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The experience of Dr. Alice Parker at SMART Engineering highlights how bias, weak leadership, and a lack of inclusion can seriously damage a workplace. This case isn’t just about a missed project deadline — it’s about how people are treated, and how a lack of respect, trust, and fairness can drive good professionals away. In this review, I’ll look at what happened, why it happened, who was affected, and what the wider consequences were. I’ll also explore how issues like bias, poor self-management, and weak leadership can erode professional integrity and teamwork.
Ultimately, this isn’t only a story about what went wrong at SMART Engineering — it’s about learning from those mistakes. I’ll use this case to reflect on how I might approach similar challenges differently and how I can continue developing my own practice to be more authentic, accountable, and inclusive.

What Happened ?
Dr. Alice Parker, a highly qualified and experienced engineer, was leading a project at SMART Engineering that focused on designing components for electric cars. She had decades of professional experience, but from the start, she faced exclusion and discrimination. The engineering team had seven members — three women and four men — including her wife, who also worked there. Their relationship became the subject of gossip and discomfort, showing that the workplace culture was not particularly open or accepting.
As the project progressed, problems became more visible. Management had failed to deliver the resources they had promised, but rather than taking responsibility, they blamed Dr. Parker and her leadership. Gossip about her ability began spreading, and her authority as a female project lead was questioned. During team meetings chaired by James Parker, the women were rarely invited to share their views, and even when Dr. Parker had led months of work, credit was often given to male colleagues instead.
By late 2022, trust within the team had completely broken down. Management began bypassing Dr. Parker by speaking directly with her team members, undermining her authority even further. Feeling unsupported and undervalued, both she and her wife decided to resign. Their departure cost SMART Engineering two talented and experienced engineers, damaging the company’s reputation and team morale.

Why It Happened?
The problems didn’t appear out of nowhere — they were the result of several interconnected issues within the company and its leadership.

Unconscious Bias and Gender Stereotyping

Gender bias was a key issue. In many engineering environments, women still face doubts about their technical competence and authority. Research has shown that women in STEM often have their ideas questioned or their achievements downplayed compared to men (Catalyst, 2020). At SMART Engineering, Dr. Parker’s expertise was repeatedly dismissed, and her contributions were overlooked, reflecting exactly this kind of bias.

Poor Leadership and Lack of Psychological Safety

The leadership culture at SMART Engineering did little to promote psychological safety — the feeling that team members can speak openly without fear of criticism or backlash (Edmondson, 2019). Dr. Parker stopped sharing ideas because she feared they would be taken or dismissed. Her line manager, James Parker, didn’t step in to create a fair or inclusive environment, and senior management’s decision to go behind her back only deepened the mistrust and insecurity within the team.

Affinity and Cultural Bias

There was also a clear case of affinity bias — when people prefer others who are similar to them. Most of the engineers came from the residential energy sector, while Dr. Parker’s experience in offshore engineering made her background different from the rest. Instead of seeing this as a strength, her colleagues treated her as an outsider. Research by the CIPD (2022) shows that when teams favour similarity, collaboration suffers and diversity of thought is lost — exactly what happened here.

Lack of Accountability from Leadership

When senior management started talking to team members directly instead of through Dr. Parker, they completely undermined her authority as a project lead. This sent the message that her leadership didn’t count. According to Northouse (2022), effective leadership requires respect for hierarchy and clear accountability — something that was clearly missing in this case.

Who Was Affected and How?
Dr. Alice Parker
Dr. Parker experienced discrimination, exclusion, and constant undermining. Her authority and technical expertise were repeatedly questioned, leading to stress and frustration. Eventually, she felt she had no choice but to resign. This wasn’t just a personal loss — it was a serious waste of talent for the organisation.
Female Engineers
The other female engineers, including Dr. Parker’s wife, were also overlooked and undervalued. Their ideas were ignored or credited to men, which reflects what’s known as the “Matilda Effect” — when women’s scientific contributions are attributed to male colleagues (Rossiter, 1993). This pattern is common in male-dominated fields and can discourage women from staying in those industries long-term.
Male Colleagues
While male team members may have unconsciously benefited from the bias, they were also harmed by it. Their silence made them complicit in unfair treatment, which can erode professional integrity and team cohesion. Working in an environment filled with mistrust and division also impacts morale and productivity.
Senior Management
The leaders at SMART Engineering failed in their duty to model ethical and inclusive behaviour. By ignoring the bias and undermining Dr. Parker, they showed a lack of accountability and leadership integrity. As the Chartered Management Institute (2021) emphasises, inclusive leadership requires fairness, transparency, and active promotion of equality — qualities that were absent here.
The Organisation
Ultimately, the biggest loser was SMART Engineering itself. Losing two experienced engineers weakened its capacity for innovation and hurt its public image. Research by Homan et al. (2020) shows that diverse and inclusive teams are more productive and creative. By allowing bias and exclusion to take over, SMART Engineering not only lost talented staff but also damaged its long-term success as a business.
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The situation at SMART Engineering highlights some serious issues in ethics and professionalism, both from individuals and the organisation as a whole. It’s a clear example of how poor leadership, bias, and lack of accountability can damage trust, relationships, and ultimately, project outcomes. To understand what went wrong, it helps to look at the situation through five key areas: self-management, bias, accountability and authentic behaviour, interpersonal relationships, and professional integrity.

