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Introduction:
Professional practice plays an important role in the success of modern engineering organisations such as SMART engineering, This case study focuses on Dr Alice Parker, an experienced engineer and project lead, whose professional authority and input are constantly undermined within her team. As project pressures increase and deadlines approach, issues related to gender bias, poor leadership, poor communication, and ethical failures become noticeable, Adding to team conflict and the risk of missed project milestones.
The purpose of this assignment is to review the professional practice challenges presented in the case study and to evaluate how organisational behaviour, leadership approaches, and workplace culture impact both individual experiences and project performance.
This assignment will review key issues including gender bias and inequality, leadership and power dynamics, communication breakdowns, conflict within the team, and the lack of trust. 
The professional practice challenges and organisational context presented in the case study are examined. This is followed by evaluation of gender bias and leadership behaviour in the engineering team. The review then looks at communication failures, conflict, and lack of trust. The assignment considers the wider professional and ethical effects and suggest solutions to improve professional practice within engineering organisations.
Overview of the case study: What happened?
The project involves a number of different departments ranging between engineers, designers, and marketing specialists and is considered important to the company. The engineering team responsible for designing key components of the vehicle include seven engineers, Which include three female and four male team members.
Dr Alice Parker is an engineer at SMART Engineering who’s been employed by the organisation for five years. She holds a doctorate in engineering, Dr Parker was appointed as the project lead for a major component of the electric car project. One of the engineers on the same team is her wife, who joined the company at the same time. From the onset, the presence of a married couple within the same team created discomfort among colleagues, which was observed through changes in behaviour such as reduced communication and informal discussions taking place in private(CIPD, 2023).
The project progressed over a two-year research and development period. By mid-November 2022, it became clear that the project was unlikely to meet its scheduled completion deadline of 20 December 2022. A number of contributing factors included unfulfilled promises by senior management regarding the supply of resources. These prior commitments were later denied or overlooked by management, resulting in delays and increasing pressure on the project team.
As the deadline approached, tensions within the team increased, and conflict became more frequent during October and November 2022. Senior management responded to concerns about project delays by engaging directly with the engineering team on the shop floor, often without informing Dr Parker in her role as project lead. These interactions bypassed the established leadership structure. undermining formal authority and contributing to role ambiguity (Kerzner, 2022).
The formal team leader is James Parker, During these meetings, Dr Parker and other female engineers observed that they were often not invited to contribute to discussions or provide input on new ideas. In one instance, a project worked on by Dr Parker for three months was discussed, but questions regarding progress were directed to a male colleague. Similar situations occurred in which the contributions of female engineers were attributed to male team members.
Analysis of why it happened?
The professional practice failures visible in the case study did not begin from isolated incidents or individual behaviour alone but were the result of deeper organisational, cultural, and leadership factors. These underlying causes added to the exclusion of female engineers, the lack of trust, and the breakdown of effective project leadership
A key underlying cause is the presence of a gendered organisational culture. Despite SMART Engineering presenting itself as a modern, innovative organisation, patterns of behaviour within the engineering team suggest the continuity of traditional gender norms. According to Acker’s theory of gendered organisations, workplace structures and practices often presumed privilege male authority while excluding women’s contributions. (Acker, 1990). In this case, Dr Parker’s expertise and leadership role were always questioned, while her work was attributed to male colleagues. Such behaviour indicates implicit bias, where assumptions about competence are automatically linked to gender rather than qualifications or performance. (Fouad et al., 2016)  This cultural bias created an environment in which female engineers were less visible and less likely to be invited into professional meetings, discussions. (Eagly & Carli, 2007).
Leadership practices further supported these cultural issues. James Parker, as formal team leader, chaired meetings but failed to ensure full involvement. However, the consistent overlooking of female engineers during meetings demonstrates a passive leadership approach, where maintaining established power structures takes precedence over team development
Senior management behaviour also added alot to the situation.. Ethical leadership theory highlights integrity, responsibility as core leadership values. Management’s denial of prior commitments not only delayed project progress but also shifted pressure onto the project team, increasing stress and conflict. Furthermore, management’s decision to engage directly with engineers on the shop floor, without informing Dr Parker, undermined her authority and disrupted leadership lines. This action weakened professional role clarity and contributed to confusion regarding decision-making responsibility.
The relationship between Dr Parker and her wife also played a role in shaping team dynamics. Instead of addressing concerns openly and professionally, the team responded through gossip, avoidance, and informal communication. This behaviour aligns with Edmondson’s concept of low psychological safety, where individuals feel unable to speak openly or challenge issues positively. In such environments, rumours grow, trust declines, and teamwork suffers.
