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Case Study “SMART Engineering”

[bookmark: _Toc179047965]Self Management:
[bookmark: _Toc179047966]How do team members manage their emotions and reactions when faced with gender dynamics and affinity bias?

Gender dynamics refer to people treating men and women differently in ways that affect their power, status, and authority. (Blankenship, 2023)

At SMART Engineering, the team consists of 3 female and 4 male engineers in the team Dr Alice Parker works within, 2 of the female engineers being Alice and her wife. There is a sense of emotional discomfort from other colleagues being displayed as it is mentioned that people often stop talking when the couple would enter the room or when whisper when passed in the corridors. The colleagues clearly display negative feelings towards being in a team with a same-sex couple and voice this through the way they handle working in a room together. As the deadline draws close for the project, this discomfort amplifies as Alice is the project lead and it becomes seemingly evident that the deadline that was set will be missed. Although Alice shows she is not the only one to blame for such events, senior management also show a lack of understanding and acknowledgement as conversations are forgotten regarding promised resources. 

This all seems to relate to the fact that a female is running an important project for the company and colleagues feel a sense of unsettlement as they believe Alice is not suitable to manage a project of this importance. This displays a clear lack of trust in the project lead as they are stigmatising that a female is not capable of managing such an important task. Regardless of Alice’s expertise, colleagues continue to show that they are not confident in such a lead, resulting in an absence of trust, biased attitudes, and stifled effective communication and relationship-building within the team. 

Absence of trust in the workplace can have various negative consequences such as, lower workplace engagement and unethical activities. It is clearly shown in this case that colleagues are unable to trust Alice due to the undergoing pressure of the deadline drawing closer, they are resulting to undermining Alice’s competency and setting bias attitudes such as that a female is unable to manage a project of this importance. Gender inequality has been an issue within the workplace for many years, as the general overview from men is that women are not capable of handling high importance/risk roles regardless of the knowledge and expertise they are able to provide. This is displayed throughout this case study but heavily referenced as the deadline drew close and the project was set to fail to meet its expected completion. Management team would directly converse with Alice’s team without her knowledge, undermining her capability and diminishing her role as the project lead. This is a sign that the management also do not value Alice within this company and are unable to handle the situation that is being faced in an appropriate manner. 

This is displayed further during team meetings when female engineers are constantly being overlooked and are not asked for their opinion on upcoming products or ideas. The company continues to undervalue the female representatives and dismisses their capability, this applies an overload of pressure to the female workers and makes them feel as if they are being worked under a microscope. The gender inequality in this workplace amplifies heavily here as the opposing gender does not seem to receive the same amount of pressure. Regardless of Alice working on a particular project, her male colleagues would be asked to present and update management/team leaders on progress. This causes a sense of division between colleagues, generating a barrier for female colleagues being left unheard and feeling unrecognised. 

Affinity bias, also called similarity bias, is when certain people get favourable treatment because they think, look, and act as we do. Affinity bias is considered an implicit or unconscious bias, meaning it influences a person’s behaviour without them being aware of it. (Ethena, 2022) 

Affinity bias can be seen within the workplace Alice is working within as she is undervalued due to coming from a different working background. This resulted in the team dismissing her opinion, which could’ve assisted in presenting valued resolutions to issues that were identified. 


[bookmark: _Toc179047967]Explore individual strategies for maintaining focus on the project goals while addressing interpersonal challenges.


Effective communication – 
Effective communication can be seen through the team meetings being held by the team leader. The team were regularly getting together and discussing the project development and areas of improvement. This doesn’t display to be effective in this case as female engineers are being overlooked and their opinions are not being recognised or valued. 

Leadership skills – 
Leadership skills are vital. Alice showed this by being involved in meetings with senior management. However, the management would disregard what Alice would say and a key reason as to why the project was unable to meet its deadline was due to forgotten conversations regarding project resources. Senior management were not willing to take accountability for this and instead would pressure Alice further resulting into an overload of pressure and a lack of trust within the team.

Problem-solving skills – 
When faced with a problem, it is essential to be able to find an outcome that can resolve the issue that is identified. A problem that was faced in this case was the deadline not being achievable. Instead of Alice being able to draw a resolution for this, the team disregarded her integrity and would gossip and devalue her opinions going forward.

Collaboration skills – 
Collaborative skills foster teamwork, encourage knowledge sharing and assist in leveraging diverse perspectives. In this case, this was not feasible as male colleagues would take accountability for work that wasn’t their own, causing the female representatives of the team to feel as they had to hold on to their own work and values to avoid it being stolen by another member. Alice felt this clearly as she did not want one of her colleagues to take credit for her project.

