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1.0 Introduction 
This assignment critically examines professional practice through a case study set within SMART Engineering, an organisation developing an innovative electric vehicle using a cross-functional project team. The case focuses on the professional experiences of Dr Alice Parker, an experienced engineer appointed as project lead, who encountered persistent challenges relating to leadership behaviour, communication practices and inclusion within the workplace. Over time, these challenges negatively affected her ability to perform her role effectively and contributed to her decision to resign from the organisation.
The purpose of this assignment is to explore how professional practice influences individual experiences, team effectiveness and organisational outcomes. Particular attention is given to 

leadership behaviour, communication processes, team dynamics and the role of personal, cognitive and unconscious bias in shaping everyday professional interactions. The case provides a realistic illustration of how organisational culture and management practices can either support or undermine ethical, inclusive and effective professional practice, particularly within high-pressure engineering environments.
The assignment begins by providing a factual overview of the case study, outlining what happened, identifying the key individuals involved and describing the organisational context. This is followed by an analysis of why the situation developed, examining organisational, cultural and leadership factors that contributed to the breakdown in professional practice. The impact and consequences of these events are then considered, focusing on how 

individuals, teams and the organisation were affected.
A critical evaluation of professional practice is subsequently undertaken, drawing on concepts such as self-management, unconscious bias, accountability, interpersonal relationships and professional integrity. The assignment then reflects on how the learning from this case applies to my own professional practice and identifies areas for future development. A personal development plan (PDP) is included to demonstrate how this learning can be applied to support ethical and inclusive professional behaviour in future roles.
Professional practice is fundamental to effective and ethical working, particularly within technical professions where collaboration, trust and accountability are essential. This case therefore highlights the importance of inclusive leadership and 

the need for professional standards to be actively demonstrated through everyday behaviour rather than assumed through policy or job titles alone.
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2.0 Overview of the Case Study: What Happened? 
The case study is set within SMART Engineering, an organisation responsible for developing a new electric vehicle using a cross-functional project team. The team was composed of engineers, designers and marketing professionals working collaboratively to meet demanding technical, financial and time-related targets. Dr Alice Parker, an experienced engineer with a background in offshore engineering, was appointed as project lead. Her role involved coordinating technical work, overseeing key design elements and acting as the main point of contact between the project team and 

senior management.
The project was scheduled over a two-year period, with a final delivery deadline of 20 December 2022. As the project progressed, delays began to emerge, particularly during October and November 2022. A significant contributing factor was senior management’s failure to provide resources that had previously been promised. This lack of resourcing increased pressure on the project team and reduced the available time to resolve emerging technical issues.
As deadlines approached, working relationships within the team began to deteriorate. Senior managers increasingly communicated directly with individual team members without involving Dr Parker, despite her formal role as project lead. Managers also visited the shop floor to obtain progress updates without her knowledge. These actions weakened 

established reporting structures and created uncertainty regarding leadership authority and decision-making responsibility.
Team meetings were chaired by the team leader, James Parker. During these meetings, female engineers were frequently overlooked, and male colleagues were asked to provide updates on work completed by female team members. On several occasions, credit for completed work was incorrectly attributed. In addition, affinity bias was evident, with greater value placed on colleagues who shared similar professional backgrounds. Over time, trust declined, communication became guarded and conflict increased. Feeling professionally unsupported and marginalised, Dr Parker resigned from her role. Her wife, who was also employed as an engineer within the team, chose to leave the organisation at the same time.

[bookmark: _Toc219913906]3.0 Analysis of Why It Happened 
The situation at SMART Engineering developed through a combination of organisational structure, leadership behaviour and team culture rather than as a result of a single incident. At an organisational level, there was a clear disconnect between formal role definitions and everyday working practice. Although Dr Alice Parker was appointed as project lead, senior management behaviour did not consistently recognise or reinforce this role. By communicating directly with team members and seeking updates independently, senior managers weakened established reporting lines and undermined the authority attached to the project lead position.
Leadership behaviour was a central contributing factor. Effective leadership requires clarity, consistency and visible support for agreed governance structures. 

