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Professional career development is a continuous journey shaped by both past experiences and future ambitions. My own journey started when I left comprehensive school to start my career in the hairdressing industry, a field I have been passionate about since childhood. Reflecting on my career journey to date allows me to understand how my values, skills and experiences have helped influence my professional identity and future career prospects. In this reflective essay I have used  Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (1988) as a framework to critically examine my career journey so far and evaluate how learning from the professional career development module will influence my future career planning and professional behaviour (University of Edinburgh, 2024). The focus is on how I can use structured reflection and ongoing professional development to strengthen my practice as a freelance hair stylist. (CIPD, 2023).

Description

My career journey to date has included a combination of education, employment, and professional progression within the hairdressing industry. I left comprehensive school at the age of 15 and entered a salon-based apprenticeship. From a young age, I had always been creative and enjoyed experimenting with my own hair, which naturally developed into a strong interest in hairdressing. This passion motivated me to pursue a career in the industry immediately after leaving school. 
On my first day working in a salon, I felt excited, enthusiastic, and eager to learn. Although I initially carried out basic tasks such as sweeping floors, washing hair, and reception duties, I enjoyed observing my boss and learning through shadowing. I regularly asked questions and watched techniques closely, which helped me feel more involved despite my junior role. However, early in my training, I encountered challenges that I had not fully anticipated. I struggled to accept that I could not immediately begin cutting and colouring hair independently. Although I felt confident in my creativity, I quickly realised during training days that hairdressing required significant technical knowledge. This included correct sectioning, cutting angles, client consultations, skin and strand tests, colour formulation, and adapting styles to suit different hair types, face shapes, and client preferences. These early experiences formed a strong foundation for my later professional development.
Feelings

At the start of my career, I felt confident, motivated and passionate about hair dressing. I strongly believed that my creativity alone would allow me to progress quickly and found it extremely frustrating that I could not immediately start practicing on real life models for training and had to practice on mannequin heads instead. As training progressed I realised that my confidence was challenged and I experienced feelings of self-doubt I was unaware of how much technical skill was required within the role. Despite these challenges, I felt an overwhelming sense of determination and motivation to improve my skills each week. Receiving guidance and feedback from my employer and seeing gradual improvement week by week helped me rebuild my confidence. Over time I began to feel proud of my progress and became accepting to the fact that professional development is a gradual process rather than an instant achievement. I encountered a setback during my training, as my hands became sore and itchy. I was referred to a dermatologist and diagnosed with contact dermatitis and advised to stop hairdressing immediately due to an allergy to many of the products used daily in my role. This was extremely upsetting, as hairdressing felt like my calling and not something I could easily give up. After careful consideration, I chose to continue my career while implementing appropriate control measures, including the consistent use of correct PPE and adherence to prescribed treatments, enabling me to manage the condition effectively.

Evaluation

Reflecting on my career journey, several positive outcomes are evident. My passion, work ethic, and willingness to learn contributed to rapid skill development. Within two years of training, my employer recognised my progress and natural ability, which resulted in me being given my own column to run. This allowed me to build a loyal clientele and develop confidence in my technical and interpersonal skills. A year after this my progress and natural ability to lead was also recognised and my employer made me manager at just 18 years old I thrived in this role, so much so that at the age of 19 I was given a sister salon in another location to start up and manage. My progress was also recognised through industry awards, including Apprentice of the Year (2002), Junior Stylist of the Year (2004), and first and third prize in a complete transformation competition (2009). These achievements validated my skill development and reinforced my professional identity within the industry.

