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[bookmark: _Toc1201730357]A Critical Review of Professional Practice in the SMART Engineering Case Study
[bookmark: _Toc780555955]1.1 Introduction
Professional practice in technical and cross-functional teams is not simply about technical competence it demands effective self-management, awareness of bias, accountability, authentic behaviour, strong interpersonal relationships, and a foundation of integrity. In the case of SMART Engineering, Dr Alice Parker, a highly experienced engineer and project lead, and her wife (also female engineer) face major professional and interpersonal challenges linked to gender and affinity bias, poor management behaviour and team breakdown. The team has missed its research deadline, interpersonal conflict is rife, trust is low, and until their resignations the organisation risks loss of key talent and reputational damage.
 This report will critically analyse the professional practice of individuals within this scenario, applying theoretical frameworks and contemporary literature. The five key areas to be explored are: self-management; personal, cognitive and unconscious bias; accountability and authentic behaviour; interpersonal relationships; and professional integrity. Each section considers what happened, why, who was affected, and the consequences it also draws on recent peer-reviewed journals. Finally, a personal development plan (PDP) is presented, aimed at improving professional practice moving forward.





[bookmark: _Toc169946579]2. Self-Management
 As the December 2022 deadline approaches Dr Alice Parker, a specialist engineer with 30 years experience employed by SMART Engineering is facing systemic exclusion She is feeling undermined with her contributions being ignored, her female colleagues sidelined and resources that were promised to her from senior management never materialising. Dr Parker who is project manager and responsible for the team designing a critical component needed for an electric-car project is faced with interpersonal conflict mixed with poor employer support that continues to delay progress. Dr Parker continues to maintain professionalism, but the constant exclusion deteriorates her trust in her team and her confidence in the senior leadership hierarchy. She is struggling in her ability to regulate emotions, to trust others and to feel safe sharing her work and ideas, this was reinforced by the fact that when she enters a room colleagues stop speaking or whisper, reflecting a hostile interpersonal climate. This pattern is consistent with Glasser's Choice Theory, which claims that people behave in ways that try to satisfy emotional requirements like power and belonging, when these needs are not met, feelings of distress and withdrawal appear (Glasser, 1998). Team members are also showing poor self-control by avoiding discussion and withholding communication when she enters the room while management bypasses her authority, demonstrating impulsivity and weak situational awareness.
These patterns in behaviour could stem from low emotional intelligence (EI) and inadequate stress management among both leaders and peers. Self-control under strain requires awareness, empathy, and emotional control (Boyatzis, 2018). Neither management nor colleagues displayed these competencies, fostering psychological distress, defensive behaviour, and loss of cohesion.
Dr Parker and her wife experienced alienation and anxiety. The wider team suffered tension and diminished trust, while senior management’s credibility was largely eroded in the process. Ineffective self-management resulted in low morale, stalled innovation and project development, reputational harm, and avoidable resignations.
Alternative arguments could suggest that Dr Parker’s reactions reflect paranoia and suggest she is portraying a victim mentality. Excessive levels of stress, anxiety, and perceived danger may alter how coworkers behave (Freeman et al., 2023). Even harmless workplace rumours can cause defensive reactions and a sense of persecution (Gao et al., 2024). From this viewpoint it could be said that her guardedness and withdrawal could have stemmed from cognitive bias rather than any objective hostility displayed by others. This is consistent with the well-known cognitive appraisal theory, which offers that stress alters perceptions of threat (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).
Paranoia can influence a person's perception of a situation (Cooper, 2024) the consistent and ongoing exclusion that has been reported by multiple female engineers strongly indicates systemic bias, not individual distortion. With tangible evidence such as that of male colleagues credited for her work, managers bypassing her authority or supporting her view it is realistic to say that persistently unfair treatment increases awareness and shouldn't be characterised as paranoia (Huynh & Nguyen, 2022).
Leaders should promote emotional intelligence through mindfulness, reflective journaling, and coaching. Meetings with a structured emotional check improve communication and self-awareness (leader beliefs about emotions and team conflict study, 2024). In my own practice, I would establish regular emotional state check ins, team support mechanisms, and open feedback loops to sustain psychological safety and team resilience.