[bookmark: _Toc210592425]Self-Management
Self-management is all about being able to handle your emotions, stay professional under pressure, and make calm, thoughtful decisions when things get tough (Goleman, 2013). In this case, both senior management and the team leader, James Parker, showed poor self-management, which had a huge impact on the team’s morale and productivity.
Lack of Emotional Control and Boundaries
When management started bypassing Dr. Parker and went straight to her team for updates, it showed they couldn’t handle their frustration or anxiety about the upcoming deadline. Instead of trusting her leadership and working through the problem together, they acted impulsively. This behaviour undermined Dr. Parker’s authority and sent a message to the team that management didn’t trust her. As Boyatzis (2018) explains, good leaders need to manage their own stress and emotions to maintain a stable, respectful working environment.
James Parker’s handling of meetings was another example of poor self-management. He regularly allowed male engineers to dominate conversations while female engineers were ignored. According to the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD, 2022), leaders need strong self-awareness to understand how their behaviour affects others. His lack of awareness meant he allowed discrimination to continue unchecked.
Impact of Poor Self-Management
Because of this, the team became emotionally unsafe. Dr. Parker, who was experienced and confident, started to feel isolated and anxious about sharing ideas. Research shows that when workplaces lack psychological safety, people stop taking risks and innovation drops (Edmondson & Lei, 2014). The leaders’ inability to stay calm and lead with empathy directly contributed to the project’s failure and the eventual loss of key team members.

How It Could Have Been Different?
If management had handled their emotions better and approached Dr. Parker with collaboration instead of criticism, the outcome might have been very different. Regular reflective practice and emotional intelligence training (CMI, 2021) could have helped them recognise their frustrations, manage their stress, and support the project leader instead of undermining her.

[bookmark: _Toc210592426]Personal, Cognitive, and Unconscious Bias
Unconscious bias happens when people make assumptions based on stereotypes or personal experiences rather than facts (Banaji & Greenwald, 2016). In this case, gender bias, affinity bias, and heteronormative bias were all present — and they shaped how the team interacted.

Affinity Bias and Exclusion
Another clear issue was affinity bias — people naturally sticking to those who are most like them. The team members who came from similar backgrounds formed cliques, leaving Dr. Parker out because her previous work in offshore engineering made her seem “different.” This led to groupthink, where only similar opinions were accepted and new ideas were ignored (Janis, 1982). As Homan et al. (2020) note, teams that lack diversity in thinking tend to underperform on complex projects.

Consequences of Bias
Bias in any form damages fairness and inclusion — both key parts of ethical practice (CIPD, 2022). The exclusion of women and LGBTQ+ individuals created a culture of mistrust and fear, eventually leading two experienced engineers to resign. The cost of bias isn’t just emotional; it also hurts productivity and the company’s reputation.

How It Could Have Been Handled?

