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Coping with uncertainty
It’s generally accepted that we’re going to be managing COVID-19 in our communities for
some time. There are going to be peaks and valleys of cases; the restrictions that are in
place are likely to wax and wane. So, how do we continue to navigate this uncertainty? We
embrace growth mindset, we manage our expectations, and we appreciate the grey.
Carol Dweck’s mindset theory of traits states there are two ways people can view personal
characteristics. Those with a fixed mindset hold a belief that basic qualities, such as
intelligence or musical ability, are fixed and can’t be changed. Those with a growth mindset
believe that the most basic qualities can be cultivated with hard work and dedication;
brains and talent simply provide a foundation.1 Dweck’s research has shown that
embracing a growth mindset increases one’s capacity for growth and learning, enhances
one’s willingness to try, and profoundly impacts how we each see the world.
Despite their importance, we rarely devote intention to determining where our expectations
come from, what they are, and whether they’re realistic. Much of the time, the expectations
we hold for ourselves and others exist in our subconscious, only bubbling to the surface
when they’re unmet – when we’ve failed ourselves or someone has failed us. Expectations
have a powerful impact on how we respond to experiences and events. Taking time to
consider the expectations we hold is a key step in building our resilience and keeping an
even keel when sailing through rough water.
Our brains are programmed to think in black and white. We prefer absolutes to maybes.
We prefer to think of something as good or bad, and it can be difficult to hold both positive
and negative emotions or aspects of an experience at the same time. Unfortunately, the
world is full of grey. When we acknowledge this, we’re better able to accurately assess
what’s happening, not discounting the good or the bad components because that’s what
our brain finds simpler. It also helps us choose a path forward that respects the
multifaceted nature of most choices, and best fulfills our wants and needs.
Here are some things to consider:
1. Focus on what needs to be done next. When we get caught up thinking about the
future or reliving the past, we often increase our levels of anxiety and uncertainty. If
we shift our focus to what we need to do today or next, then we’re able to take
meaningful steps forward. This helps us stay present and grounded. Ask yourself,
‘what do I need to do next?’ and then get to it.
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2. Challenge your expectations. Take a few minutes to reflect on the expectations you
have for yourself and those around you, particularly in the current environment. Are
these expectations attainable? Do they support positive relationships with yourself
and others? Try identifying the actions and behaviours that will lead to fulfillment of
your expectations, and use them to create small achievable goals.
3. Use growth mindset to guide your self-talk. When we embrace growth mindset,
we focus on the process of what we’re doing and on our capacity to improve our
efforts. Keeping this in mind allows us to speak to ourselves in a more supportive and
encouraging fashion. Consider the following re-frames:
Change “This is too hard” to “This may take some time and effort”
Change “I made a mistake; I am bad at this” to “Mistakes help me learn; with
practice I can get better.'
4. Use 'and' instead of 'but'. When we use the word ‘but’ we often invalidate the part
of the sentence that came before it. However, when we use the word ‘and’ we allow
both parts of the sentiment to exist together. Think about how the message of this
sentence changes when read with an ‘and’ instead of a ‘but’: “I’m having a really hard
time trying to keep all these balls up in the air, ‘and’/’but’ I know I’m lucky to have a
job.”
For more mental health and wellness information and advice, visit i-matter.ca.

I Matter's Check Up from the Neck Up e-zine is written by Dr. Colleen Best, PhD, DVM.
Dr. Best is a consultant and educator focused on non-technical competencies, including
veterinarian-client communication, veterinary team performance, wellness and resilience.
She’s a certified compassion fatigue professional and is also trained in mental health first
aid and suicide intervention.
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