In this case, senior managers failed to model these behaviours. Their actions created ambiguity around accountability and decision-making responsibility, making it unclear who held authority within the project. This lack of clarity reduced Dr Parker’s ability to coordinate work, manage priorities and lead the team effectively, particularly as time pressures increased.
Team culture further contributed to the breakdown in professional practice. Patterns of gender bias were evident in meetings, where female engineers were frequently overlooked and male colleagues were asked to speak on their behalf. Even if not intentional, repeated bias influences group norms by shaping who is perceived as authoritative and competent. Over time, such behaviours become normalised, discouraging participation and reinforcing unequal power dynamics within teams.
Affinity bias also played a significant role. 

Team members placed greater value on colleagues who shared similar professional backgrounds, while Dr Parker’s offshore engineering experience was viewed as less relevant because it differed from the majority. This reduced the diversity of perspectives considered during problem-solving and limited the team’s ability to respond creatively to emerging challenges.
Finally, the absence of challenge allowed these issues to persist. Meeting chairs did not intervene to ensure balanced participation or correct misattribution of work, and colleagues who felt uncomfortable did not challenge behaviour. This lack of intervention reduced psychological safety, increased defensiveness and contributed to a gradual erosion of trust and collaboration.


[bookmark: _Toc219913907]4.0 Impact and Consequences: Who Was Affected and How? 
The events described in the case study had significant consequences at individual, team and organisational levels. For Dr Alice Parker, repeated experiences of being overlooked and having her authority undermined resulted in a loss of trust in senior management and organisational processes. Over time, this contributed to emotional strain, reduced professional confidence and disengagement from her leadership role. Her decision to resign reflects the cumulative impact of sustained marginalisation rather than a reaction to a single incident.
Dr Parker’s wife, who was also employed as an engineer within the team, was affected by the same working environment. Observing ongoing exclusion and lack of support contributed to her decision to leave the organisation at the 

same time. Other female engineers were similarly impacted by the normalisation of exclusionary behaviours, which reduced confidence, limited participation in discussions and discouraged the sharing of ideas. This created an environment where individuals felt less valued and less willing to contribute fully.
Male colleagues were also affected, although in different ways. Working within a divided team culture created discomfort and tension, particularly where individuals recognised unfairness but felt uncertain about how to challenge it. The absence of clear leadership intervention placed responsibility on individuals to navigate ethical concerns without guidance, contributing to reduced morale and weakened team cohesion.
At a team level, trust and communication deteriorated significantly. Dr Parker’s reluctance to share information highlights a reduction in psychological safety. In 

complex engineering projects, effective collaboration depends on open communication and information sharing. When this breaks down, the risk of errors increases and the team’s ability to respond to challenges is reduced.
At an organisational level, the loss of two experienced engineers increased workload pressure, recruitment costs and project risk. Longer-term consequences include potential damage to organisational reputation and reduced ability to attract and retain skilled professionals, particularly those from underrepresented groups.


[bookmark: _Toc219913908]5.0 Critical Evaluation of Professional Practice 
Professional practice within this case can be critically evaluated across five interconnected areas: self-management; personal, cognitive and unconscious bias; 

accountability and authentic behaviour; interpersonal relationships; and professional integrity. Together, these elements demonstrate how professional practice is shaped not only by individual behaviour, but by leadership actions and organisational culture.
Self-management refers to an individual’s ability to regulate emotions, maintain professionalism and sustain performance under pressure. Dr Alice Parker demonstrated a high level of self-management throughout the project. Despite increasing time pressure, lack of senior support and repeated marginalisation, she continued to work towards delivery objectives and fulfil her technical responsibilities. This reflects resilience, commitment and a strong sense of professional identity. However, the case also highlights the limitations of relying solely on individual self-

management. As trust in leadership declined, Dr Parker became increasingly guarded in her communication, choosing to withhold information to protect her work from misattribution. While this response was understandable, it reduced collaboration and further weakened team effectiveness. Effective professional practice should not require individuals to protect themselves from unfair treatment; rather, organisations should provide environments where openness is supported and psychological safety is maintained.
Personal, cognitive and unconscious bias played a significant role in shaping behaviour within the team. Female engineers were repeatedly overlooked during meetings, and their contributions were not consistently recognised. Even where such behaviour may not have been intentional, repeated bias reinforces 