Training on recognising and managing bias could have made a big difference. Simple changes like rotating who speaks first in meetings, keeping written project updates, or tracking credit for contributions would have helped create fairness. As Acker (2006) argues, inclusivity doesn’t happen by accident — it has to be built into systems and structures, not just left to individuals’ goodwill.
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Accountability means owning your actions and their consequences (Brown & Treviño, 2006), while authentic behaviour means acting in line with your values. Both were missing at SMART Engineering.
Lack of Accountability
Management’s denial of promised resources was a big red flag. Not only was this dishonest, but it also shifted the blame to Dr. Parker, even though she wasn’t at fault. This kind of behaviour breaks trust and shows poor integrity (CMI Code of Conduct, 2021). Leaders need to be transparent about decisions and own up to their mistakes.
Inauthentic Behaviour and Avoidance
James Parker and the rest of the team also failed to stand up against discrimination. Many saw what was happening but said nothing, showing what Bandura (1999) calls “moral disengagement” — when people convince themselves that staying silent is harmless. In contrast, authentic leaders are those who stay true to their values, even when it’s uncomfortable (Avolio & Gardner, 2005).
Rebuilding Accountability and Authenticity
The company could have introduced systems for better accountability, like documenting management promises, setting clear project roles, and having formal ways to raise concerns. Leadership training focused on authenticity (Walumbwa et al., 2008) would help managers reflect on their actions, be honest about their mistakes, and act consistently with their stated values.
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Healthy relationships are the foundation of teamwork. They rely on communication, empathy, and trust (Goleman, 2013). Unfortunately, at SMART Engineering, all three were missing.
Communication and Trust Breakdown
Dr. Parker felt invisible in meetings where female engineers’ contributions were ignored or taken by others. This lack of communication and recognition destroyed trust. As Lewicki et al. (2016) explain, once trust is broken, it’s very hard to rebuild. Gossip and whispers only made the environment more toxic, going against the dignity and respect expected in the workplace (ACAS, 2023).
Poor Leadership Mediation
James Parker’s failure to mediate conflict or ensure everyone had a voice made things worse. Good leaders should be facilitators — creating space for dialogue, listening actively, and resolving tension before it grows (Clarke, 2020). Instead, silence became the norm, and the team’s divisions deepened.
Improving Relationships
The organisation could have used facilitated workshops, team-building activities, or conflict resolution sessions to rebuild trust. Creating a culture of psychological safety (Edmondson, 2019) — where people feel safe to speak up — would have been vital. HR should also have stepped in to set clear expectations around respect, communication, and professionalism.
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Professional integrity is about being honest, fair, and consistent with ethical standards (CIPD, 2022). It was the biggest issue in this case.

Where Integrity Failed?
From management denying promises to colleagues taking credit for others’ work, integrity was repeatedly compromised. Integrity isn’t just a personal trait; it’s essential for maintaining trust within teams and across the organisation (Treviño et al., 2003). Dr. Parker, however, showed integrity throughout — she stayed professional and principled, even when facing discrimination. Her decision to resign was an act of moral courage (Kidder, 2005).
Consequences of Integrity Failures
The fallout was serious: the company lost valuable employees, its reputation suffered, and the project failed. Research shows that organisations with strong ethical cultures have higher engagement and lower turnover (Valentine et al., 2019). In this case, the opposite happened — ethical neglect led to chaos.
Rebuilding Integrity
To restore integrity, the company would need strong ethical leadership, a clear code of conduct, and systems to report concerns safely. Open discussions about ethics should be encouraged, helping employees to learn from mistakes and make better choices in the future.







Consequences of Their Actions
All of these issues added up to major consequences:
1. Loss of talent: Two experienced engineers left, taking their skills and knowledge with them.
2. Loss of trust: Management lost credibility, and team relationships broke down.
3. Project delays: With low morale and no collaboration, the project missed its deadline.
4. Reputation damage: The toxic culture made it harder to attract and retain talent.
5. Emotional impact: Dr. Parker and her wife suffered stress and disillusionment, which could have long-term effects on their wellbeing (Kahn, 1990).

How Things Could Have Been Different?

SMART Engineering could have turned things around with a few key changes:
· Inclusive Leadership Training: Teach managers how to lead diverse teams and recognise bias.
· Clear Accountability Systems: Track promises, roles, and progress transparently.
· Psychological Safety: Build a culture where people feel safe to speak up without fear.
· Ethical Oversight: Appoint equality champions or ethics committees to monitor fairness.
· Reflective Practice: Encourage regular reflection on behaviour, communication, and leadership style.
If these had been in place, the company might have avoided losing its best people — and could have built a stronger, fairer, and more innovative team culture.
[bookmark: _Toc210592430]Personal Reflection 

