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INTRODUCTION


The development of innovative technologies such as electric vehicles relies not only on technical expertise but also on the ability of diverse teams to collaborate effectively. Within SMART Engineering, a cross-functional team was established to design and deliver critical components for a groundbreaking electric car. However, challenges quickly emerged around gender dynamics, affinity bias, and the lack of inclusivity, which undermined both the team’s cohesion and the project’s progress.
This case study examines the interpersonal and organisational issues that surfaced within the team, particularly the impact of unconscious bias, the overlooking of female engineers’ contributions, and the erosion of trust caused by ineffective communication and collaboration. The discussion explores key areas such as self-management, interpersonal relationships, communication effectiveness, accountability, authentic behaviour, professional integrity, and personal development planning (PDP).
By critically analysing these dimensions, the report highlights the implications of allowing biases to persist, including risks to project delivery, employee retention, and corporate reputation. Finally, it identifies strategies for building inclusive and ethical professional practice, ensuring that all team members feel valued and are empowered to contribute to shared organisational goals.
[bookmark: _1ci93xb]
SELF-MANAGEMENT

 
Self-management is the ability of individuals to regulate their emotions, behaviours, and actions in a way that allows them to remain effective under challenging circumstances (Goleman, 1995). In the context of the SMART Engineering team, self-management is particularly important due to the presence of gender bias, affinity bias, and interpersonal conflicts that threaten both individual wellbeing and project outcomes.
Emotional Awareness and Regulation
Biases in the team—such as overlooking female engineers in meetings or attributing their contributions to male colleagues—can lead to feelings of frustration, stress, and disengagement. Research shows that unmanaged emotional reactions can intensify conflict and reduce performance.
Dr. Parker’s experience of feeling invisible illustrates how such dynamics undermine motivation and trust.
To address this, individuals need strategies to recognize and regulate their emotions:
Techniques such as deep breathing or reflection; can help pause before reacting emotionally, interpreting exclusionary behaviour as a reflection of bias rather than competence that can reduce its personal impact (Gross, 2002). Ask for support such as peer networks or mentoring relationships can buffer stress and provide validation.
Stay focused on project goals, despite interpersonal difficulties, self-management requires staying committed to the project’s core objectives. 
Effective strategies include:
Visual documentation, keeping written records of contributions helps safeguard intellectual credit and ensures transparency (Edmondson, 2012).
Prioritize tasks, concentrating on high-impact deliverables helps maintain progress even when team dynamics are poor (Covey, 1989).
Taking the initiative, sharing updates directly with leadership in written form increases accountability and reduces reliance on biased intermediaries.
Resilience is the ability to recover quickly from setbacks. For professionals like Dr. Parker, drawing on past successes helps reinforce confidence. Self-efficacy, or belief in one’s ability to succeed, can be nurtured through reflective practice and skills development (Bandura, 1997). 
Strategies include:
Stress management techniques such as exercise, meditation, or time management to prevent burnout.
Adopting a growth mindset by viewing challenges as learning opportunities, which enhances adaptability in dynamic project environments (Dweck, 2006).
Personal, Cognitive, and Unconscious Bias

Managing emotions and reactions in teams facing gender dynamics and affinity bias,
When teams experience gender dynamics  (e.g., unequal recognition, stereotyping) and affinity bias(favouring individuals with similar backgrounds), emotions such as frustration, disengagement, and mistrust often emerge. The way teams manage these reactions is critical for maintaining performance and inclusivity.
Self-management requires recognizing these emotional triggers early and adopting strategies to prevent escalation. For instance:
Pause and reflect before responding to gossip or being overlooked, individuals can take a moment to identify their emotional state (anger, disappointment, etc.) and choose a constructive response.
Reframing and viewing biased comments or exclusionary behaviours as opportunities to highlight expertise and provide evidence-based contributions can help redirect the conversation toward project goals.
 Seek support building peer alliances (with both male and female colleagues) may reduce isolation and strengthen confidence when addressing bias.
Psychological safety
 Edmondson (1999) highlights psychological safety as the foundation for effective team learning and communication. Teams can manage emotional reactions to bias by creating an environment where all members feel safe to express concerns without fear of judgment or retaliation.
Leaders play a significant role by actively inviting input from all voices, especially underrepresented groups. Teams can adopt norms such as “rotate who speaks first” in meetings, ensuring inclusivity Example: Instead of overlooking female engineers, James Parker (the team leader) could intentionally direct questions to them, reinforcing their expertise and reducing feelings of invisibility.
Structured conflict management.
When gender bias and affinity bias lead to conflict, teams can apply structured approaches:
Constructive dialogue using “I” statements (e.g., “I feel my contributions are overlooked”) reduces blame and encourages understanding (Thomas & Kilmann, 1974).
Mediation. neutral third-party facilitation can help surface hidden tensions.
Clear accountability. recording contributions (e.g., written reports) ensures credit is attributed fairly.
Diversity and inclusion training. Team members often react negatively because of unconscious bias rather than intentional exclusion (Carnes et al., 2015). Training in unconscious bias, allyship, and inclusive practices can equip employees to:
Recognize their own biases.
Respond constructively when witnessing exclusion.
Develop empathy and support for colleagues with diverse backgrounds.
Resilience and coping strategies. Individuals in marginalized groups often rely on personal resilience to manage the emotional toll of bias.