[bookmark: _Toc179047968]Personal, Cognitive, and Unconscious Bias:

[bookmark: _Toc179047969]Analyse the personal biases, including gender affinity biases, that may be influencing team member’s perceptions and interactions.

Affinity bias is displayed when people act in favour of those with similar backgrounds. As Alice comes from a different work background, she is left out from team inclusivity as no one else shares the same previous experiences as herself. This such bias can lead to someone feeling undervalued regardless of experience they can bring forward to situations as they rise. This can also then further result to a victim of affinity bias safeguarding their work and disregarding their opinions to others to ensure no one is able to claim their values and ideas as their own. This breaks the concept of working as a team as due to having a different background, she is left to feel as if she is not capable of engaging with her colleagues. Alice’s ideas are kept withheld from being shared, resulting to a possibility that she could’ve provided great value based on her experience if she was acknowledged correctly.

Gender bias, the favouring of one gender over another, is also often referred to as sexism. This bias occurs when someone unconsciously associates certain stereotypes with different genders. (Asana, 2024) This is shown in this case as female colleagues are constantly overlooked and pressured in comparison to the male colleagues. 

Ageism refers to stereotyping or discriminating against others based on their age, often happening to older team members. Older members within a team may feel undervalued regardless of experience held. This can be seen through opportunity of promotions; a younger team member may be favoured in being offered a promotion which could result in a loss of valuable knowledge and experience that an older worker can bring forward.

The halo effect, a term coined by psychologist Edward Thorndike in the 1920s, occurs when we develop an overall positive impression of someone because of one of their qualities or traits. (Asana, 2024) This can be seen when someone is offered a position based on a particular characteristic that may be favoured, regardless of expertise or experience. It’s a preconceived opinion you form about other people and things. It is not based on an objective analysis, and you form it for no real reason except what you happen to notice. (Whitten, 2024)

[bookmark: _Toc179047970]Discuss any cognitive biases that contribute to the overlooking of contributions or the preference for specific team members.

An example of a cognitive bias is the optimism bias. The optimism bias is the general bias that can result in further biases. This bias can be seen when the project was drawing closer to the deadline, the team automatically begun to lose morale and started behaving in a negative manner. It is essential to have a balanced, diverse team as it is key to have members of the team who although value the possibility of success, are able to consider the negative outcomes and assess what actions can be taken and when a situation arises.

Another example is the Dunning-Kruger effect. This is when an expert may underestimate their ability, and someone considered unskilled may overestimate their ability. A member may be offered a project leader role based on valued experience and exceeding previous deadlines; however, they may not be the correct fit for that role and be under qualified for the position. Someone who may have all the correct attributes for the role may not even be considered due to their current position and achievements within their role. It is essential to be fully prepared when undertaking such a role as your work ethics can highly impact those around you.

Another example could be the anchoring effect. The anchoring effect is a tendency to rank the first information presented as the most relevant in comparison to information that is presented further. It dismisses information that is bought up later and doesn’t value it to be equally important. This can be seen during a team brain-storming session; an idea that is presented first tends to be seen as most relevant and valued. Further ideas that are bought which in fact may be more relevant to the discussion could be dismissed when in reality would be the most ideal. This can be avoided by encouraging a dynamic where all ideas are questioned and enquired to elaborate, by doing this, each idea is assessed further, and the team are able to disregard any idea that may not be feasible towards the overall resolution or outcome. 

[bookmark: _Toc179047971]Accountability and Authentic Behaviour
[bookmark: _Toc179047972]Assess whether team members demonstrate accountability for fostering an inclusive and diverse team culture.

In this case, it is evident that there are areas of improvement for taking accountability. The senior management team were unable to take authority for their inadequate actions regarding project resources. Although Alice had highlighted the information to the team prior to being close to the deadline, it seemed to be missed and forgotten and her input was dismissed. It is clear that the team were uncomfortable with a female project lead, leading to conversations behind Alice’s back and not acknowledging her expertise for the role. Also, instead of the team acting or taking accountability for the potential failure of meeting the deadline, the team displayed an absence of trust and conflict had arisen from this. There were many examples of this throughout and can be seen when the team leader would dismiss the female engineers’ opinions and draw the focus towards the male engineers.

[bookmark: _Toc179047973]Examine whether team members demonstrate authentic behaviour in acknowledging and addressing gender dynamics and affinity bias.

In this case, authentic behaviour can be seen missing, there is no encouragement of diverse voices. Both genders are not given the equal opportunity of opinion and the female engineers are being overlooked often. Alice does not feel comfortable sharing work undergone on a project as she feels her colleagues may claim it as their own. The company do not seem to value each genders differences and instead favour the male workers. 

