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Introduction
Dr. Alice Parker’s experience as an Engineering at SMART shows poor leadership and how bias can affect people and companies.  A lack of inclusion for everybody can create a hostile and awkward working environment. The issue isn’t all about a missing deadline, in this case its very clearly about how people are treated and excluded. A lack of fairness and communication can encourage good workers to leave. In this review, I will talk about what happened, why it’s happened, who was affected, and what came out of it. I will look at how bias and weak leadership can damage the team. We are looking at what went wrong at SMART Engineering and utilise this experience to learn from it. I’ll use this case to think about how I would manage similar scenarios and how I can keep improving my own working life to be more authentic, inclusive of all and fair.

What happened?
Dr. Alice Parker was leading an electric vehicle project at SMART Engineering. Despite her many years in the field as an experienced engineer, she faced discrimination from the beginning and made her feel excluded. The project team has seven members, three women and four men which includes her wife. They both worked at the company. The relationship became a subject of chatter and awkwardness meaning that the workplace environment was not very open minded or welcoming.  As the project continued it seemed more issues started to unfold. The management lacked in providing resources they had promised and instead of taking responsibility, Dr. Parker was accused and questioned about leadership role. The Rumours about her capabilities began to get around the whole company. Dr. Parkers role as the female project leader was frequently questioned. In the meetings overseen by James Parker, she was neither encouraged or looked too, to share her expertise.  When Dr. Parker had done months of work, credit was often given to male colleagues.  Late 2022, there was very limited trust within the team, and the communication had completely fallen apart. The Management had begun going around Dr. Parker and speaking directly to her colleagues which also further undermined her authority. Feeling unappreciated and completely overlooked she and her wife chose to leave the company. Their departure resulted in SMART Engineering losing two experienced engineers and caused damage to both team morale and the company’s reputation.

Why it happened?
The problems were caused by Management and leadership issues within the company.  This was detrimental in the loss of Dr.Parker.

Unconscious Bias
Unconscious bias is a big problem that can affect many people. In many predominantly male orientated jobs, women unfortunately are still overlooked for some positions and can feel undervalued. Research shows that women in STEM often have their ideas questioned or their work dismissed (Catalyst, 2020). During her time at SMART Engineering, Dr. Parker’s skills were often ignored, and her ideas were not listened too. No credit was given to Dr. Parker when it was deserved and earned. 

Poor leadership
Dr. Parker was rightfully that worried her ideas would be ignored and other team members would take the credit. Dr. Parker stopped voicing her opinion. James Parker, failed to step in and educate other team members.  When management went behind her back it only made the lack of trust in her more evident and completely undermined her within the team. This as a result made things worse. 


Affinity and Cultural bias
Affinity bias was also at work and the other team member preferred wo work with the others that were like themselves. Most of the engineers had experience in the residential energy sector but Dr. Parker’s background was in offshore engineering making her different from the rest of the team. Instead of valuing her unique expertise her colleagues would not treat her as their equal only making matters worse. Research by the CIPD (2022) shows that when teams favour similarity, collaboration suffers and new ideas are lost.

Lack of accountability for Leadership
The senior management went around Dr. Parker and talked to her team instead, not including her in her own team, this undermined her authority as the leader of the project. This made it seem her leadership didn’t matter and that it was acceptable for Dr. Parker to be left out of team meetings. Northouse (2022) says good leadership needs respect for roles and clear responsibility both of which were missing here.

Who was affected and how
Dr. Parker has had to deal with challenges to her authority, and this was continuous. Her experience was regularly questioned and would cause a lot of uneasy feelings. In the end she felt had no option but to leave her position as the team leader.  This was a big loss to the company and a setback to Dr. Parker hoping to further her future career.  The other female members on the team which would also include Dr. Parkers wife, were also overlooked and undermined. The credit for their ideas was taken by other male members on the team. This is called the “Matilda Effect” (Rossiter, 1993), where women’s work is wrongly given to male colleagues. This kind of bias is common in male dominated fields and can make women want to leave these industries.

