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Introduction
Career development does not always follow a straight or predictable path. For many people, including myself, it is shaped by personal responsibilities, health, and life events. As a single mother living with bipolar disorder, my career journey has included stability, sudden change, and the need to rebuild confidence. I worked for ten years as a postwoman before being medically retired due to my mental health. This experience forced me to think differently about my future. Returning to higher education was a positive step towards creating a career that better supports both my wellbeing and my family.
This essay uses Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (Gibbs, 1988) to reflect on how the theories studied in the Professional Career Development module; SWOT analysis, the Johari Window and Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, will influence my future professional development. Instead of explaining the theories in detail, this reflection focuses on how they have helped me understand myself better and plan more effectively. Reflection is an important part of career development and helps students recognise their skills and plan ahead (Advance HE, 2024).

Description
For ten years, I worked as a postwoman. This role required reliability, time management, independence and communication skills. I had to work in all weather conditions and interact with members of the public daily. As a single mother, the job provided financial security and routine. At that time in my life, my main priority was stability for my children rather than career progression.
Managing bipolar disorder while working full-time became increasingly difficult. Bipolar disorder is a mental health condition characterised by extreme changes in mood and energy levels, which can significantly affect a person’s ability to function in daily life (Bipolar UK, 2026). Functional impairment across multiple life domains, including employment, is a core feature of bipolar disorder (Gitlin and Miklowitz, 2017). There were periods when I felt able to cope well, but there were also times when my symptoms made work more challenging. Eventually, my health declined, and I was medically retired.
Losing my job was a significant turning point. Work had provided structure and identity. Research shows that employment plays an important role in confidence and self-worth (Mind, 2024). Without that routine, I felt uncertain about my future and questioned my abilities.
Returning to university was a planned decision to improve my long-term opportunities. During the Professional Career Development module, I completed tasks such as SWOT analysis, the Johari Window exercise and reflective writing. These activities encouraged me to think deeply about my strengths, weaknesses and motivations. They helped me move from feeling uncertain to beginning to plan my future more clearly.

Feelings
When I reflect on my time as a postwoman, I feel proud that I managed to work consistently for ten years while raising my children alone. However, I also remember feeling tired and under pressure. Balancing work and managing bipolar disorder was challenging. Many people with bipolar disorder experience difficulties in the workplace, especially if support is limited (Bipolar UK, 2024).
Being medically retired was emotionally difficult. I felt embarrassed and worried about how I would support my family in the future. I also felt that I had lost part of my identity. When I started university, I lacked confidence and sometimes compared myself negatively to other students.
At first, completing the SWOT and Johari activities made me uncomfortable. Writing down my weaknesses felt difficult, and hearing feedback from others felt risky. However, over time, reflection helped me recognise that I had developed many valuable skills. Reflective practice can help build confidence by encouraging honest self-evaluation (Open University, 2023). By the end of the module, I felt more hopeful about my future.



Evaluation
The SWOT analysis was particularly helpful. It allowed me to organise my thoughts into strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats. Before completing this activity, I mainly focused on what I believed I had lost. Through SWOT, I recognised strengths such as resilience, communication skills, empathy, reliability and organisation. These strengths were developed through both employment and parenting.
However, the SWOT analysis also helped me be realistic. My bipolar disorder can affect my energy and consistency, especially during stressful periods. Financial risk is also a concern if I decide to start my own business. SWOT is only valuable when translated into measurable actions rather than remaining a theoretical exercise (Edstellar, 2026). This encouraged me to think about solutions rather than just problems. For example, I plan to build savings before fully committing to self-employment.
The Johari Window helped me understand how others see me. Feedback from classmates showed that they see me as approachable, caring and dependable. I had not fully recognised these strengths in myself. Luft and Ingham (1955) explain that increasing self-awareness improves relationships and communication. This is important for my future goal of starting a bespoke personalised gifts business, where customer relationships will be key.
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs helped me understand my motivation. In the past, my main focus was financial stability and safety. Maslow (1943) suggests that basic needs such as security must be met before people focus on personal growth. This helped me realise that I was not lacking ambition, I was prioritising stability for my children. However, I also recognise that motivation is not always simple. Even when I was focused on security, I still wanted creativity and fulfilment in my life.
Employability involves more than qualifications; it includes confidence, adaptability and self-awareness (Prospects, 2024). The module has helped me develop these qualities.