Accountability and Authentic Behaviour
Accountability in Teams
Accountability refers to individuals’ and teams’ willingness to accept responsibility for their actions, decisions, and outcomes (Frink & Klimoski, 1998).
In teams facing gender dynamics and affinity bias, accountability ensures that contributions are recognized fairly, deadlines are met, and biases are actively addressed rather than ignored.
Key practices include:
Clear role definition resigning tasks with explicit deliverables prevents ambiguity and allows accurate attribution of work (Hall et al., 2017).
Transparent reporting using shared project documentation and meeting minutes makes progress visible and deters credit misappropriation (Edmondson, 2012).
Peer accountability encouraging team members to respectfully challenge biased comments reinforces collective responsibility for inclusion.
By embedding these mechanisms, teams reduce the risk of “diffusion of responsibility,” where members remain silent in the face of exclusionary behaviour.
Authentic behaviour
Authentic behaviour involves acting in alignment with one’s values, emotions, and beliefs while remaining open and ethical in interactions (Avolio & Gardner, 2005).
Authenticity requires self -awareness, relational transparency, balanced processing the ability to share thoughts honestly while considering diverse perspectives.
In environments where female engineers are overlooked, authentic leaders and colleagues.
Speak up when witnessing bias, even when uncomfortable.
Model inclusivity by openly valuing diverse opinions.
 Foster trust by consistently acting in ways that reflect stated principles.
Authentic behaviour not only strengthens individual integrity but also promotes psychological safety, enabling marginalized voices to participate without fear of retaliation (Walumbwa et al., 2008).
Accountability without authenticity can become punitive, while authenticity without accountability risks unstructured interactions.
Combining both creates a culture when honest dialogue and measurable responsibility coexist.
For example, team leaders can hold all members accountable for meeting deliverables and authentically acknowledge contributions, ensuring that recognition is based on merit rather than affinity bias.




Interpersonal relationships:

Interpersonal relationships are the foundation of effective teamwork, influencing trust, communication, and collaboration.
In the SMART Engineering project gender bias and affinity bias have profoundly shaped how team members connect with one another, creating fractures that weaken cohesion and threaten project success.
Gender bias and relationship strain.

Gender bias—implicit or explicit—occurs when individuals make judgments based on gender stereotypes rather than merit (Carnes et al., 2015).
Exclusion and  invisible labour  male engineers, including Dr. Parker, are routinely overlooked in meetings and denied recognition for their work. This signals to women that their expertise is undervalued, eroding professional respect and creating emotional distance from male colleagues.
Power imbalances when men dominate discussions and decision-making, relationships become hierarchical rather than collaborative, reducing psychological safety for women to speak openly (Edmondson, 1999).
Personal toll persistent under-recognition fosters frustration and guardedness, leading female engineers to withhold ideas or avoid social interactions, further weakening relationships.

Affinity bias leads individuals to favour those who share similar backgrounds, experiences, or identities (Hofhuis et al., 2016).Team members with shared energy-sector experience form informal alliances, reinforcing trust and mutual support within their group. Dr. Parker, whose background in offshore oil engineering differs from most colleagues, is perceived as an outsider, limiting opportunities for informal networking and idea exchange. As a female engineer in a same-sex relationship, Dr. Parker experiences exclusion on multiple fronts, magnifying the impact of affinity-based cliques.

When gender and affinity biases intersect, they create a toxic climate characterized by:
 Distrust and suspicion: female engineers fear that sharing ideas may lead to credit theft, creating guarded communication and weakened collaboration.
Us Vs them mentality:  The team splits into subgroups—male vs. female, similar vs. diverse backgrounds—reducing cross-group relationships and reinforcing stereotypes (Tajfel & Turner, 1986).
Erosion of support systems:  Male colleagues who feel uncomfortable with exclusion fail to act, signalling complicity and leaving women without allies.

The breakdown of interpersonal relationships has direct implications for project outcomes:
Reduced collaboration:   limited trust impedes knowledge sharing and problem-solving, delaying progress on critical electric car components.
Low morale and retention:  Dr Parker and her wife’s decision to resign illustrates how relationship strain drives talent loss.
Innovation risks:  Diverse perspectives essential to innovation are suppressed when relationships are shaped by bias (Shore et al., 2011).