[bookmark: _Toc542605428]3. Personal, Cognitive and Unconscious Bias
In SMART Engineering gender bias and affinity bias were clear as female engineers were ignored, their contributions reassigned to male colleagues and team members were able to form cliques based on shared professional backgrounds. Dr Parker’s wife was often overlooked, and their presence together within the compounds of the professional environment appeared to highlight a sense of discomfort in others. This behaviour highlights possible violations of the Equality Act, which safeguards people from discrimination in the workplace based on sexual orientation, sex, and marital or civil partnership status (Equality Act, 2010). A failure to uphold these statutory obligations can be seen by the exclusion of Dr. Parker and her spouse, which reflects a workplace environment that normalised unfair treatment. This led to an atmosphere of exclusion, gossip, and mistrust with the female engineers’ input repeatedly disregarded in meetings. Social Identity Theory is the part of our self-concept shaped by the groups we belong to. It influences how we see ourselves and how we interpret others’ behaviour. explains and supports this dynamic by stating where in groups people will favour other like themselves (Tajfel & Turner, 1979).
Bias refers to systematic tendencies to favour/prefer or disadvantage certain individuals or select groups. While cognitive bias involves mental shortcuts like confirmation bias or drawing conclusions that will support what we already believe, personal bias reveals an individual's conscious choices. Unconscious bias shapes automatic judgements by operating below awareness (Ewim & Dosunmu, 2025). In male dominated environments, affinity bias for example one of the lads' mindsets allows that gender bias remain entrenched. Team subgroups formed around individuals who shared similar backgrounds such as the engineers from residential energy companies or the marketing specialists which left Dr Parker, with her offshore engineering background, positioned as an outsider. Such cultures undervalue women’s contributions and perpetuate stereotype threat. In SMART Engineering this was visible when Dr Parker’s male colleague was asked to present progress on a project she had personally developed over three months. To reinforce gendered misconceptions, management's confirmation bias caused them to blame Dr Parker's leadership for delays rather than their own broken resource promises (Vedres & Vasarhelyi, 2022).
Female engineers faced invisibility and reduced confidence while their Male colleagues, although possibly uncomfortable with the situation remained silent risking complicity. The company ultimately lost two highly skilled engineers and with them, innovation capacity and project continuity. This resulted in Dr Parker and her wife, the only two female engineers in the team, resigning from their roles.
Unchecked bias deteriorated morale, delayed progress, fractured team trust, and damaged SMART Engineering’s reputation for fairness and inclusion.
Some may argue Dr Parker misread typical workplace friction as sexism leading to her adopting a victim mentality. Employees who externalise blame and interpret any difficulties as discriminatory may develop victim orientation (Kong & Kim, 2021). Additionally, her marriage to a colleague might have created perceptions of favouritism rather than gender prejudice.
The strong persistence of bias from the female engineers leans towards specific exclusion rather than just a display of hypersensitivity, even though individual distress is possible. Research on inclusive leadership demonstrates that when leaders actively embrace a range of viewpoints, people's perceptions of inequality decrease (Liu et al., 2024). Therefor the best explanation for the bias is organisational culture rather than personal misinterpretation.
To mitigate bias, leaders should structure meetings to guarantee equal speaking time, adopt blind credit attribution, and undergo unconscious bias training. I would rotate facilitation roles and document contributions transparently to ensure inclusivity and fairness.