Behavioural accountability is also dismissed throughout the case. Alice mentioned that some of her male colleagues felt a sense of division between male and female workers, however, instead of voicing this, they choose to stay silent regardless of disagreeing with the concept that is identified. There is no empathy or support being displayed, rather than actively listening, and valuing the opinion of workers within the company, the management team continue to apply pressure and dismiss Alice who is the project lead and question her team directly. This makes Alice feel excluded as she is not being considered for such discussions regardless of her position within the project.

[bookmark: _Toc179047974]Interpersonal Relationships:
[bookmark: _Toc179047975]Explore the impact of gender and affinity biases on relationships within the team.

From the beginning of the case, it is clear that the team are discomforted by the fact that Alice and her wife are working together at the same company. Due to this relationship within the workplace, colleagues whisper when they pass them or go silent in discussion when the couple would enter a room within the workplace. Further to this, the tension that grew as the deadline was getting close had resulted in team conflict causing many negative impacts within the team. The absence of trust had heavily grown as it was seen through Alice herself. She felt a sense of uncertainty with sharing information on her projects as she didn’t want to be discredited for work that she had carried out. The constant barrier between male female workers within the company was seen throughout all aspects of levels. From engineers, to leads to senior management. There was a constant disregard to Alice’s capabilities of managing a project that only led to the pressure building quicker. 

Team cohesion was displayed in this case and had resulted into the undermining the team’s overall effectiveness and morale. By frequently being question by senior management, the team felt they were underachieving and working at a poor rate. Relationship- building was affected heavily due to this and the team were disengaged causing a poor work ethic towards the project advancement. There was a clear fear of repercussions displayed as Alice’s male colleagues noticed the gender inequality within meetings but were afraid to speak up and voice the poor management. The company failed to provide ethical training to its staff and this had impacted the business performance in many ways when it could’ve easily been avoided if it was assessed during the initial encounter.

[bookmark: _Toc179047976]Evaluate the effectiveness of communication and collaboration in creating an inclusive environment where all team members are valued.

An inclusive approach to communication in the workplace takes steps towards ensuring that every member of staff, customer or client feels equally valued and respected. Effective communication is central to the success of most teams and businesses. As a leader or manager, you need to make sure that all your colleagues are empowered to communicate effectively. (Watts, 2022) This can be considered very effective as when an employee feels that their voices are heard and appreciated, they are more likely to be engaged in their tasks and committed. This could then result in employee retention. By applying effective communication, building and maintaining relationships is carried out throughout the workplace. Employees are able to resolve conflicts at a higher rate and achieve common goals. If a team member feels valued, they are more inclined to boost morale within the workplace, increase engagement and productivity. These all are vital within any workplace as it keeps the work rate at a steady flow without dismissing the opinion of each individual that contributes to the flow. Communication is also key for better team collaboration and cooperation. 

Collaboration is an effective way to create an inclusive environment where all team members are valued. This can benefit team performance; when a team member feels valued, they are more invested in the team’s success. Problem-solving increases at a faster rate as the team are actively involved in assisting each other, sharing ideas and knowledge that could be backed up through previous experience. When team members with different perspectives are able to collaborate with each other, they can overcome obstacles more swiftly which would encourage innovation. Overall, collaboration is the key to building a strong team. It allows employees to learn from each other and build upon each of their individual strengths. Where someone may not be so confident in a task, a colleague can assist and share their knowledge creating that sense of inclusivity within the team.

[bookmark: _Toc179047977]Professional Integrity:
[bookmark: _Toc179047978]Examine the concept of professional integrity within the context of the case study.

Workplace integrity is the daily commitment to uphold strong moral principles, ethical behaviour, and honesty in both your professional life and interactions with co-workers. (Page, 2024) integrity in the workplace involves respecting team members, taking responsibility for actions, and maintain a positive attitude. An example from the case study can be seen from taking responsibility. As the deadline drew close for the project turnaround, it became clear that the deadline would in fact be missed. Alice had tried to address the issue with management however wasn’t valued as her concerns for resources were clearly dismissed and forgotten. Alice took accountability that this was a concern for the project being delayed and didn’t entirely blame this to be the cause of the problem. Alice was not given the opportunity to provide possible prevention methods as the company failed to take accountability and instead increased pressure on its staff causing division within the team. There was a lack of integrity displayed in the study when Alice advised that there were many conversations surfacing questioning her ability to run an important project regardless of her expertise. Instead of helping and providing support, she was being the topic of conversations which resulted in her feeling singled out and the sole problem to the project failure. Further to this, there was no gratitude expressed for Alice’s contributions in discussions. Alice felt that she would have to safeguard her work and was unable to openly express her contributions to avoid herself from being discredited for work she had undergone that would be falsely claimed by a colleague. In fact, there were many occurrences where female colleague contributions were being attributed to their male counterparts.

