMART Engineering team missed key moments to reflect on their actions and the consequences of their prejudices. Instead of encouraging open and constructive discourse, they turned to gossip and exclusion, further isolating Dr. Parker and her wife.
A particularly disheartening example of inauthentic behaviour was the instance where a male colleague requested Dr. Parker’s project update to present at a meeting, effectively silencing her voice and taking credit for her work. This behaviour disrespected her expertise and reinforced the perception that women’s contributions are less significant. (Gibbs, 1988) reflective cycle offers a valuable framework for addressing such issues, encouraging individuals to analyse their actions, recognize their impact, and take steps to improve. If the team had employed this approach, they might have fostered greater self-awareness and accountability.
Furthermore, authentic behaviour also involves giving credit where it is due. (Engineer, 2023) emphasizes that “recognizing the unique values and perspectives each team member brings strengthens the team’s potential.” At SMART Engineering, the failure to acknowledge diverse perspectives, particularly those of women, not only undervalued their contributions but also limited the team’s ability to innovate and problem-solve effectively.
Examining Dr. Parker's experience makes clear how important sincerity and accountability are in the workplace. (Mezirow, 1990) concept of "transformative learning" places a strong emphasis on questioning deeply held assumptions and embracing more inclusive viewpoints. 
Now, I understand how my actions—or lack thereof—impact the dynamics of the team. To make sure everyone feels appreciated in comparable circumstances, I would concentrate on promoting candid conversations, welcoming criticism, and resolving prejudices. Establishing a tone of accountability requires strong leadership. "Leaders must act as role models, demonstrating integrity and fairness," as (Harrison, 2022) states. Many problems at SMART Engineering may have been resolved with measures like transparent recognition systems and bias-awareness training. 


2.Self-Management
Reflecting on the situation at SMART Engineering, I can’t imagine how difficult it must have been for Dr. Parker to navigate such a biased and unsupportive environment. If I were in her shoes, managing my emotions in the face of constant gossip and a lack of support would have been incredibly challenging. The isolation and frustration she must have felt are a reminder that self-management isn’t just a personal responsibility—it’s a skill we must develop, especially when dealing with gender dynamics and affinity bias.
Self-awareness is the first step towards self-management. Kolb (D, 1984) experiential learning theory emphasises how we can modify our behaviour by thinking back on our experiences. It seems that many SMART Engineering team members lacked this ability. In addition to being unpleasant, the rumours and avoidance that were spread about Dr. Parker and her spouse damaged the group's ability to work together and build trust. Those people could have acted differently if they had given themselves some time to consider how their behaviour was impacting the team.
I also wonder what tactics Dr. Parker would have employed to maintain project focus in the face of the animosity. The reflective cycle developed by  (Gibbs, 1988) springs to mind since it promotes identifying emotional triggers and making plans. Although Dr. Parker demonstrated resilience by continuing to lead, I question whether she had the resources necessary to cope with the stress. In her shoes, I might have tried writing or asking dependable coworkers for guidance on how to control my emotions and maintain my composure.
Addressing unconscious bias within the team is another crucial issue. According to (Mezirow, 1990), identifying and combating prejudices requires critical reflection. The team might have been able to recognise how their actions were predicated on unjust assumptions if they had participated in organised reflection through open conversations or bias-awareness training. This might have created a more welcoming and courteous atmosphere where Dr. Parker and her spouse were appreciated for their knowledge rather than stigmatised for who they were.
This case has taught me that self-management is about more than just controlling emotions—it’s about actively reflecting, learning, and adapting to grow. If I ever face a similar situation, I’d apply these lessons by practicing critical reflection, as Kolb   (D, 1984) and  (Mezirow, 1990) suggest, and encouraging others to do the same. Confronting bias isn’t easy, but it’s necessary to build a team culture rooted in respect and collaboration.