Poor communication didn’t help these issues. There was no clear, transparent communication from leadership just uncertainty and blame, particularly as deadlines approached. According to Tuckman’s model of team development, teams under pressure require strong leadership to move through conflict towards effective performance. In this case, unresolved conflict was allowed to continue, preventing the team from progressing.
Overall, the events in the case study occurred due to a combination of gender bias,bad leadership, weak ethical governance, and a lack of commitment to professional practice. All these factors added to create a workplace culture in which expertise was undervalued, communication was broken, and professional standards were compromised, ultimately jeopardising both project outcomes and employee wellbeing.
Impact and Consequences: Who was affected and how?
The failures in professional practice identified in the case study had significant impacts on multiple stakeholders, affecting individuals, the project team, and SMART Engineering as an organisation. These consequences occurred both in the short term, as pressure increased around project deadlines, and in the long term, with lasting implications for organisational performance and culture.
Impact on Individuals:Dr Alice Parker was directly affected by the behaviours and management practices within the organisation. In the short term, the repeated questioning of her expertise, exclusion from professional discussions, and the undermining of her authority negatively affected her confidence and wellbeing. Senior management’s decision to bypass her role as project lead further reduced her professional standing and increased stress. (Brown & Treviño, 2006).  Other female engineers experienced similar effects, including reduced visibility, limited participation in decision-making, and the miscredit of their work to male colleagues. Male engineers were also impacted, as inconsistent leadership and unclear accountability created confusion regarding roles and expectations.
Impact on the Team:At team level, the lack of trust and the presence of unresolved conflict damaged team consistency. In the short term, poor communication and strained working relationships limited effective collaboration and problem-solving. In the long term, the continued exclusion of certain team members risks creating a culture of low psychological safety, where individuals are reluctant to share ideas or challenge decisions. (Kahn w. a 1990) This can reduce overall team effectiveness, particularly in complex engineering projects.
Impact on the Organisation:SMART Engineering faced both operational and reputational consequences. In the short term, delays to the project threatened contractual deadlines, increased costs, and placed the company’s reputation at risk. Management’s failure to deliver promises further undermined project delivery and internal trust. In the long term, ongoing failures in professional practice may damage the organisation’s employer brand. Additionally, a workplace culture perceived as discriminatory may expose the organisation to ethical and legal risks related to equality and inclusion.
Wider Stakeholders:Wider stakeholders, including senior management, clients, and external partners, were also affected. Project delays reduce client confidence and strain professional relationships. Over time, repeated failures in professional practice could weaken stakeholder trust and negatively affect SMART Engineering’s competitive position.
In summary, the actions and inactions described in the case study resulted in substantial short- and long-term consequences across individual, team, and organisational levels.
Critical Evaluation of Professional Practice:
This section critically evaluates professional practice within the case study, focusing on self-management, bias, accountability, interpersonal relationships, and professional integrity. Focusing on relevant professional practice concepts and theories, the evaluation highlights how individual behaviours and organisational practices contributed to ineffective outcomes and compromised ethical standards within the engineering project.
Self-Management:
Within the case study, different levels of self-management were demonstrated by different individuals, with notable strengths and weaknesses.
Dr Alice Parker demonstrated strong self-management skills in relation to professional commitment and persistence. Despite facing exclusion, bias, and increasing pressure as deadlines approached, she continued to lead the project and maintain focus on delivery. This suggests resilience and a high level of professional discipline (Luthans,f  2002).. However, the case also indicates limitations in self-advocacy, as issues relating to bias and exclusion were allowed to persist without effective challenge or escalation. While understandable given the organisational culture, this highlights a potential weakness in decision-making under pressure.
In contrast, leadership figures displayed weaker self-management. James Parker and senior managers appeared reactive rather than reflective, particularly as deadlines approached. Time management was compromised by the failure to secure promised resources early in the project, and emotional control was clear in management’s decision to intervene directly with the team, bypassing formal leadership structures. Such behaviour suggests stress-driven decision-making rather than considered professional judgement, undermining effective project management.
Personal, Cognitive, and Unconscious Bias
Bias played a big role in the behaviour and decision-making throughout the case study. Unconscious bias, defined as automatic and unintentional assumptions about some of the team based on characteristics such as gender, was obvious in the repeated overlooking of female engineers during meetings and the attribution of their work to male colleagues.
The bias was reflected in the reluctance to acknowledge Dr Parker’s expertise despite her qualifications and leadership role. The discomfort surrounding her working relationship with her wife further suggests the presence of implicit assumptions and stereotypes influencing team interactions. Carnes et al., 2015).
The impact of bias was significant. Biased behaviour restricted decision-making, reduced psychological safety, and limited the effective use of expertise within the team. From a professional practice view, such bias conflicts with equality and diversity standards that emphasise fairness, respect, and objective evaluation of competence.
Accountability and Authentic Behaviour