However, there were also challenges. My early overconfidence initially created frustration and unrealistic expectations. Later, when offered part ownership of a salon at 20, I declined due to feeling mentally unprepared for the long-term commitment, despite successfully managing a sister salon at the time, the thought of the extra responsibility was daunting. Although difficult, I know realise this decision reflected self-awareness rather than failure. In reflection my blind spots as described the Johari window meant others recognised my potential before I fully did. As i gained feedback and experience I expanded my open area, becoming more self-aware of both my strengths and areas to develop professionally. Models of self-awareness highlighted the value of feedback in reducing blind spots (Welch, 2023). Feedback from employers and clients helped me recognise strengths I initially overlooked.
Analysis
Reflecting on my career development, several frameworks help explain how I learn, interact, and grow in my professional life. Kolb’s experiential learning helps me make sense of how my skills improved through doing the work, reflecting on mistakes, building understanding, and then testing new approaches in practice (Henríquez, Castillo Rabanal and Santana Abásolo, 2025; Cheng et al., 2025). This cycle still applies in freelance work, because I continually adapt to new trends and client needs through ongoing experience and reflection. (Harvey et al., 2025).
A SWOT analysis also supported my understanding by helping me structure my strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats in relation to my career direction and business goals (CIPD, 2025). Through this analysis, I identified strong creativity, long-term industry experience, and growing technical competence as key strengths. These strengths are also reflected in the recognition I received early in my career through awards and competitions, which strengthened my professional confidence and credibility.
Additionally, the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator provided insight into how I tend to engage with work. Personality frameworks such as MBTI support self-awareness in career decision-making (Zárate-Torres and Correa,2023). My MBTI results suggested I showed ESTP tendencies also referred to as the dynamo, which aligns with being action-oriented, adaptable, and comfortable in fast-paced, client-facing environments—qualities that fit the realities of salon and freelance work (Myers-Briggs Company, 2023). Rather than treating MBTI as a “label”, I used it as a prompt for reflection on how I communicate, make decisions under pressure, and stay motivated in a practical role. Recognising ESTP traits helped me understand why i thrive in fast- paced, client-focused environments. (Zárate-Torres and Correa, 2023).
My careers assessment also linked to Holland’s person–environment fit thinking, because it encouraged me to consider how my preferences align with the working environment I thrive in hands-on, practical and client-focused settings so it was no surprise my results identified me as a pragmatist. (Batista and Gondim, 2022).
However, my SWOT analysis also highlighted areas for improvement. In particular, my early overconfidence and impatience during training led me to underestimate the importance of structured learning and technical theory. Reflecting on my decision to decline part ownership at 19 also demonstrated self-awareness about readiness for long-term responsibility, rather than a lack of ambition. Opportunities such as mentorship, continued professional development and industry learning can support my growth and skill refinement (CIPD, 2023). In contrast, threats including high competition, the physical and mental demands of freelance work, and the need to maintain a consistent client base emphasise the importance of resilience and continuous learning in self-employment (Baitenizov et al., 2025).
Conclusion
In conclusion, reflecting on my career journey through Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle has enabled me to critically evaluate my professional development, learning style, and future career aspirations. The integration of experimental learning, self-awareness frameworks, and structured reflection has highlighted how practical salon experience, combined with ongoing reflection and feedback has shaped my progression from a confident beginner to a resilient freelance stylist.                                                      
Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle reinforced how important it is to learn through experiences and reflection, while tools such as the SWOT analysis, Johari Window, and personality frameworks enhanced my understanding of my strengths, limitations, and professional behaviours. Together, these models have strengthened my self-awareness and highlighted the value of feedback, patience with structured learning, and continuous professional development. Looking ahead, this reflective process has informed clear, realistic SMART goals and an action plan that supports sustainable career growth. By committing to ongoing learning, reflective practice, and professional responsibility, I am better equipped to navigate the challenges of freelance work while continuing to develop a successful and ethical career within the hairdressing industry.

Smart Goals 

Specific
My primary goal is to increase my freelance clientele base by 10% and begin the development of my own branded hair extension line. This will involve targeting marketing to attract new clients and a structured approach into researching high quality hair suppliers before committing to branding.
Measurable
Progress will be measured by:
· Tracking the number of new clients gained each month through bookings and referrals.
· Monitoring repeat bookings and client retention.
· Recording progress against brand development milestones.
· Record supplier visits, sample testing and selection of a final supplier.
This will help me to clearly assess whether the 10% increase in clients has been achieved and whether the hair extension brand is progressing as planned.
Achievable
These goals are achievable due to my extensive industry experience, established client base and professional reputation. My background as an award-winning stylist and my current freelance status provides both flexibility and credibility making client growth and brand development realistic and ongoing professional development further supports my goals.
Relevant
These goals are relevant to my long-term career progression and align with my ambition to grow sustainably within the hairdressing industry. Increasing my client base strengthens financial stability, whilst developing my own hair extension brand supports professional growth.
Time bound
· Increase client base by 10% within 3 months
· Research and visit hair suppliers with in 6 months
· Finalise supplier selection and product testing within 9 months
· Begin branding development and prepare for a soft launch within 18 months 









Action Plan

My goal is: Increase my client base by 10% and establish groundwork for my own hair extension brand.	 
  
	Date to finish 
	How will I measure my success? 

	22/05/2026 
 
20/09/2026 
 
20/08/2027 
	Count new client bookings monthly to confirm a 10% increase. 
 
Keep a record of how many suppliers visited and samples tested. 
 
Begin branding, branding finalized and soft launch date released. 


 
Steps to Achieving my Goal 

	Description 
	Time Estimate 
	Completion date 

	Develop a targeted client referral program 
	1 month 
	22/03/2026 

	Increase social media presence showcasing my work. 
	ongoing 
	ongoing 

	Research and visit at least 2-3 hair suppliers 
	4 months 
	20/06/2026 

	Select a supplier and begin initial branding steps 
	12 months 
	20/02/2027 

	 
	
	 

	 
	 
	 


 
	Obstacles that may arise 
	How I will respond 

	Competition in the market  
	Adjust marketing strategies when needed 

	Potential suppler delays and quality issues 
	Have a backup supplier option  

	 
	 

	 
	 


 
	Helpful Tools 
	Helpful Resources 

	Online booking systems to track clients 
	Online brand building courses 

	Social media analytics 
	Supplier networks 

	 
	Industry mentors 
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