assumptions about competence and authority. Over time, this shapes who is perceived as credible and whose voice is prioritised. Affinity bias further influenced interactions, with greater value placed on colleagues who shared similar professional backgrounds. Dr Parker’s offshore engineering experience was treated as less relevant because it differed from the majority, despite its potential value to the project. In complex engineering environments, such narrowing of perspectives limits innovation, reduces learning and increases risk. Critically, bias becomes embedded in organisational practice when leaders fail to recognise patterns or intervene.
Accountability and authentic behaviour are central to professional practice. In this case, senior management failed to deliver promised resources, directly contributing to time pressure and project strain. More 

significantly, senior leaders bypassed the formal project lead by communicating directly with team members. This undermined governance structures and blurred responsibility for decision-making. Authentic leadership requires transparency, consistency and fairness, particularly when addressing uncomfortable issues such as bias or exclusion. The absence of corrective action during meetings, where misattribution of work occurred, demonstrates a disconnect between organisational values and enacted behaviour. Without clear accountability, professional standards become inconsistently applied, leading to erosion of trust.
Interpersonal relationships within the team deteriorated as these issues persisted. Trust declined, communication became cautious and defensive, and an “us and 

them” dynamic emerged. Dr Parker experienced isolation and lack of support, while other female engineers reported reduced confidence and engagement. Male colleagues, although reportedly uncomfortable, did not intervene. This lack of allyship placed the burden of challenge on those experiencing exclusion. Effective professional practice requires shared responsibility for maintaining respectful behaviour. Visible allyship and timely challenge from peers and leaders can prevent harmful norms from becoming embedded and support more inclusive team dynamics.
Professional integrity encompasses honesty, fairness, respect for roles and adherence to ethical standards. In this case, misattribution of work and the bypassing of leadership structures compromised integrity and weakened professional governance. These behaviours affected individuals but also 

had tangible organisational consequences. The loss of experienced engineers at a critical stage increased project risk, workload pressure and recruitment costs. More broadly, failure to uphold professional integrity risks damaging organisational reputation and undermining long-term sustainability.
Overall, this case demonstrates that sustainable professional practice depends on collective responsibility rather than individual resilience alone. While Dr Parker demonstrated strong professionalism, the organisational environment failed to support inclusive and ethical working. Effective professional practice requires visible leadership intervention, consistent accountability, fair recognition of contribution and cultures that actively reinforce ethical behaviour. Without these foundations, even highly capable professionals may disengage or leave, 

resulting in significant organisational cost.
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Several alternative approaches could have reduced harm and improved outcomes within SMART Engineering if implemented earlier. A key improvement would have been clearer reinforcement of leadership structures by senior management. All project-related communication should have been routed through the appointed project lead. This would have reinforced Dr Alice Parker’s authority, maintained accountability and reduced confusion surrounding decision-making responsibilities. Where senior managers required operational insight, structured updates involving the project lead would have preserved governance while still allowing visibility of progress.
Meeting practices also required improvement. Inclusive meeting 

structures, such as rotating who provides updates, explicitly inviting input from all engineers and documenting contributions, could have reduced bias and ensured fair recognition of work. Where misattribution occurred, timely correction by the meeting chair would have reinforced professional standards and demonstrated that inequitable behaviour would not be tolerated. Clear meeting protocols would also have supported balanced participation and reduced reliance on informal power dynamics.
Targeted development in unconscious bias and inclusive leadership would have supported longer-term change. Awareness training alone is insufficient; leaders must also be accountable for applying learning in practice. This includes monitoring participation patterns, challenging exclusionary behaviour and modelling allyship. Earlier intervention through 

facilitated discussion or mediation could have addressed emerging tensions before they became normalised, reducing emotional strain and the likelihood of staff turnover.
Finally, senior management could have addressed resourcing issues more transparently. Honest communication about constraints and shared problem-solving may have reduced pressure and preserved trust. Together, these approaches would have supported ethical professional practice and improved both team effectiveness and staff retention.
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This case study has reinforced that professional practice extends beyond technical competence to include ethical behaviour, inclusive communication and responsibility for challenging unfairness. It 