Critical Evaluation of Professional Practice

The main problem at SMART Engineering shows serious problems with professionalism, unprofessional leadership and a lack of concern by management for their employees.  It highlights how bad leadership and a lack of accountability can damage the whole company and not just individuals.  This can cause a lack of trust and also harm working relationships. The main areas where the issue has arisen are bias, accountability and honest behaviour, interpersonal relationships, and professional integrity.

Personal, Cognitive, and Unconscious Bias
Unconscious bias happens when people make judgments based on stereotypes or personal experiences instead of facts (Banaji & Greenwald, 2016). In this scenario gender bias and affinity bias all had a part to play meaning this influenced how team members acted towards the female members of staff.

Another bias which was evident was affinity bias, this is when people would want to only work with others who are like them.  Employees who are from the same background and have similar experiences would form groups and excluded Dr. Parker, seeing her different background in offshore engineering as not relevant.  This in turn would lead to the employees only believing their views were accepted and any potential new ideas were dismissed (Janis, 1982). As noted by Homan et al. (2020), teams that lack diverse perspectives often struggle with complex projects. This eventually led to two experienced engineers resigning.

How It Could Have Been Handled?

By recognising and managing bias, in this instance would have helped to avoid this from happening. Changes such as keeping projects updated and recording whom has completed what work and when could have made sure the right people get the right recognition meaning everyone would be treated as equal. As Acker (2006) points out, inclusivity doesn’t happen on its own it needs to be built into systems and processes, not just left to people’s goodwill.

Self-Management
Self-management means being able to control your emotions, stay professional when things are stressful, and make good decisions.  (Goleman, 2013).   In this scenario the senior management and the team leader, James Parker failed at his job therefore affecting the team as a whole.  Team morale would be affected and reduce productivity meaning an ineffective workforce. 
Management completely bypassed Dr. Parker by approaching her team directly for updates and it also showed they were not managing the project deadline correctly. By showing a lack of trust in her and not working towards the deadline together they acted without taking into consideration of the repercussions. Now weakened Dr. Parker’s leadership it was apparent the management did not trust in her leadership or respect her as a leader.
James Parker showed poor self-management during meetings and would let male engineers manage the conversation and present ideas while female engineers were overlooked. Leaders need to be aware of how their actions affect others (CIPD, 2022), but his lack of professionalism allowed this to continue instead of resolving the situation.
Boyatzis (2018) states that good leaders must control their stress and emotions to keep the workplace calm and respectful.
If the management team had managed the situation better and worked with Dr. Parker instead dismissing her then this could have all been avoided and could have helped create a productive working environment.  Regular reflection and emotional intelligence training (CMI, 2021) could have helped them understand their frustrations, reduce stress, and support the project leader rather than undermine her.

Accountability and Authentic Behaviour

Accountability means taking responsibility for your actions and their results (Brown & Treviño, 2006), while authentic behaviour means acting according to your values. These remained absent at SMART Engineering in this instance.  The managements dismissal of not providing resources that were promised seemed like a complete lack of respect.  This can damage and cause trust to be lost and shows poor integrity (CMI Code of Conduct, 2021). Good leadership will always be honest and truthful about decisions and any errors that occur.  Consideration for accountability has been completely ignored.  James Parker and the team also chose to ignore any evidence about discrimination taking place.  Most of the employees would have noticed this behaviour but chose to ignore it, a behaviour Bandura (1999) calls “moral disengagement.” In contrast, authentic leaders act according to their values, even when it’s difficult (Avolio & Gardner, 2005). There is Leadership training on authenticity (Walumbwa et al., 2008) can help managers reflect, admit mistakes, and act according to their values.

Interpersonal Relationships

Healthy Relationships and Teamwork
Strong teamwork depends on communication, empathy, and trust (Goleman, 2013).  SMART Engineering demonstrated none of these were present.
Communication and Trust Issues
Dr. Parker felt she was ignored during meetings and female engineers were dismissed. The breakdown in communication and lack of credit being given to the correct people made the trust irreparable. As Lewicki et al. (2016) note, trust is hard to rebuild once lost. Gossip and secrecy made the workplace even more toxic, undermining dignity and respect (ACAS, 2023).
Leadership Failures
James Parker could not manage the situation and resolve any ill treatment towards her. Effective leaders should listen and resolve tensions early (Clarke, 2020). 
Rebuilding Relationships
The Company should have completed training on the issues at hand and find a way to restore the trust. Promoting psychological safety (Edmondson, 2019) where staff feel safe to speak up is essential. HR should also make sure that the are clear rules around respect and communication.


