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[bookmark: _Toc214882924]Case Study Brief: Inclusion and Team Dynamics at SMART Engineering
SMART Engineering initiated a cross-functional project to develop a pioneering electric vehicle, assembling a team of engineers, designers, and marketing professionals with diverse expertise. Despite the innovative ambition, the project faced significant interpersonal and structural challenges that undermined collaboration and inclusivity.
Dr Alice Parker, a seasoned engineer with over 30 years of international experience, led the design of critical components. However, according to her account, her leadership was persistently undermined by gender bias, affinity bias, and exclusionary team dynamics. The presence of her wife, also an engineer on the team, elicited discomfort among colleagues, manifesting in social isolation and whispered gossip. Female engineers were routinely overlooked in meetings, with their contributions attributed to male counterparts. This marginalisation eroded trust and stifled open communication. Compounding these issues, management failed to deliver promised resources, contributing to delays and intensifying pressure as the December 2022 deadline approached. In response, senior leaders bypassed Dr Parker’s authority, engaging directly with team members and further destabilising her role. Affinity bias was evident, with team members favouring colleagues with similar backgrounds, particularly those from residential energy sectors, while sidelining Dr Parker’s offshore engineering experience. 
The cumulative effect of these biases and structural failures led to a toxic work environment in which valuable insights were disregarded, and professional contributions were vulnerable to appropriation. Despite her extensive expertise and commitment, Dr Parker felt compelled to resign, alongside her wife, citing persistent exclusion and lack of recognition.
This case underscores the critical importance of inclusive leadership, equitable recognition, and psychological safety in cross-functional teams. It highlights how systemic bias and poor communication can derail innovation, diminish morale, and lead to the loss of key talent, jeopardising organisational success.
The engineering team at SMART Engineering exhibits inadequate self-management, especially in emotional regulation and sustaining professional concentration during interpersonal difficulties. Self-management denotes the capacity to oversee and modify one’s conduct, emotions, and objectives to operate efficiently within a team (Millikin, Hom, & Manz, 2010). In this instance, team members react to discomfort with avoidance and passive bystanding, neglecting to confront gender and affinity bias. Their hesitance to interact productively with Dr Parker and her spouse demonstrates inadequate emotional management and a deficiency in accountability. Moreover, the inclination to adhere to exclusionary rules diminishes collaboration and alignment of objectives. This case study critical review will look at self-management, personal unconscious bias, personal conscious bias, interpersonal relationships, accountability, personal integrity, discuss relevant leadership and professional practice theories, reflection, and a personal development plan.
[bookmark: _Toc214882925]Authentic behaviour
In scholarly and leadership discourse, genuine behaviour is frequently characterised as the alignment between internal ideals and exterior acts, supported by self-awareness, relational transparency, and ethical integrity (Celestine, 2021). Leaders demonstrating authentic behaviour cultivate trust and engagement by acting consistently, transparently expressing their thoughts and emotions, and adhering to their ideals even in challenging circumstances (Gavin, 2019). Behavioural integrity is essential to real leadership and correlates with enhanced team morale and organisational results.
In Dr Alice Parker’s team, the responsibility for fostering diversity seems negligible. Team members acknowledge the existence of gender and affinity bias. Affinity bias denotes the cognitive inclination of individuals to prefer those who share similar backgrounds, opinions, or interests, frequently resulting in biased decision-making in employment, promotion, or interpersonal assessments (Greenwald & Krieger, 2006). This implicit bias can perpetuate uniformity within organisations and obstruct diversity initiatives by favouring familiarity over impartial evaluation (Rivera, 2012). Dr Parker described the prioritisation of male colleagues and the neglect of female engineers' contributions, yet no one took proactive measures to rectify these disparities. This inaction signifies a diffusion of responsibility, wherein individuals presume that another party, usually the leader, ought to instigate change (Bandura, 1999).
From a leadership standpoint, responsibility is intrinsically linked to ethical integrity and genuine conduct. Avolio and Gardner's (2005) idea of authentic leadership posits that accountability necessitates transparency, ethical reasoning, and alignment between values and actions. Gender bias denotes the systematic and frequently unconscious inclination to assess persons differently according to gender, resulting in inequitable evaluations of competence, leadership potential, and job performance (Heilman, 2012). This bias perpetuates gender preconceptions and exacerbates ongoing inequalities in recruitment, advancement, and remuneration within professional environments according to Rudman & Phelan (2008). In this instance, although Dr Parker recognises gender-related difficulties, there is less evidence of her implementing efforts to foster inclusion or confront discriminatory norms. Her passivity may indicate emotional exhaustion or organisational limitations; yet it nonetheless fails to exemplify the accountability expected from a professional leader (Northouse, 2022). The passive complicity of team members further diminishes inclusion. The belief that "male colleagues experience discomfort yet fail to advocate for us" illustrates recognition devoid of moral fortitude. According to Treviño (2003), ethical accountability necessitates the acknowledgement of injustice and the implementation of corrective measures. The lack of such behaviour undermines trust, diminishes team cohesion, and sustains systemic prejudice.