Reading about Dr. Parker’s experience really made me think about how issues like bias, exclusion, and integrity show up in every industry — even in one like hairdressing, which people often assume is open-minded and inclusive. The truth is, discrimination still exists, and as a gay man working in this field, I’ve seen and felt some of it myself.
Early in my career, there were clients who suddenly felt uncomfortable when they realised I was gay, or who made comments that suggested my sexuality somehow defined the kind of stylist I was. Some colleagues would make “harmless” jokes or use humour to cover their awkwardness. It wasn’t usually outright hostility, but those little moments built up over time. They made me feel like I didn’t completely belong, like I always had to think carefully before talking about my personal life. In that way, I can really relate to Dr. Parker’s feeling of needing to stay guarded at work.
In hairdressing, teamwork, trust, and reputation are everything. But I’ve noticed that bias can quietly shape who gets the best opportunities. Affinity bias where people favour others they relate to is something I’ve seen a lot. For example, I once worked in a salon where straight male stylists were often given the high-paying men’s grooming clients, while I and a few other gay stylists were steered more toward colouring and creative work. There wasn’t an official policy it was just an unspoken assumption about what we were “good at.” Even though I enjoy creative colour work, it felt limiting, as if my skills in other areas didn’t count as much. It reminded me of how Dr. Parker’s expertise was overlooked just because she didn’t fit her team’s expectations.
These experiences have taught me a lot about self-management and staying authentic. In this industry, emotions can run high clients can be demanding, and teams are often close-knit  so keeping your cool and staying professional really matters. I’ve learned that it’s not just about ignoring bias but about responding with empathy and setting a better example. I try to use inclusive language, encourage open conversations, and gently challenge stereotypes when they come up. 
Accountability is another big part of how I work. As a senior stylist who mentors newer staff, I make sure everyone gets fair chances no matter their gender, sexuality, or background. I’ve seen how easy it is for people to get overlooked, so I’m conscious about sharing clients and training equally. When I see exclusion happening, I don’t ignore it. I bring it up calmly and start a conversation about it. I’ve found that most people don’t mean to be biased; they just haven’t thought about how their actions affect others.
Dr. Parker’s story also reminded me that visibility matters. Being open about who I am helps others see that professionalism and skill have nothing to do with sexuality. It also helps younger stylists feel comfortable being themselves. But being visible can be emotionally tiring too it takes resilience and self-awareness to stay confident in spaces that might not always feel fully accepting.
Moving forward, I want to keep developing as a professional,  who leads with empathy, honesty, and courage. For me, those values aren’t just about being a good stylist; they’re about being a good person to work with. I want my workplace to be somewhere everyone feels respected and valued for who they are, not what others assume about them.
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	Development Area
	Goal
	Actions to Achieve Goal
	Timeline
	Measurement of Success

	Inclusive Leadership and Communication
	Enhance ability to foster inclusive team environments in the salon.
	Attend an Equality, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI) leadership workshop; implement monthly inclusion discussions with staff.
	Within 6 months
	Positive feedback in staff surveys; increased sense of belonging reported.

	Emotional Intelligence and Self-Management
	Improve regulation of emotions during conflict or bias incidents.
	Engage in reflective journaling; complete an accredited Emotional Intelligence (EI) course.
	Within 3 months
	Reduction in conflict escalation; improved self-awareness and peer feedback.

	Professional Integrity and Ethical Practice
	Strengthen confidence in addressing ethical concerns at work.
	Review and adapt salon policies to align with professional codes of ethics; seek mentorship from an industry leader known for ethical leadership.
	Within 9 months
	Policies revised; documented examples of ethical decision-making in performance review.

	Coaching and Mentoring Skills
	Support the development of junior stylists through inclusive mentorship.
	Enrol in a Coaching and Mentoring for Creative Professionals course; schedule one-to-one mentoring sessions.
	Within 12 months
	Successful completion of course; mentee progression and positive feedback.

	Advocacy for LGBTQ+ Inclusion in the Industry
	Promote awareness and acceptance of LGBTQ+ professionals and clients.
	Collaborate with local colleges or industry networks to deliver talks on inclusivity in creative professions.
	Ongoing
	Invitations to speak or contribute to events; qualitative feedback from participants.



[bookmark: _Toc210592432]Conclusion

The case of Dr. Alice Parker highlights how bias, poor self-management, and lack of accountability can devastate both individuals and organisations. In reflecting on my own professional context as a gay man in the hairdressing industry, I recognise parallel challenges — from subtle exclusion to systemic bias — that demand proactive, ethical leadership. Through continuous reflection, self-awareness, and advocacy for inclusivity, I aim to uphold professional integrity and contribute to an environment where all individuals are valued for their skills, not defined by their identity. True professionalism lies not only in technical excellence but in the courage to lead authentically and ethically, even when doing so challenges the status quo.
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