Professional Integrity

Professional integrity means being honest, fair, and adhering to ethical standards (CIPD, 2022). The main problem with this scenario is Integrity was completely ignored many times, from the leadership not keeping promises and also taking credit for others work. Integrity isn’t just a personal quality, it’s important for trust in teams and the whole organisation (Treviño et al., 2003). Dr. Parker, however, always acted with integrity, staying committed to her role even though she was treated unfairly. The choice hand in her resignation showed moral courage (Kidder, 2005).  To rebuild integrity, the company needs ethical leaders, a clear code of conduct, and safe ways to report concerns. Employees should be encouraged to talk openly about ethics, learn from mistakes, and make better decisions.

Consequences of Their Actions

· Two highly experienced engineers departed, resulting in the loss of their skills and expertise.  

· Management’s credibility was undermined, and relationships within the team deteriorated.

· Low morale and a lack of collaboration led to the project missing its deadline.

· The culture made it hard to hire and keep people.

· Dr. Parker and her wife experienced stress and disappointment, which could affect their wellbeing in the long term (Kahn, 1990).



How Things Could Have Been Different?

SMART Engineering could have improved its situation by making key changes:
· Inclusive leadership training would be to equip managers to lead diverse teams effectively and recognise unconscious bias.
· Clear accountability systems would ensure commitments, roles, and progress are tracked openly and transparently.
· Psychological safety would be to Foster an environment where for employees it is safe to speak up with no fear of being dismissed and no judgement.
· Ethical oversight is to make every member of the team equal.
· Reflective practice is to promote reflection on behaviour and communicate a better leadership approach.
The company may not have lost valuable and experienced employees if there was measures in place to make sure the team was all treated fairly.


Personal Reflection
Working in retail has been a challenging but incredibly valuable experience for developing my professional practice. I quickly realised that professionalism is not just about completing tasks or meeting targets it’s also about how I treat and react to customers and colleagues, and how I uphold ethical standards in everyday situations. This aligns with the CIPD’s (2022) definition of professional integrity, which highlights honesty, fairness, and consistency.
One of the biggest lessons I’ve learned is the importance of communication. Dealing with a wide range of customers has taught me to listen carefully, stay patient, and adapt how I speak depending on the situation. I can see how this relates to Goleman’s (1998) emotional intelligence theory, particularly the need for self-awareness and social skills. For example, I remember a time when a customer was frustrated about a delay in the refund process. By staying calm and acknowledging their concerns, and offering practical solutions, I was able to turn a negative experience into a positive one. Moments like this have shown me that empathy and emotional awareness are key parts of being a professional.
Teamwork has also been a huge learning curve. Working alongside colleagues under pressure showed me ideas about team effectiveness in action when roles are clear and people support each other, the team functions smoothly and when leadership or communication is lacking it can cause frustration to spread quickly. I’ve personally experienced both sides, and it’s taught me how important it is to contribute positively and hold myself accountable while I support others.
Reflective practice has helped me grow the most. Following Schön’s (1983) approach, I try to reflect “in action” during busy shifts and “on action” afterwards. This has helped me recognise my strengths, like staying calm under pressure and highlighting areas to improve such as confidence in decision-making and assertiveness with colleagues.
Overall, working in retail has been more than just a job it has been a space for me to develop my professional skills and understand the importance of ethical practice whilst I learn how to reflect and improve continually. I feel that these experiences will shape how I approach my future career helping me act with integrity and to communicate effectively while I also work well in teams.
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Conclusion

Overall, my experience in retail has been an important opportunity to grow professionally. I have strengthened my skills in communication, teamwork, and self-reflection, while learning the value of acting with integrity and empathy. These experiences have shown me how to handle challenges effectively, support my colleagues, and continually improve my practice. I feel better prepared to work professionally and ethically, and the lessons I’ve learned will guide me in my future career, helping me collaborate effectively, communicate clearly, and maintain high standards in any role.
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