To enhance accountability, the team should implement reflective practice, inclusive leadership training, and frameworks of shared responsibility. Incorporating responsibility into team culture guarantees ethical behaviour, fair involvement, and conformity with professional engineering norms (Engineering Council, 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc214882926]Self-Management
The engineering team at SMART Engineering exhibits inadequate self-management, especially in emotional regulation and sustaining professional teamwork and goal alignment. Self-management in professional engineering practice denotes an individual's ability to control emotions, actions, and work performance in accordance with project objectives and ethical standards (Goleman, 1998). In the case study, team members, including Dr Alice Parker, exhibit varying degrees of self-management when faced with gender and affinity prejudices that impact collaboration and morale. Proficient self-management allows engineers to maintain professional impartiality, resolve conflicts constructively, and preserve the integrity of both technical and interpersonal decision-making (Kozlowski & Ilgen, 2006). In this case study, the engineers struggle with self-management, especially managing emotions and staying focused during interpersonal conflicts. Self-management entails monitoring and adjusting behaviour, emotions, and goals to work well in a team (Millikin, Hom, & Manz, 2010). Their unwillingness to work with Dr Parker and her wife shows weak emotional regulation and accountability. Conforming to exclusionary norms hinders teamwork and goal alignment. These behaviours indicate reactive team dynamics, hindering performance and innovation. According to Dr Parker, the team lacks the self-monitoring, feedback-seeking, and inclusive communication skills needed for self-management. Lack of these skills causes broken relationships and emotionally dangerous work environments. William Glasser’s Choice Theory (Glasser, 1998), asserts that individuals are intrinsically motivated to fulfil five fundamental psychological needs; survival, love and belonging, power, freedom, and fun, and that their behaviour is a manifestation of continuous efforts to satisfy these wants. In this setting, the team's conformity and hesitance to contest bias can be interpreted as attempts to preserve belonging, even at the cost of ethical decision-making and independent, values-driven behaviour.
[bookmark: _Toc214882927]Personal Unconscious bias
Unconscious bias denotes the automatic, implicit attitudes and preconceptions that affect perception, judgment, and conduct without conscious awareness (Greenwald & Banaji,1995). These biases frequently function insidiously, influencing professional interactions and decision-making despite individuals' perceptions of objectivity. In organisational settings, unconscious bias can lead to unequal treatment, diminished inclusion, and insufficient acknowledgement of specific groups, especially women and minorities (Staats, 2016). This case study reveals the presence of unconscious prejudice through several behavioural patterns in Dr Alice Parker's engineering team. Male coworkers are consistently favoured for opportunities and visibility, despite female engineers having pertinent skills. Instances in which updates from female engineers are channelled through male coworkers, exemplify hidden preconceptions regarding the greater authority or credibility of men. Such activities exemplify gender-based implicit bias, as decision-makers inadvertently prioritise contributions from men above those from women (Carnes, 2015). Moreover, affinity bias, an unconscious inclination towards those regarded as similar, seems to influence interpersonal dynamics. The male manager's persistent interaction with male team members, while disregarding the viewpoints of women, indicates an implicit in-group bias that marginalises female engineers. This corresponds with research indicating that individuals automatically prefer those who share similar gender, communication styles, or professional backgrounds (Bohnet, 2016). Dr Parker's comments may reveal unconscious bias, especially in her reluctance to confront exclusionary behaviour, suggesting internalised expectations regarding gender roles in male-dominated settings. These patterns collectively could illustrate how unconscious bias leads to inequitable acknowledgement, impaired communication, and reduced team cohesion.
[bookmark: _Toc214882928]Personal Conscious bias
Conscious prejudice denotes explicit, intentional views, attitudes, or actions that preferentially benefit one group over another, frequently leading to deliberate differential treatment (Fiske, 2018). In contrast to unconscious prejudice, which functions automatically, conscious bias is executed with awareness, even if individuals do not recognise it as discriminatory. In organisational contexts, intentional bias can influence decisions about workload distribution, communication dynamics, and acknowledgement of competence, hence perpetuating structural inequalities (Kalev, 2016). 