[bookmark: _Toc1379247668]4. Accountability and Authentic Behaviour 
In SMART Engineering, accountability failed at multiple points throughout organisational levels. The senior management team promised resources that never materialised, then shifted blame to the engineering team when deadlines were not met or slipped. Despite confirming several times that additional design resources would be allocated to her team, senior management later denied these conversations, leaving the team under resourced as the deadline approached. This avoidance of responsibility irreparably damaged trust. James Parker, the team leader, presided over meetings but did nothing to stop the continued exclusion of female engineers, allowing bias to continue unchecked. Authentic behaviour was noticeably absent as management circumvented Dr Parker in decision making, compromising transparency, while male co-workers remained silent about occurrences of discrimination. For instance, management frequently visited the workshop floor to question staff directly about project delays, excluding Dr Parker from the conversation despite her role as project lead. Dr Parker, on the other hand, demonstrated genuine professionalism by acting consistently with integrity and by choosing to step down rather than compromise her morals.
Accountability requires that leaders and individuals assume responsibility for both their choices and actions and the outcomes that follow (CIPD Professional Map, 2023). Authentic behaviour, on the other hand, is about how that accountability is demonstrated. It derives from self-awareness, relational transparency, balanced information processing, and an inbuilt moral compass (Avolio & Gardner, 2005). According to recent research teams report higher levels of engagement, improved trust, and greater efficiency when leaders act authentically, particularly in diverse or multidisciplinary settings (Baquero et al., 2023). In the case of SMART Engineering these conditions were missing. Weak accountability appears to have arisen from a defensive leadership culture that deflected blame rather than accepted it. Because leaders were unwilling to acknowledge broken promises or misjudgements, they also failed to confront the ongoing gender and affinity bias in the team. To put it another way, the organisation was unable to publicly address issues of inclusion and performance delays due to a lack of ethical leadership and open communication.
As a result, Dr Parker experienced emotional exhaustion and a lack of professional empowerment, as did her wife. While the company faced reputational risk, the team also lost faith in the management’s ability to be trusted. Without accountability and authentic leadership, trust crumbles (Kleynhans & Steyn, 2022) psychological safety declined, and two experienced engineers resigned jeopardising the project’s delivery.
Some might argue that management’s interventions were pragmatic attempts to rescue a failing project rather than ethical failings. From this perspective, Dr Parker’s perception of exclusion could reflect heightened sensitivity under pressure. It could also be argued that the decisions taken by management were not moral errors but instead attempts to save a failing project. From this viewpoint, Dr Parker's feelings of exclusion could well be the result of increased sensitivity caused by the pressure within her working environment. However authentic leadership requires transparent communication and not secrecy or deflection. The deliberate bypassing of the project lead and unfulfilled promises signal evasion, not efficiency. Research shows that by keeping lines of communication open and coordinating actions with standards, authentic leadership generates trust even in times of stress (Maunz et al., 2024). The evidence therefore supports a failure of accountability, not overreaction by Dr Parker.
To strengthen accountability, leaders should adopt transparent decision making clearly outlining employees' boundaries, resource plans, and team responsibilities. They should additionally admit to their mistakes by acknowledging errors, seeking feedback, offering an open line of communication and ensuring a consistent alignment between words and actions. Practical actions can include structured meeting agendas requiring input from all gender identities, rotating chairs, and documented credit attribution. Furthermore, research on inclusive leadership highlights that leaders who respect all viewpoints can avoid discrimination and rebuild confidence (Kanya, 2025). Therefore, and to mitigate both bias and accountability failures, I would structure meetings to guarantee equal speaking opportunities, adopt blind credit attribution, and introduce routine self-reflection practices to sustain an open, fair, and ethical culture.