3.Personal, Cognitive, and Unconscious Bias
As (Mezirow, 1990) notes, “unconscious biases often distort our understanding of others, leading to assumptions that reinforce inequities.” In the case study of SMART Engineering, biases based on gender and affinity were evident in the way team members interacted and how contributions were evaluated, creating a hostile and fractured environment. These biases can affect team dynamics and interactions in profoundly personal, cognitive, and unconscious ways, skewing perceptions and creating systemic barriers that hinder inclusivity and collaboration. The stereotype that women's work is less valuable—a problem (Sandberg, 2013) highlights in Lean In: “Women are often judged more harshly, and their contributions are minimised, even when they hold equal or higher qualifications”—was one of the most concerning issues at SMART Engineering. Dr. Parker's expertise was frequently disregarded, with male colleagues asking about her work or even presenting her updates as their own.
Affinity bias also played a role, as male team members, who shared similar professional and personal backgrounds, excluded female colleagues from talks, creating a “us versus them” attitude. Kolb’s experiential learning model (D, 1984) warns that unmanaged patterns like these might become entrenched, inhibiting creativity and collaboration. Confirmation bias made matters worse by unfairly casting doubt on Dr. Parker's ability due to presumptions about her gender and personal life. Such biases, which are based on preconceived conceptions, systematically reject people who don't fit the mould, denying the team the opportunity to benefit from a variety of skills, according to (Harrison, 2022) .
A hostile atmosphere was exacerbated by microaggressions, such as avoidance and whispering directed towards Dr. Parker and her spouse. The team's respect and trust were damaged by these subtly detrimental acts. According to (Gibbs, 1988) reflective cycle, the team could have been able to comprehend the effects of these behaviours and promote change if they had purposefully reflected on them.

Decision-making was also distorted by biases. The contributions of male coworkers were valued more highly, frequently due to irrelevant criteria like gender or similar backgrounds—a well-known instance of the "halo effect." As noted by (Engineer, 2023), this dynamic restricts the team's capacity to utilise a range of viewpoints and reach sound conclusions. This put the success of the project at SMART Engineering in jeopardy in addition to excluding the invaluable expertise of female engineers.
To solve these problems, deliberate action is needed. Structured feedback sessions and bias-awareness training could have promoted candid communication and assisted in overcoming excluding tendencies. All team members may have been evaluated equally if there had been clear, inclusive goals and objective standards for judging contributions, according to (Greco, 2020).

Leadership is also essential. Leaders set the tone for diversity via their behaviour, as (Harrison, 2022) highlights. The poisonous culture of SMART Engineering was strengthened by senior management's refusal to confront prejudices. Leadership might have promoted a more courteous and cooperative atmosphere by exhibiting inclusive behaviours, such as asking under-represented voices for their opinions and challenging exclusionary policies. Rather, their inaction undermined the team's potential by allowing negative patterns to continue.






4. Interpersonal Relationships

The SMART Engineering case study shows how gender and affinity biases deeply damaged the team’s relationships. These biases created division and mistrust, breaking down the trust needed for effective collaboration. (Mezirow, 1990) explains that “unconscious biases distort our perceptions and create barriers to understanding others,” which was clear in how female engineers, especially Dr. Parker, were treated. Rather than being recognized for their expertise, they were sidelined and excluded from meaningful contributions.
The frequent disregard for female engineers at team meetings at SMART Engineering is a startling illustration of bias. The idea that women's opinions were less significant was furthered by the fact that Dr. Parker's male coworkers were regularly questioned about her work or even given credit for it. "Removing women from critical conversations limits their ability to build relationships and establish authority within a team," as noted by (Sandberg, 2013). In addition to straining Dr. Parker's professional ties, this exclusion exacerbated the "us versus them" mentality among team members.
Team dynamics were further impacted by affinity bias. Tighter ties were created amongst men engineers who shared similar personal and professional backgrounds, frequently excluding their female colleagues. These cliques exacerbated tensions within the group and isolated women. Exclusionary behaviours like this hinder varied viewpoints from effectively influencing decisions and resolving issues, as highlighted by Kolb's (D, 1984) experiential learning paradigm.
The breakdown in communication within the team was another critical issue. (Harrison, 2022) argues that “open dialogue is essential for fostering trust and collaboration in diverse teams.” However, SMART Engineering’s environment of gossip and whispers undermined this principle, creating barriers to transparency and mutual respect. Without interventions to address these biases and foster inclusivity, the team’s relationships continued to deteriorate, ultimately compromising its ability to work cohesively.