Analysis
Applying these models has changed how I think about my future.
SWOT analysis has encouraged me to plan more strategically. Instead of reacting to problems, I now think about prevention and preparation. For example, I recognise that stress can affect my mental health, so I plan to manage my workload carefully. The Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (2023) highlights that self-reflection supports informed decision-making. By reviewing my strengths and weaknesses regularly, I can adapt my plans as needed.
SWOT also helped me reframe bipolar disorder. Instead of seeing it only as a weakness, I now recognise that it has helped me develop empathy and emotional awareness. This balanced view increases my confidence.
The Johari Window has encouraged me to be more open to feedback. In the past, I avoided feedback because I feared criticism. Now, I understand that feedback can help me grow. When starting my business, I plan to ask customers for reviews and advice. Advance HE (2024) states that self-awareness and communication are important employability skills. This model has helped me develop both.
Maslow’s Hierarchy has influenced how I plan my career. As a single mother, financial stability and flexibility are essential. UK Government (2024) explains that self-employment can offer flexibility, but it also involves financial risk. Because of this, I plan to build my business gradually while maintaining stability. At the same time, I want work that feels meaningful. Mind (2024) explains that meaningful work can support mental wellbeing. Starting a creative business would allow me to express myself while also working flexibly.
Using Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (1988) helps me review my progress regularly. Reflection allows me to consider what is working well and what needs improvement. For someone managing bipolar disorder, regular reflection is important in recognising stress and preventing burnout.



Conclusion
Reflecting on my career journey has helped me understand that development is not always straightforward. Health, family responsibilities and life events all influence career paths.
SWOT analysis has helped me think more strategically about strengths and risks. The Johari Window has improved my confidence in my communication skills. Maslow’s Hierarchy has helped me understand why stability has always been important in my decision-making.
Most importantly, I no longer see medical retirement only as a setback. It was a difficult experience, but it encouraged me to reflect and plan differently. My experiences have developed resilience, empathy and determination. These qualities will support me in building a sustainable future.

Action Plan
To continue my professional development, I will:
· Review my SWOT analysis every six months.
· Ask for regular feedback from tutors, mentors and future customers.
· Build financial stability before fully committing to self-employment.
· Develop business and digital marketing skills.
· Use Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle to review my wellbeing and progress regularly.
Through careful planning and reflection, I aim to build a bespoke personalised gifts business that supports both my mental health and my family’s stability. My goal is not just financial success but a balanced and sustainable career.




SMART GOALS
	S
	Specific
What am I going to do? Why is this important to me?
I am going to start a small business creating and selling personalised gifts online. This is important because it combines my creativity with my need for flexible working hours due to my bipolar disorder. It will also allow me to achieve financial independence and a sense of purpose while caring for my children.

	M
	Measurable
How will I measure my success? How will I know when I have achieved my goal?
· I will know I have achieved my goal when my business is officially registered, has an active online store, and earns a consistent monthly income.
· Short-term success will be measured by completing milestones: developing a product line, setting up a business plan, and gaining my first ten customers.


	A
	Attainable
What will I do to achieve this goal? How will I accomplish this goal?
· Complete an introductory online course in business management and digital marketing.
· Create and test product designs.
· Build a social media presence.
· Start selling on platforms such as Etsy.
· Manage workload carefully to support my mental health.
· Review progress every three months using Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle.


	R
	Relevant
Is this goal worthwhile? How will achieving it help me? Does this goal fit my values?
Yes. This goal is relevant because it supports my mental health, provides flexibility, and uses my creative skills. It aligns with my values of independence, stability, and family wellbeing. It will also help me apply what I learned from the Professional Career Development module in a practical, meaningful way.

	T
	Time-Bound
When will I accomplish my goal? How long will I give myself?
· Start planning and product development: April - June 2026
· Set up online shop: November 2026
· Launch business: January 2027
· Achieve steady monthly income: By April 2027









ACTION PLAN

My goal is to set up a successful business.


	Date to finish
	How will I measure my success?

	 2027
	 Launch successfully and trading.



Steps to Achieving my Goal
	Description
	Time Estimate
	Completion date

	Complete online business and marketing course


	2 months
	June 2026

	Design and test product range
	3 months
	Aug 2026

	Register business and create logo/branding
	1 month
	Sept 2026

	Set up online shop and social media
	1 month
	Nov 2026

	Launch business and promote products

	1 month
	Jan 2027

	Review progress and reflect using Gibbs’ Cycle
	Ongoing 
	April 2027




	Obstacles that may arise
	How I will respond

	Fluctuating mental health
	Adjust workload, schedule rest days, use support from healthcare professionals

	Financial challenges
	Build savings before full launch; apply for small business grants

	Low initial sales
	Seek feedback, adjust marketing strategy, and improve product design

	Balancing family responsibilities
	Plan work around school hours; use time management tools
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