[bookmark: _Toc232698372]5. Interpersonal Relationships
Within SMART Engineering, interpersonal relationships deteriorated significantly. Gossip and avoidance replaced open conversation, and gender divisions produced a us versus them culture. Engineers avoided Dr Parker and her wife in hallways, and meetings became spaces where female engineers’ contributions were consistently disregarded. Female engineers, including Dr Parker and her wife, felt invisible, while male colleagues said nothing rather than challenging the situation. Communication was gender led as male team members were invited to speak, while female engineers’ ideas and input were ignored or redirected. The multifaceted structure of the project required collaboration but was replaced by lack of trust and respect. However, instead of capitalising on diverse expertise across engineering, design, and marketing, team discussions centred around a small group of male engineers who dominated the exchanges. Further tension built when management went above Dr Parker and spoke directly to the team, cementing confusion about leadership authority. Tuckman's group development model, which states that teams that are unable to resolve conflict end up stuck in the storming stage, which is marked by power struggles, poor communication, and eroding trust, is mirrored in this regression (Tuckman, 1965).
In teams, interpersonal relationships depend on cooperation, open communication, mutual respect, and trust (Belbin, 2010; Lencioni, 2002). Trust is critical to team performance and without its individuals withhold ideas and disengage. Psychological safety and inclusive communication have a major impact on team creativity and collaboration, according to recent studies (Jin & Peng (2024). At SMART Engineering these factors were evidently absent. Bias, poor self-management, and a total lack of authentic leadership allowed a culture of exclusion. Without psychological safety, team members became defensive and guarded, accelerating the breakdown of relationships.
Female engineers were directly affected through exclusion and loss of recognition. Male engineers were indirectly impacted with some recognising the injustice, though few spoke up, becoming passive bystanders. The entire team suffered from reduced cohesion, while the company lost trust, innovation, and eventually two skilled engineers. The absence of trust led to poor morale, declining performance, and loss of innovation. Emotional exhaustion increased, and the likelihood of meeting deadlines diminished. The organisation’s reputation also suffered as the resignations drew attention to internal dysfunction.
An alternative argument is that Dr Parker’s guarded behaviour contributed to the team’s poor dynamics. When people expect to be excluded, they withdraw, which feeds the impression of isolation and can lead to mutual workplace mistrust. Anxiety and rudeness at work can cause withdrawal and relationship problems, according to recent studies (Zhu, Cai, & Jin, 2024). Her reluctance to share project details could have unintentionally alienated colleagues and fuelled misunderstanding. Although plausible, context matters. Dr Parker’s withdrawal was a response to persistent marginalisation rather than its cause. Therefore, attributing the dysfunction to her guardedness oversimplifies a systemic issue driven by bias and weak leadership.
To rebuild relationships, I would prioritise inclusivity and trust building. Strategies would include rotating meeting facilitation, setting explicit ground rules for respectful communication, and ensuring that every member contributes verbally so that everyone's voice is heard. Frequent feedback meetings and group workshops would encourage openness and bring back psychological security. Research on inclusive leadership demonstrates that these strategies improve team collaboration and the diversity climate (Lee et al., 2024).




[bookmark: _Toc1049969314]6. Professional Integrity
Behaving consistently with moral principles, justice, honesty, decency, and responsibility is referred to as professional integrity (Engineering Council UK, 2020; CIPD, 2023). In SMART Engineering, integrity was blurred on several occasions. Senior management failed to honour promised resources, later claiming to have forgotten conversations, and we also saw male colleagues accepting credit for work completed by their female counterparts which further undermined fairness and honesty. For example, a male colleague asked Dr Parker for a project update so he could deliver it as his own contribution in an upcoming team meeting. This occurred despite multiple emails and discussions where Dr Parker sought clarity about the promised resources to meet the approaching 20 December 2022 deadline. Additionally, management bypassed Dr Parker, the lead engineer, by directly addressing the team without her involvement. This behaviour ignored organisational hierarchy, disrespected her role, and professionally embarrassed her.
Research indicates that when leaders are under pressure to uphold their reputation or meet deadlines, they frequently compromise their integrity (Reader, 2024). In SMART Engineering management may have avoided accountability to protect their own backs where a lack of clear ethical leadership enabled unfair practices such as misattributing credit left to go unchallenged. Professional integrity for engineers includes giving credit appropriately, avoiding discriminatory behaviour and ensuring fairness; it is clear these standards were not upheld.
As a result, Dr Parker and her wife experienced moral injury, damaged confidence, and loss of career satisfaction. The broader engineering team lost faith in management’s credibility. The organisation suffered reputational harm and reduced trust from stakeholders, and project deliverables were jeopardised by the departure of skilled staff. Poor integrity led to the resignation of two highly experienced engineers, increased project risk, and the development of a negative workplace culture. Research consistently shows that moral leadership improves organisational performance, employee engagement, and retention; without integrity, companies run the risk of losing talent and seeing a decline (Sinisterra & Murillo, 2024).
Some might argue that Dr Parker’s perception of ethical breaches was heightened by emotional exhaustion, making routine managerial decisions appear intentionally unethical. Chronic stress-related cognitive distortions can change how events are interpreted (Di Mario, Graziano, & Nieminen, 2024).  However, the ethical breaches she identified were supported by clear evidence, unfulfilled resource commitments, bypassed authority, and plagiarism of her work. 
To strengthen integrity, I would implement transparent ethics policies, establish clear credit attribution protocols and ensure equitable communication channels. Regular fairness reviews and public recognition of contributions would reinforce accountability. Modelling ethical behaviour including acknowledging errors and distributing resources equitably would help rebuild trust and reduce turnover.