5. Professional Integrity

Any organisation needs professional integrity, but SMART Engineering lacked it badly. Fairness, accountability, and evaluating contributions according to their value are all components of integrity. Rather, Dr. Parker and other female engineers were undervalued due to gender bias, as their work was frequently disregarded or attributed to male colleagues. Silencing women's voices reduces the effectiveness of both individuals and teams, as (Sandberg, 2013) points out.
As male team members established cliques that barred women from cooperation and decision-making, affinity bias made the problem worse. According to (Mezirow, 1990), these kinds of actions undermine fairness and trust, which harms team spirit and unity. The project's success was also harmed by these biases since the team was unable to take advantage of different viewpoints, which resulted in inefficiencies.

The repercussions were not limited to the team. Under these circumstances, the resignation of two engineers ran the risk of harming SMART Engineering's standing. (Harrison, 2022) cautions that businesses are increasingly being evaluated based on their ethics and culture, and that if these biases are not addressed, there may be long-term consequences, such as a decline in client trust and employee attrition.


6. Development of Own Professional Practice
When I think about my own professional practice, I realize there are areas where I feel confident and others where I know I need to grow. I’ve always tried to be a collaborative and supportive team member but reading the SMART Engineering case study made me reflect more deeply on how I could improve. It’s not always easy to confront your own biases or weaknesses, but I know that being honest with myself is the first step. As (Mezirow, 1990) says, “critical reflection enables us to challenge assumptions and learn from our experiences,” and that’s what I aim to do.
I've recognised the potential for unconscious biases to affect my behaviour. Although I've always thought of myself as open-minded, I am aware that occasionally I find myself drawn to persons with similar viewpoints or experiences. Although it's not deliberate, I can understand how it could make certain people feel left out. Even when it's unintended, the SMART Engineering scenario got me to thinking about how dangerous it can be. I wish to concentrate on raising awareness of these tendencies and actively involving everyone because Kolb (D, 1984) reminds us that learning comes from reflecting on experience.
My leadership abilities are another area where I need to improve. Although I've never considered myself a "natural leader," I do want to be the type of person that fosters an environment that is encouraging and welcoming. I've come to the realisation that, out of fear of making matters worse, I occasionally avoid dealing with difficult situations, such as confrontations or biases. However, "effective leaders confront inequities directly to create a culture of equality," as noted by (Sandberg, 2013). This encourages me to take more risks, even if they are uncomfortable.
Another area I need to work on is conflict resolution. I usually avoid conflict in the hopes that it will go away on its own, but the case study made me see how harmful unresolved tensions can be. Ignoring disagreement is insufficient; it must be handled in a positive way. (Harrison, 2022) emphasis on the importance of "open communication in resolving conflicts and building trust" was admirable. To contribute to the development of more positive dynamics within the teams I work on, I would like to hone such abilities.


Conclusion
Reflecting on the SMART Engineering case study, it is clear that cultivating diversity, correcting biases, and encouraging accountability are critical for developing cohesive and productive teams. Dr. Parker and her colleagues' issues highlight how unchecked prejudices, and poor communication may erode trust, stymie collaboration, and, ultimately, jeopardise project success and team morale.
This examination has highlighted the significance of self-awareness, critical reflection, and proactive action in fostering a fair and supportive workplace. Teams can reach their maximum potential by addressing challenges like unconscious bias, inefficient leadership, and a lack of diversity. Professional ethics and solid interpersonal relationships are the cornerstones of any successful team. When these are compromised, as in the case study, the effects go beyond individual discontent and undermine the organization's entire performance and reputation. It serves as a compelling reminder that diversity and justice are not only desirable qualities, but also necessary for long-term success.
Through this introspection, I am more committed to developing as a professional, addressing my own areas for development, and creating workplaces that promote diversity and collaboration. This trip has been an invaluable learning experience, providing me with the tools I need to overcome problems and contribute meaningfully to any team or organisation with which I am involved.
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