Building relationships:
Bias awareness and training: Workshops to help team members recognize and counteract gender and affinity biases (Devine et al., 2012). Structured meeting protocols (e.g., rotating who presents updates) ensure balanced participation.
Assigning mixed-background sub teams can foster new connections and reduce ingroup/outgroup divides. Encourage male colleagues to actively advocate for recognition of female contributions (Prime & Moss-Racusin, 2009).
Effective communication and collaboration are key drivers of inclusive workplaces, enabling all team members to feel valued, heard, and empowered to contribute (Shore et al., 2011).
In the SMART Engineering team, however, patterns of biased communication and fragmented collaboration undermine these goals, creating an environment where diversity of thought and experience is not fully level.


Collaboration and Relationship-Building
Observe: Team members from similar professional backgrounds (e.g., residential energy) tend to collaborate more closely with each other, excluding those with different experiences.
The Impact: This affinity bias creates “ingroup” and “outgroup” dynamics (Tajfel & Turner, 1986), weakening cross-functional collaboration and limiting knowledge exchange.
Evaluate: Collaboration is ineffective for inclusion because it privileges similarity over diversity of expertise.
 Knowledge Sharing
Observe: Female engineers, including Dr. Parker, withhold information to prevent credit theft.
The Impact: Guardedness limits collaboration and innovation, while also reinforcing silos within the team (Shore et al., 2011).
Evaluate: Collaboration is hindered by fear of bias-related exploitation, reducing team cohesion.
Despite these shortcomings, some team members privately express discomfort with exclusion, suggesting latent support for change.
With proper structures (e.g., inclusive meeting protocols, allyship training), these individuals could become advocates for more equitable communication and collaboration (Devine et al., 2012).

	
	
	

	 
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	


	

	
	
	

	
	
	



Current communication and collaboration practices are ineffective in creating an inclusive environment.
Gender and affinity biases distort who speaks, who is heard, and whose work is credited.
Fear of exclusion leads to knowledge withholding and guarded behaviour, further fragmenting the team.
Without intervention, these patterns will continue to drive attrition, as seen in the resignations of Dr. Parker and her wife.






Professional Integrity:
Refers to the consistent practice of ethical standards, fairness, honesty, and accountability in professional conduct (Hosmer, 1995). It requires individuals and organizations to act transparently, value diverse contributions, and ensure decisions are based on merit rather than prejudice.
In the SMART Engineering team, the presence of gender bias and affinity bias raises serious concerns about professional integrity, undermining both the success of the electric car project and the company’s reputation for ethical excellence.

Professional Integrity in the Context of the Case
Professional integrity demands impartiality and respect for all employees, regardless of gender, background, or personal relationships (Treviño et al., 2014).
However, the case reveals multiple breaches of integrity:
	Observed
	 Implication

	Female engineers are overlooked in meetings and denied recognition for their work.
	Fails to uphold fairness and merit.

	Gossip about Dr. Parker and her wife’s relationship circulates among colleagues.
	Violates respect and confidentiality.

	Senior management bypasses the project led to speak directly with the team.
	Undermines accountability and leadership credibility.



	Team members remain silent despite recognising bias.
	Radical disengagement and a lack of ethical courage.


These behaviours conflict with core professional values such as equity, transparency, and respect, key components of ethical engineering practice (National Society of Professional Engineers [NSPE], 2019).

The resignation of Dr. Parker and her wife—both experienced engineers—represents a significant loss of institutional knowledge and technical skill.
Research shows that workplaces that tolerate bias face higher turnover among underrepresented groups, directly impacting productivity and innovation (Shore et al., 2011).
Erosion of Trust and Collaboration
Bias-fuelled exclusion fosters guarded communication and knowledge withholding, which are critical barriers to collaborative problem-solving (Edmondson & Lei, 2014).
The electric car project already faced delays; continued bias threatens deadlines and increases the risk of costly errors.
 Reduced Innovation
Homogeneous decision-making groups—formed through affinity bias—are less likely to generate creative solutions (Page, 2007).
Ignoring diverse expertise limits the team’s ability to identify risks and propose novel designs.

 Implications for Company Reputation
an Internal Reputation
Allowing bias to persist signals to employees that SMART Engineering tolerates unethical conduct, damaging morale and trust in leadership (Treviño et al., 2014).
This perception discourages high-performing individuals from pursuing or remaining in leadership roles.

 External Reputation

In the automotive and engineering sectors, where diversity and inclusion are increasingly tied to corporate social responsibility, a reputation for bias can deter top talent, investors, and partners (Hunt et al., 2018).
News of high-level resignations, particularly of senior female engineers, could harm the company’s ability to compete for contracts and public goodwill.