This case study reveals the presence of conscious bias in various behaviours exhibited by the engineering team members. The male manager's persistent favouritism towards male colleagues for project visibility and communication, exemplified by soliciting progress reports from male engineers while neglecting to recognise the contributions of female team members, illustrates deliberate preferential treatment. These acts correspond with research indicating that conscious gender biases frequently manifest in male-dominated technical domains, where women's contributions are deliberately discounted or omitted (Rudman & Phelan, 2008). 

Moreover, management often circumvented Dr Parker by interacting with the team without her awareness. This action indicates a deliberate contempt for her authority, demonstrating overt bias against a female leader in an engineering environment. The statement, “Male colleagues feel remorse but have never advocated for us,” further suggests that certain individuals are aware of the injustices yet opt not to act, exemplifying passive but intentional involvement. These examples demonstrate that conscious bias within the team extends beyond implicit views to encompass explicit decisions that compromise inclusion, diminish trust, and obstruct equal participation. Addressing conscious prejudice needs both awareness and explicit accountability, together with behavioural modification (Kalev, 2016).
[bookmark: _Toc214882929]Interpersonal relationships
Interpersonal relationships refer to the patterns of interaction, communication, trust, and mutual influence that develop between individuals within a social or organisational context (Hargie, 2016). In professional environments, strong interpersonal relationships are characterised by respect, open communication, and collaborative engagement, all of which contribute to psychological safety and team cohesion (Edmondson, 2019). Positive interpersonal relationships support effective teamwork, whereas conflict, exclusion, or bias can weaken relationships and hinder performance. 
In this case study, interpersonal relationships within Dr Parker’s engineering team are significantly affected by gender and affinity biases. Management engaging with the team without Dr Parker’s knowledge reflects a communication breakdown and signals a lack of respect for her professional role. Such actions undermine relational trust, a core component of effective professional relationships (Lewicki 2016). Similarly, male colleagues receiving preferential access to communication and visibility, contributes to relational inequality, as female engineers experience marginalisation and exclusion from informal networks. The absence of support from colleagues, illustrated by the statement that male team members “feel bad but have never stood up for us,” demonstrates weakened interpersonal solidarity. According to organisational behaviour research, failure to challenge inequitable behaviour erodes interpersonal bonds and contributes to a culture of silence (Morrison, 2014). These dynamics collectively reveal impaired communication, diminished trust, and fractured collaboration within the team.
Overall, interpersonal relationships in this case study are strained due to biased behaviours and inadequate accountability. Strengthening these relationships would require deliberate efforts to rebuild trust, improve communication pathways, and promote inclusive team norms.
[bookmark: _Toc214882930]Accountability
Accountability denotes the duty of individuals and groups to assume responsibility for their acts and decisions, promoting ethical conduct in professional settings (Fiveable, 2025). Expanding this concept, accountability also includes the obligation to cultivate ethical and inclusive workplace cultures. In the context of team culture, accountability involves actively identifying inequalities, challenging discriminatory behaviour, and contributing to a climate in which all members feel valued and respected (Avolio & Gardner, 2005). Inclusive team cultures are sustained not merely through organisational policies, but through consistent, accountable behaviours enacted by individuals at all hierarchical levels (Nishii, 2013).
In this case study, team members demonstrate limited accountability for fostering an inclusive and diverse team culture. Although several individuals recognise that gender and affinity bias are affecting communication and opportunities, they do not take action to address these issues. For example, the observation that male colleagues “feel bad but have never stood up for us” indicates passive awareness without moral courage. As research suggests, failing to challenge visible inequities reflects a lack of ethical accountability and perpetuates exclusionary norms (Treviño, 2003).
Similarly, management’s decision to bypass Dr Parker and communicate directly with team members, without her knowledge, demonstrates explicit disregard for inclusive leadership practices. This behaviour not only diminishes trust but also signals a failure to uphold the accountability required to support gender-equitable professional environments (Eagly & Chin, 2010).
[bookmark: _Toc214882931]Professional Integrity
Professional integrity denotes the unwavering exhibition of ethical ideals, honesty, fairness, and accountability in professional conduct and decision-making (Banks, 2016). It necessitates individuals to synchronise their behaviours with professional standards, organisational ideals, and pledges to equal treatment. In professional environments, integrity is intrinsically linked to trust, accountability, and ethical leadership, all of which foster a robust corporate culture (Treviño & Nelson, 2021).
The SMART Engineering case illustrates how gender and affinity biases can compromise project results and organisational integrity. The enduring nature of these prejudices signifies fundamental deficiencies in leadership decision-making, role distribution, and team culture. Instead of being mere interpersonal difficulties, these prejudices serve as structural obstacles that hinder organisational learning and success.
 