has highlighted how everyday behaviours, such as who is invited to speak, whose work is recognised and how leadership authority is reinforced, can significantly influence individual experience and team effectiveness. Reflecting on this case has prompted me to consider how my own behaviour and responses can either contribute to or challenge exclusionary practices.
In my own professional practice, I recognise the importance of being more intentional about inclusive communication. This includes structuring meetings to ensure balanced participation, actively inviting quieter individuals to contribute and ensuring that credit for work is accurately attributed. The case has demonstrated that failure to intervene, even when discomfort is recognised, can unintentionally sustain unfairness. As a result, I am more aware of the need to 

demonstrate ethical courage by challenging bias or misattribution when it occurs, rather than remaining silent.
The case has also highlighted the importance of respecting leadership structures and accountability. In future roles, I will be more mindful of supporting agreed governance arrangements and encouraging communication routes that reinforce, rather than undermine, formal leadership roles. This is particularly important in high-pressure environments, where unclear accountability can quickly lead to conflict and disengagement.
Finally, this reflection has reinforced the value of allyship. Supporting colleagues who experience exclusion is not solely the responsibility of those directly affected. By actively listening, offering visible support and challenging inappropriate behaviour, I can contribute to a more respectful and psychologically safe working environment. Applying these lessons will support my 

ongoing development as a reflective practitioner and help promote ethical and inclusive professional practice.


[bookmark: _Toc219913916]8.0 Personal Development Plan (PDP) 
This personal development plan is informed by the learning identified through reflection on the case study and focuses on strengthening inclusive leadership, ethical decision-making and effective communication. The aim of this plan is to translate theoretical understanding and reflective insight into sustained professional behaviour change.
In the short term, I will undertake formal training in equality, diversity and inclusion, with particular emphasis on recognising unconscious bias and understanding how everyday behaviours can contribute to exclusion. This will support greater self-awareness and help me identify bias within myself and others more confidently. 

Alongside this, I will engage in reflective practice following key meetings or challenging interactions, using reflection to evaluate participation, communication patterns and decision-making processes.
In the medium term, I will focus on developing confidence in addressing bias and ethical concerns in real time. This includes practising respectful challenge language and seeking opportunities to observe or learn from inclusive leaders. I will seek mentoring support to discuss complex situations and receive feedback on how I handle ethical dilemmas and leadership responsibilities. Mentoring will also support accountability for applying learning consistently in practice.
In the longer term, I aim to contribute to the development of inclusive team cultures by modelling ethical behaviour and supporting clear governance structures. This includes promoting fair 

recognition of contribution, encouraging open communication and reinforcing agreed leadership roles. Progress against this plan will be measured through feedback from colleagues or supervisors, improved participation within teams and earlier identification and resolution of issues. This PDP provides a structured approach to ongoing professional development and supports higher standards of professional practice.


[bookmark: _Toc219913917]9.0 Conclusion 
This assignment has examined professional practice through a case study at SMART Engineering, highlighting how leadership behaviour, organisational culture and everyday working practices can significantly influence individual experience and organisational outcomes. The case demonstrated that despite strong technical capability, ineffective 

leadership, unresolved bias and weak accountability can undermine ethical and inclusive professional practice.
Analysis of the case showed that failures to reinforce leadership structures, challenge bias and support inclusive communication contributed to deteriorating trust and collaboration. The impact was felt at multiple levels, resulting in reduced psychological safety, disengagement and the loss of experienced professionals. The critical evaluation highlighted that sustainable professional practice depends on collective responsibility rather than individual resilience alone. Self-management, accountability, interpersonal relationships and professional integrity must be actively supported through leadership behaviour and organisational systems.
Reflection on the case has reinforced the 

importance of ethical courage, inclusive communication and allyship within professional roles. The personal development plan demonstrates how learning from the case can be applied to support ongoing development and improved professional behaviour. Overall, this assignment illustrates that inclusive leadership, fair recognition of contribution and clear accountability are essential to maintaining high standards of professional practice and achieving sustainable organisational success.
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