Accountability is important in professional practice and refers to the willingness to take responsibility for decisions, actions, and outcomes Northouse, P. G. (2022). . In the case study, accountability was inconsistently demonstrated, particularly at leadership and management levels.
Senior management failed to take ownership of their unfulfilled commitments regarding project resources.This lack of accountability undermined trust and contradicted principles of ethical leadership, which emphasise transparency and responsibility.
James Parker’s role as team leader also raises concerns regarding accountability. Although he chaired team meetings, he did not take responsibility for ensuring inclusive participation or addressing evident exclusion of female engineers. Authentic leadership theory highlights the importance of self-awareness, ethical behaviour, and consistency between values and actions. In this case, leadership behaviour appeared passive and misaligned with professional responsibilities, suggesting a lack of authentic leadership.
Dr Parker, while maintaining accountability for project outcomes, was prevented from exercising full authority due to management interference. This imbalance highlights how organisational structures can obstruct individual accountability even when professionals act responsibly.
Professional Integrity
Professional integrity refers to ethical values, honesty, trust, and professional codes of conduct. Within the case study, professional integrity was compromised at both individual and organisational levels.
The misattribution of work, exclusion of qualified professionals, and tolerance of biased behaviour represent significant breaches of professional integrity. Such actions conflict with engineering professional standards that emphasise respect, fairness, and recognition of competence. Trust was further undermined by management’s failure to honour commitments and by their decision to bypass established leadership roles.
The consequences of compromised integrity were extensive. In the short term, trust erosion damaged working relationships and reduced team effectiveness. In the long term, ongoing ethical failures risk normalising unprofessional behaviour, damaging organisational culture and credibility. For individuals, sustained exposure to compromised integrity can lead to disengagement and withdrawal from professional participation.
In summary, the case study illustrates how weaknesses in self-management, unchecked bias, lack of accountability, poor interpersonal relationships, and compromised professional integrity collectively undermined effective professional practice. These failures highlight the importance of ethical, inclusive, and reflective behaviour at all levels of engineering organisations.
Alternative Approaches: What Could Have Been Done Differently?
Alternative approaches could have significantly improved both team dynamics and project outcomes at SMART Engineering. The team leader could of actively encouraged equal participation during meetings and visibly recognised contributions from all engineers, the marginalisation of female team members could have been reduced, improving engagement and decision-making.
Greater accountability and transparency from senior management would also have represented a more effective professional approach. If management had formally documented and delivered agreed resources, or openly worked out pressures when this was not possible, uncertainty and blame could have been reduced. In addition, engaging with the project lead rather than avoiding her authority would have strengthened professional trust.
Addressing unconscious bias positively, would have further improved outcomes policies supported by leadership action, early identification and challenge of biased behaviour could have prevented the normalisation of exclusionary practices and improved psychological safety. This would have enabled more effective use of expertise across the team, enhancing innovation and problem-solving.
Improved conflict management strategies also represent an alternative approach. Rather than allowing tensions to escalate, leaders could have facilitated open discussions or used formal conflict-resolution mechanisms. Literature on high-performing teams suggests that managed conflict, when addressed constructively, can strengthen collaboration rather than undermine it.  (Tuckman, 1965)
Had these alternative approaches been adopted, the team would likely have experienced higher trust, clearer communication, and stronger collaboration. This, in turn, could have reduced delays, improved morale, and increased the likelihood of meeting project deadlines while upholding high standards of professional practice.
Reflection on Own Professional Practice
Reflecting on this case study has encouraged me to think of my own professional practice and behaviour within my team. Although the situation within the SMART Engineering is different to my own workplace, many of the problems identified, mostly those related to communication, bias, and leadership, are important across professional settings.
In my current role, I recognise the importance of self-management, especially in relation to emotional and communicating  under pressure. This case highlights how unmanaged stress and poor decision-making can affect others and weaken professional relationships. I aim to manage my workload proactively and remain thoughtful when responding to challenging situations, ensuring that decisions are considered rather than emotionally driven. Where I see unclear direction or conflict, I now recognise the importance of addressing issues early rather than allowing them to escalate.
The case study has also increased my awareness of personal and unconscious bias. While I work hard to act fairly, this review has made the need to actively question assumptions and ensure that all team members are given equal opportunities to contribute
This case has highlighted the importance of accountability and professional integrity. In my own practice, I aim to take responsibility for my actions and communicate openly when challenges emerge. Overall, this case study has reinforced the value of ethical and complete professional practice. 
Personal Development Plan (PDP)
The following PDP identifies key personal development needs highlighted through reflection on the case study and aligns them with objectives to improve professional practice. Actions, timescales, and success measures are included to ensure practical implementation and support future professional integrity.
	DEVELOPMENT NEED
	DEVELOPMENT OBJECTIVE
	ACTIONS
	TIMESCALE
	SUCCESS MEASURES

