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As most veterinarians, I struggle with hyper-achievement syndrome which is a form of 
perfectionism.  Wikipedia defines perfectionism as “a personality trait characterized by a person's 
striving for flawlessness and setting excessively high performance standards, accompanied by 
overly critical self-evaluations and concerns regarding others' evaluations.[1][2] It is best 
conceptualized as a multidimensional characteristic, as psychologists agree that there are many 
positive and negative aspects.[3] In its maladaptive form, perfectionism drives people to attempt 
to achieve an unattainable ideal, and their adaptive perfectionism can sometimes motivate them 
to reach their goals. In the end, they derive pleasure from doing so. When perfectionists do not 
reach their goals, they often fall into depression.” 
 
In the end I found that having this drive for unattainable results was great in getting me into and 
through veterinary school, but it has not been so great in supporting a sustainable career in the 
veterinary profession.  When you add in other core characteristics in which I, and most 
veterinarians have, such as being an introvert, having a type A personality, being more analytical 
in approaches to problems, have a strong ability for compassion, and being a people pleaser with 
workaholic tendencies, I have found it to be a recipe for disaster.  Therefore I wanted to share my 
story in hopes to help others along their personal journey.   
 
The backdrop for wanting to share comes from the concern that suicide and burn out is high 
within our profession.  The AVMA released information about a survey they conducted looking 
into the mental health of the US veterinary professionals’ wellbeing and one finding from this 
review was that 1 in 6 veterinarians have considered suicide post veterinary school. [4]. At this 
point honestly I could spend the remainder of this presentation referencing suicide cases and 
depression/burn out statistics in our profession, but in the end, I very easily could have been one 
of those statistics.  I clearly remember the moment I had serious thoughts of suicide at one point 
in my life and I made the conscious decision that I wanted to live and recognized the need for 
help.  The biggest part I want to share is that you are not alone in this journey.  It is hard and 
continues to be hard, that is why the title to this presentation is “I Am a RecoverING perfectionist” 
Not “I Am a RecoverED Perfectionist”.  This is an active decision I have to make the majority of 
most days and I know that this will probably be the case for the rest of my life.   
 
The core basics I have learned through my journey I broke down into a few areas in which I cover 
in this presentation. At the center of it all being SHAME and the struggle I have in managing my 
personal shaming I do to myself each day.  In helping me to understand shame I have studied the 
work of Brene Brown Ph.D., LMSW.  She is a research professor at the University of Houston 
Graduate College of Social Work.   She has been featured on multiple TED talks, including one 
that went viral which covered the topic of shame and vulnerability.  She also has a number of 
books on the subject and was a focus of a PBS special.  In the end shame is defined by Brene as 
“the intensely painful feeling or experience of believing we are flawed and therefore unworthy of 
acceptance and belonging”.  No one likes to talk about shame, but in order for me, as a 
veterinarian, to start recovering from my perfectionism; I needed to confront my personal shaming 
head on.  
 
I feel that the primary feelings which almost led me to a drastic decision lived in the shame I felt in 
my hatred of being a veterinarian and thinking I made a mistake.  How could I feel that way?  I 
worked so hard to get here and yet I hate what I do? What is wrong with me, I must be a horrible 
person. That was the thought process I followed in shaming myself and so producing my own 
feelings of unworthy of acceptance and belonging.   In addition the thought of all the people I 



would have disappointed and the pressure to support my debt and bills added to the spiral down.  
I still work on this every day, and I want to share the tools I have found to help me along the way.   
 
Below are the 10 key points I have recognized in my personal journey and I will share in this 
presentation.  They are not presented in the order in which I recognized them in my journey, in 
addition none of them I feel I have truly conquered.   
I would like to note that with that last statement, as a recovering perfectionist, I am OKAY with 
that.  
 

1) Accepting that I will disappoint someone every day, and that someone may include myself. 
2) Becoming comfortable with the unknown and learning the great things in life will come my 

way when I don’t “Plan” everything. 
3) Showing vulnerability, especially in front of others. 
4) Learning and accepting my limitations.  
5) Accepting my mistakes as learning moments and understanding that they do not define 

me. 
6) Minimizing my life. 
7) Shifting from things to experiences, and people not social media. 
8) Accepting that emotions are okay and never to be judged.  
9) My judgment of others is only me attempting to hide my personal shame. 
10) Recognizing that I am not alone.  

 
The final piece I would share that I have learned in this journey is that I am nothing if I don’t take 
care of myself.  If I do not put my health and wellbeing first in my life, I cannot be there for others.   
 
In conclusion; I truly believe that self-forgiveness is the foundation to a sustainable career in 
veterinary medicine.  I strive for that each and every day. I am a work in progress and learning to 
love and enjoy every moment and honestly some days are easier than others.   
Life is beautiful and I hope you work to find your own connection to its beauty.   
 
Suicide and Wellness Resources 
 
https://www.avma.org/ProfessionalDevelopment/Personal/PeerAndWellness/Pages/default.aspx 
 
http://www.suicidepreventionlifeline.org/ 
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