[bookmark: _Toc1291136178]7. Development of Own Professional Practice & Personal Development Plan (PDP)
[bookmark: _Toc1084594335]7.1 Reflection on Own Practice
Using Gibbs (1988) reflective cycle I have taken the time to reflect upon my own practice and behaviours. 
The case of Dr Parker shines light on significant professional practice failings, including bias, exclusion, weak self-management, poor leadership and of integrity. Reflecting on this, I feel frustrated that Dr Parker’s skill set was overlooked due to bias, while also realising that I Myself have previously shown a tendency to affinity bias and group thinking. When evaluating my practice, I can acknowledge my strengths such as competence in people management, a focused and driven mindset and self-awareness, alongside my weaknesses including an inclination to tackle conflict head on showing a lack of structured processes to address sensitive issues. My analysis indicates that my self-management requires work particularly in regulating emotions when dealing with high pressure situations, and that my leadership approach should reflect greater authenticity.  Overall, the case reinforces the need for me to enhance my skills in recognising bias, practising inclusive leadership, improving self-management and upholding ethical integrity.

[bookmark: _Toc1799719225]7.2 Personal Development Plan (PDP)
Personal development plan continued in appendices Figure 10.1
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	






[bookmark: _Toc687497896]8. Conclusion
The SMART Engineering case illustrates how personal and unconscious bias, lack of authentic leadership and compromised professional integrity merged to undermine project outcomes, talent retention, and organisational reputation. Dr Parker’s experience highlights not only the human element of exclusion but also the organisational consequences of failing to manage professional practice effectively. While some may argue that her perceptions stem from paranoia or a victim mentality, the consistency and corroboration of events indicate genuine systemic failure. Integrating alternative perspectives, however, enriches understanding by demonstrating how professional experiences are shaped by both organisational culture and individual psychology. This report underlines the importance of inclusive leadership, emotional intelligence, accountability, ethical behaviour, and trust in diverse engineering teams.  Ultimately, in cross-functional engineering environments where innovation and collaboration are essential, success depends not only on technical expertise but on the quality of professional practice, relationships, and organisational culture.
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[bookmark: _Toc1873617451]10.1 Personal Development Plan (PDP)

	Development Area
	Objective
	Action Steps
	Resources/
Support
	Timeline
	Success Indicators

	Bias Awareness
	Increase recognition and mitigation of unconscious bias
	Attend bias-awareness workshop; complete implicit bias assessments; implement “inclusive meeting” checklist
	HR D&I training; peer coach
	3 months
	Meeting minutes show balanced contributions

	Emotional Intelligence & Self-Management
	Enhance ability to regulate emotions and lead under pressure
	Daily reflective journaling; monthly peer mentorship; mindfulness practice
	Online EI course; mentor feedback
	6 months
	Feedback reports improved, fewer avoided issues

	Authentic Leadership & Accountability
	Develop transparent, values-aligned leadership behaviours
	Read recent journal articles (Baquero et al., 2023; Maunz et al., 2024); model transparent decisions; hold regular team check-ins
	Leadership coaching
	6–12 months
	Team feedback shows increased trust and openness

	Inclusive Team Relationships
	Foster trust and collaboration across diverse team members
	Introduce inclusive facilitation for meetings; rotate speaker roles; trust-building workshop
	External facilitator; team retreat
	4 months
	Increase in female engineer participation, fewer whispers/gossip

	Professional Integrity
	Embed fairness, transparency and ethical conduct in project practice
	Develop policy for credit-attribution; oversee fair resource allocation; audit meeting records for fairness
	Professional body (Engineering Council) guidance
	6 months
	No complaints of invisible contributions; improved retention
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