Ethical Responsibility of Leadership
Leaders carry a duty to uphold professional integrity by creating systems that prevent discrimination and encourage fair recognition (Brown & Treviño, 2006)
Missed Opportunity: Team leader James Parker and senior management failed to intervene decisively despite visible evidence of bias.
Required Actions: Inclusive leadership training, zero-tolerance policies on discriminatory behaviour, and transparent recognition systems are essential to rebuild trust.

 Recommendations
To protect project success and company reputation, SMART Engineering should:
Implement Bias Training: Provide evidence-based programs to help employees identify and mitigate unconscious bias (Carnes et al., 2015).
Strengthen Ethical Policies: Align company practices with engineering codes of ethics (NSPE, 2019).
Foster Inclusive Leadership: Train managers to actively solicit diverse input and recognise contributions fairly (Nishii & Mayer, 2009).
Monitor Accountability: Use structured performance metrics to track inclusivity and recognition practices.



Development of my own Professional practice.
Examination of My Own Professional Practice
Strengths
Technical Expertise: Strong engineering knowledge and experience allow me to contribute high-quality solutions to complex projects.
Commitment to Ethical Standards: I value fairness, respect, and accountability, aligning with professional integrity expectations (NSPE, 2019).
Adaptability: I am comfortable working in cross-functional teams and adjusting to modern technologies and project demands.
 Areas for Improvement
	
	
	

	Inclusive Communication
	I sometimes avoid addressing bias or exclusion directly to maintain harmony.
	Missed opportunities to challenge discriminatory behaviour and advocate for fairness.

	Allyship & Advocacy
	I am hesitant to speak up when colleagues are overlooked, fearing conflict or negative reactions.
	Reinforces a culture of silence, allowing bias to persist.

	Self-Awareness of Bias
	I have limited formal training in recognising unconscious gender or affinity bias.
	May unintentionally overlook perspectives or perpetuate micro-inequities.

	Leadership Confidence
	I defer to more dominant voices in high-pressure meetings.
	Limits my influence on team culture and decision-making.



Professional Development Plan (PDP)
The PDP outlines specific goals, actions, timelines, and success indicators to strengthen inclusive and ethical professional practice.
	Development Goal
	Actions to Achieve Goal
	Resources/Support Needed
	Timeline
	Success Indicators

	 Strengthen inclusive communication skills
	Attend a workshop or online course on inclusive communication (e.g., Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development [CIPD] training). 
Practice structured turn-taking and active listening during meetings.
	HR training budget, time allocation.
	Within 3 months
	Increased participation from quieter colleagues; feedback from peers indicates more balanced discussions.

	Build allyship and advocacy capabilities
	Complete allyship or unconscious bias training (e.g., Catalyst or LeanIn resources). Commit to speaking up when exclusionary behaviour occurs.
	Learning management system, mentoring from a diversity champion.
	Within 6 months
	Documented instances of intervention or support; colleagues acknowledge initiative-taking allyship.

	 Enhance self-awareness of unconscious bias
	Take Implicit Association Tests (IAT) to identify personal biases. 
Reflect on bias triggers in a journal after team interactions.
	Free online IAT tools, reflective practice guide.
	Ongoing (review quarterly)
	Reduction in biased decision patterns; improved cross-group collaboration.

	Develop leadership confidence in diverse settings
	 Seek mentorship from a senior inclusive leader. Volunteer to chair at least one project meeting per quarter.
	Mentor within organisation; leadership development program.
	9–12 months
	Mentor feedback shows improved confidence; successful facilitation of meetings.

	 Integrate professional integrity into daily practice
	Review and apply engineering codes of ethics (NSPE, 2019). Encourage transparent credit sharing on all projects.
	Access to ethics guidelines; performance review discussion.
	Continuous
	Ethical concerns addressed promptly; recognition of contributions is equitable.



Monitoring and Review
Quarterly Reflection: Maintain a journal to record experiences of advocating for inclusion, lessons learned, and challenges faced.
Feedback Mechanisms: Request 360-degree feedback from colleagues and supervisors to assess improvements in communication and allyship.
Annual Review: Evaluate progress against PDP goals during performance appraisals, updating actions as needed.

 Expected Outcomes
By following this PDP, I aim to:
Demonstrate inclusive leadership behaviours that promote psychological safety and fairness.
Strengthen professional integrity by addressing bias proactively and transparently.
Contribute to a team culture that values diverse perspectives, enhancing collaboration, innovation, and project outcomes.


Summary
Through this PDP, I acknowledge the need to strengthen inclusive communication, allyship, and self-awareness of bias to uphold professional integrity.
By developing these competencies, I will be better equipped to create a workplace culture where all team members feel valued and respected, supporting both project success and organisational reputation.
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