It is clear that professional integrity is not valued highly at the company and instead is resulting in division within the company. This was the cause of Alice choosing to resign followed by her wife also deciding to resign. Both had substantial knowledge and expertise which could’ve highly impacted the company and lead to many successions, however, due to not addressing the negative factors within the workplace, it resulted to the company losing the two employees.

[bookmark: _Toc179047979]Discuss the implications of allowing gender and affinity biases to persist on the project’s success and the company’s reputation.

Due to the gender and affinity biases within this workplace, it resulted in the loss of retaining Alice and her wife as staff. The project was unable to meet its deadlines due to the company not being able to address Alice’s concerns regarding resources that were required to assist in the project turnover. There was a continuous bridge between male and female engineers, resulting in female engineers being overlooked and undervalued. This was recognised by male associates within the workplace too, however, not voiced and resulted in poor performance across the project. The company was unable to deliver as promised and resulted in high pressure on staff, and constantly demanding answers. This led to impacting the contract, raising additional costs, and discrediting the company’s reputation as they failed to meet their contracted expectancy. This would prevent further projects being given to the company and a possible loss of clientele due to the poor performance of the project turnaround. It is evidently clear that this company has a gender bias towards favouring male employees which ultimately led to the demise of the project. The project’s success was detrimental, and the company had lose an employee who held substantial experience backed up by incredible results. If the company were able to address these biases in a professional manner, all these negative events could have easily been avoided.

[bookmark: _Toc179047980]Development of own Professional Practice:
[bookmark: _Toc179047981]Examine own professional practice and identify areas for improvement.

I currently work at a highly reputable retail company which has many stores for its clientele and is continuously expanding overtime. I work with a number of colleagues of different ages, genders, backgrounds, and expertise. We currently have two team leaders, one male and one female. Our team is then overlooked by two managers, which also consists of one male and one female. I would say that our workplace is inclusive of all genders, ages, and backgrounds. I have colleagues from the age of 18 up to colleagues in their 50’s. our company displays a sense of equal opportunity as we have both male and female team leaders and managers. However, I do have a concern that there are instances where the male management team overpowers the females of the same role. There are times where it is noticed that if a task is provided by my female team leader, it is not considered or taken a serious as it would if our male team leader was to distribute the task. This isn’t always the case; however, it is noticed at times, and I feel the male team leader is taken a lot more serious in comparison. There are also situations where my female manager is not treated with the same level of authority as my male manager would. Many times, if there is a conflict within the shop floor, the male manager is asked to support instead of the female manager regardless of availability at the time of the scene. I feel there are certain situations where the male leads are given higher authority over the female and feel this is unfair. 

I do also believe this also occurs in the opposite direction too. For example, if there was a time where support was required, a lot of my colleagues are more comfortable with requesting that assistance from our female team leader as she can be seen to be more open to discussions of improvement. I believe there should be regular team meetings held where we are all openly able to voice success and areas of improvements. If we were to do this collectively, we could all voice our opinions as a whole and provide feedback on what we think is going well and what could be improved. 






[bookmark: _Toc179047982]Plan own Professional Practice development using a PDP.

Personal Development Plan

Objective:
I would like to achieve a manager position within a highly reputable company, ideally within retail as this is where I hold experience in.

	Actions: What do I have to do to get there?

Apply for promotion for a team leader position.
Comfortably manage a team or overlook a department where I can apply knowledge and experience.
Undertake projects which show that I am determined towards the success of the company.
Voice areas of improvements within the business to show I am determined to the success of its performance.
	Obstacles: What might get in the way of achieving this?

Someone with more qualifications may apply for the role.
As I am just a store associate, I may not be considered of higher positions as our role is pretty much steady with no area of development.


	Criteria: How will I know I’ve achieved this?

Trust and recommendations from colleagues that I am the right candidate for the role.
PDR with my manager to assess my strengths and weaknesses.
Apply forward for a higher position and understand whether the hiring team believes I am capable of a higher role.

	Support: What support will I have?


We have a recruitment team who I can converse with regarding my future at the company. 
My manager can refer me for positions that assist my career developments towards securing the manager role.


	Resources: What resources will I have?

My company offers an internal training programme where we are able to undergo training towards our personal development.
I can take external training such as the Lean Six Sigma.


 
	Review: How did I do?

I will set myself a monthly target toward my development that are personal as well as targets recommended by my team leader. Each month I will assess how will I do in achieving the goal and how I can improve. I will assess steps I carried out leading to its succession and potential failure. If I do fail to achieve that month, I will set out targets to achieve the following month and give myself set deadlines to ensure I am able to achieve working towards a deadline.




(Kurton, 2024)
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