	Enhancing self-management under pressure.
	Improve time management, stress resilience, and reflective decision-making.
	Undertake time-management training.
Schedule regular reflective practices. Apply prioritisation frameworks ,eg Eisenhower,Matrix..

 



	3 months
	Fewer missed deadlines or urgent tasks.
Evidence of reflective notes and improved stress handling.


	Increasing awareness of unconscious bias.
	Reduce the impact of personal and systemic bias in team interactions.
	Complete unconscious bias and diversity training.
Actively involve all team members in discussions.

	6 months
	Inclusive team engagement observed.

Positive feedback from peers on fairness and inclusivity.

	Developing accountability and authentic leadership.
	Take full responsibility for actions and encourage transparency in team management.
	Set clear objectives for projects.
 
Communicate decisions and rationale openly.
	6-12 months
	Clear project ownership documented.
 
Team members report clarity of roles and responsibilities.

	Improving conflict management and communication
	Strengthen collaborative relationships and address conflict constructively.
	Attend conflict-resolution workshops.
 
 Implement regular team check-ins. 

	6 months
	Reduction in misunderstandings or unresolved conflicts.
 
Improved team cohesion and feedback scores.

	Reinforcing professional integrity.
	Ensure ethical decision-making aligns with professional standards.
	
Review engineering codes of conduct.
  Engage in ethics discussion groups.
 
Maintain a reflective journal on ethical dilemmas.
	Ongoing.
	Consistent adherence to professional standards.
 
Ethical decisions recorded and justified in reflections.


Reflection:
This PDP supports future professional integrity by addressing both technical and interpersonal competencies. By improving self-management, inclusivity, accountability, and conflict handling, I can contribute positively to team outcomes while upholding ethical and professional standards. Regular monitoring and reflection ensure continuous growth and alignment with best practice in engineering.
 Conclusion
This critical review has examined the professional practice challenges within SMART Engineering, focusing on the experiences of Dr Alice Parker and her colleagues in the development of an electric car. The analysis highlighted some key issues, including gender bias, poor leadership, poor communication, unmanaged conflict, and compromised professional integrity. These factors jointly undermined team unity and threatened both project outcomes and SMART engineering reputation.
The review demonstrates that professional practice is not limited to technical efficiency but involves ethical behaviour, inclusive leadership, accountability, and effective interpersonal relationships. Failure to follow these standards can have immediate and long-term consequences for individuals, teams, and organisations, including reduced trust, disengagement, and operational limitations. alternatively using inclusive approaches, ethical, and reflective professional practices can strengthen team performance, improve innovation, and support organisational success.
Reflecting on this case has supported the importance of self-awareness, unconscious bias management, authentic leadership, and adherence to ethical standards in my own professional role. By applying these lessons through improved communication, accountability, and conflict management, I can encourage a more inclusive and effective working environment. Ultimately, this case underscores that excellence in professional practice is essential for both individual and organisational achievement in engineering contexts.
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