A critical concern is the perpetuation of homogeneity among project teams, since managers tend to favour those they view as resembling themselves. This constrains cognitive variety, an essential element for innovation and efficient technical problem-solving. Studies indicate that heterogeneous teams consistently surpass homogeneous teams in tackling intricate technical difficulties (Page, 2017). SMART Engineering's inclination to depend on familiar team members, therefore, limits the quality and resilience of its project solutions.
The marginalisation of female engineers in this situation further illustrates how gender bias undermines psychological safety and professional development chances. When contributions are devalued or ignored, employees become disengaged, resulting in quantifiable impacts on productivity, communication, and error rates. According to Edmondson and Lei (2014), psychologically hazardous situations impede knowledge-sharing, a critical element for the success of engineering projects. From an organisational standpoint, SMART Engineering jeopardises its reputation by neglecting to rectify these imbalances. In an industry under heightened examination for its diversity initiatives, overt biases can dissuade potential talent and diminish competitiveness. Furthermore, bias-driven decision-making undermines the ideals of meritocracy and evidence-based engineering management, revealing a discrepancy between the company's articulated values and its operational practices. A comprehensive analysis of the issue indicates that SMART Engineering's difficulties arise not alone from individual prejudice, but from an organisational culture that institutionalises bias. Resolving these difficulties necessitates structural comprehensive analysis of the issue, and indicates a need for structural reforms, such as clear role distribution, inclusive leadership development, and accountability frameworks.
[bookmark: _Toc214882932]Self -reflection and personal development plan for Myself.
Self‑reflection is integral to professional practice, enabling practitioners to critically evaluate experiences and enhance performance. Kolb’s experiential learning cycle (Kolb, 1984) emphasizes reflection as a stage where individuals reinterpret experiences to inform future action. Applying this model within professional development fosters accountability and structured growth. Reflection encourages identification of strengths and areas for improvement, supporting evidence‑based practice and continual learning. Thus, integrating reflective models into professional contexts strengthens responsibility, adaptability, and long‑term competence. Professional practice and personal development planning entail the systematic assessment of capabilities, identification of developmental needs, and establishment of structured SMART goals to improve performance and responsibility in professional settings (Doran, 1981).





[bookmark: _Toc214882933]Personal development plan for Myself
	Goal
	Current state
	Identified Gap
	Action plan

	Become self-employed gain pet sitting experience and foster guide dogs for the blind
	Creative, dependable, works well independently
	Low resilience and sustained-focus difficulties
	Enrol in a short course in entrepreneurship; seek a mentor; attend local business start-up workshops

	Improve confidence
	Experiences self-doubt; sensitive to criticism
	Low self-esteem affects professional interactions also
leads to stress which then affects my health conditions
	Join a confidence-building workshop or support group; practise assertiveness techniques; set small weekly confidence challenges

	Read thoroughly despite sight loss, learn how to use Gemini and other AI tools, watch videos on You tube and Google
	Sometimes misses details due to visual impairment
	Requires appropriate assistive tools and strategies
	Use screen readers, magnification software, or text-to-speech tools; adjust digital display settings; attend assistive-technology training
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Conclusion
The SMART Engineering case study illustrates how systemic bias, inadequate self-management, and weak professional accountability can critically undermine team cohesion, psychological safety, and organisational performance. The persistent presence of gender and affinity bias not only marginalised Dr Parker and other female engineers but also created an exclusionary climate that impeded open communication and equitable participation. These dynamics reflect the absence of inclusive leadership practices, despite unmistakable evidence that such practices enhance collaboration, innovation, and workforce morale (Eagly & Chin, 2010). The team’s reluctance to challenge discriminatory behaviour further demonstrates limited accountability and emotional regulation, aligning with research suggesting that avoidance and passive bystanding perpetuate unethical norms and erode team integrity (Treviño & Nelson, 2021).
Self-management failures were equally disruptive. Team members’ inability to regulate emotions, maintain professional focus, or resist conformity to exclusionary norms contributed to deteriorating interpersonal relationships and fractured collaboration. This aligns with established theory, which emphasises that emotional regulation, feedback-seeking, and reflective practice are essential components of effective engineering teamwork (Millikin et al., 2010). Dr Parker’s diminishing ability to advocate for herself also indicates the cumulative impact of organisational pressure and psychological strain, which can compromise even experienced leaders’ capacity for authentic leadership and value-aligned action.
The organisation’s structural shortcomings, particularly management bypassing established reporting lines, failing to allocate promised resources, and enabling biased behaviours, further exacerbated these interpersonal tensions. Such practices undermine trust, compromise professional integrity, and contradict established standards of ethical engineering leadership (Engineering Council, 2020). The loss of two highly skilled engineers demonstrates the tangible cost of these failures, including reduced innovation capacity and long-term reputational risk.
Overall, the case underscores the necessity for SMART Engineering to adopt a comprehensive strategy that integrates inclusive leadership training, accountability frameworks, anti-bias education, and reflective professional practice. Without systematic cultural and structural reforms, the organisation will continue to jeopardise its talent retention, project effectiveness, and ethical standing within the engineering sector.
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